
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			HAUNTED CASTLES

			Haunted Castles is the definitive and complete collection of Ray Russell’s masterful Gothic horror stories, including the famously terrifying trio of novellas Sardonicus, Sagittarius, and Sanguinarius. The characters that sprawl through these tales are frightful to the core: the heartless monster holding two lovers in limbo; the beautiful dame journeying down a damned road toward depravity (with the help of an evil Gypsy); the man who must wear his fatal crimes on his face in the form of an awful smile. Macabre, grotesque, perverted—and completely entrancing—Russell’s Gothic tales are the best kind of dreadful.
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			Penguin Horror is a collection of novels, stories, and poems by masters of the genre, curated by filmmaker and lifelong horror literature reader Guillermo del Toro. Included in the series are some of his favorites: Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, The Raven: Tales and Poems by Edgar Allan Poe, The Thing on the Doorstep and Other Weird Stories by H. P. Lovecraft, The Haunting of Hill House by Shirley Jackson, Haunted Castles: The Complete Gothic Stories by Ray Russell, and American Supernatural Tales, edited by S. T. Joshi and featuring stories from Ray Bradbury, Joyce Carol Oates, Robert E. Howard, and Stephen King, alongside many others. Penguin Horror reminds us what del Toro writes in his series introduction: “To learn what we fear is to learn who we are.”
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			RAY RUSSELL was born in 1924 in Chicago, Illinois, and served in the U.S. Army Air Corps in the South Pacific during World War II. After the war, he attended the Chicago Conservatory of Music and the Goodman Memorial Theatre and soon became executive editor of Playboy, where he played a vital role in turning the magazine into a showcase for imaginative fiction. At Playboy, Russell published such writers as Ray Bradbury, Kurt Vonnegut, Richard Matheson, Robert Bloch, and Charles Beaumont, while also editing many of the bestselling Playboy anthologies, including The Playboy Book of Science Fiction and Fantasy and the Playboy Book of Horror and the Supernatural. His first novel, The Case Against Satan, was published in 1962, and his best known work, Sardonicus, was called by Stephen King “perhaps the finest example of the modern Gothic ever written.” His work also included publications in The Paris Review and several screenplays, including Mr. Sardonicus, The Horror of It All, and X: The Man with the X-Ray Eyes. Russell received the World Fantasy Award for Lifetime Achievement in 1991. He passed away in Los Angeles in 1999.

			
			GUILLERMO DEL TORO is a Mexican director, producer, screenwriter, novelist, and designer. He cofounded the Guadalajara International Film Festival, and formed his own production company, the Tequila Gang. However, he is most recognized for his Academy Award–winning film, Pan’s Labyrinth, and the Hellboy film franchise. He has received Nebula and Hugo awards, was nominated for the Bram Stoker Award, and is an avid collector and student of arcane memorabilia and weird fiction.
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			Beneath the haunted castle lies the dungeon keep: the womb from whose darkness the ego first emerged, the tomb to which it knows it must return at last. Beneath the crumbling shell of paternal authority, lies the maternal blackness, imagined by the Gothic writer as a prison, a torture chamber—from which the cries of the kidnapped anima cannot even be heard. The upper and the lower levels of the ruined castle or abbey represent the contradictory fears at the heart of Gothic terror: the dread of the super-ego, whose splendid battlements have been battered but not quite cast down—and of the id, whose buried darkness abounds in dark visions no stormer of the castle had ever touched.

			—Leslie A. Fielder: 
Love and Death in the American Novel

		

	
		
			HAUNTED CASTLES, DARK MIRRORS

			ON THE PENGUIN HORROR SERIES

			There is no god but this mirror that thou seest, for this is the Mirror of Wisdom. And it reflecteth all things that are in heaven and on earth, save only the face of him who looketh into it. This it reflecteth not, so that he who looketh into it may be wise.

			—Oscar Wilde, “The Fisherman and His Soul”

			To learn what we fear is to learn who we are. Horror defines our boundaries and illuminates our souls. In that, it is no different, or less controversial, than humor, and no less intimate than sex. Our rejection or acceptance of a particular type of horror fiction can be as rarefied or kinky as any other phobia or fetish.

			Horror is made of such base material—so easily rejected or dismissed—that it may be hard to accept my postulate that within the genre lies one of the last refuges of spirituality in this, our materialistic world.

			But it is a fact that, through the ages, most storytellers have had to resort to the fantastic in order to elevate their discourse to the level of parable. Stevenson, Wilde, Victor Hugo, Henry James, Marcel Schwob, Kipling, Borges, and many others. Borges, in fact, defended the fantastic quite openly and acknowledged fable and parable as elemental forms of narrative that would always outlive the much younger forms, which are preoccupied with realism.

			At a primal level, we crave parables, because they allow us to grasp the impossibly large concepts and to understand our universe without and within. These tales can “make flesh” what would otherwise be metaphor or allegory. More important, the horror tale becomes imprinted in us at an emotional level: Shiver by shiver, we gain insight.

			But, at its root, the frisson is a crucial element of this form of storytelling—because all spiritual experience requires faith, and faith requires abandonment: the humility to fully surrender to a tide of truths and wills infinitely larger than ourselves.

			It is in this abandonment that we are allowed to witness phenomena that go beyond our nature and that reveal the spiritual side of our existence.

			We dislocate, for a moment, the rules of our universe, the laws that bind the rational and diminish the cosmos to our scale. And when the world becomes a vast, unruly place, a place where anything can happen, then—and only then—we allow for miracles and angels, no matter how dark they may be.

			Penguin has a particularly important place in my own relationship with the fantastic. When I was a child—roughly seven years old—I started purchasing and collecting fantastic literature. My first purchases were paperbacks, and the two main purveyors of my collection were, almost inevitably, Editorial Bruguera in Spanish and Penguin Books in English. As a kid, I was so grateful to have these short story collections and novels in an affordable—albeit fragile—format. Reading these tales at such an early age most definitely shaped me into whatever manner of creature I am today.

			The discovery of the horror tale at such an early age was fortuitous for me. This sort of tale serves, in many ways, the very same purpose as fairy tales did in our childhood: It operates as a theater of the mind in which internal conflicts are played out. In these tales we can parade the most reprehensible aspects of our being: cannibalism, incest, parricide. It allows us to discuss our anxieties and even to contemplate the experience of death in absolute safety.

			And again, like a fairy tale, horror can serve as a liberating or repressive social tool, and it is always an accurate reflection of the social climate of its time and the place where it gets birthed.

			 • • • 
In the eighteenth century, Romanticism—and with it, the Gothic tale—surged as a reaction against the suffocating dogmas of the Enlightenment. Empiricism weighed heavily upon our souls so, as the age of reason went to sleep, it produced monsters. Reason and science were being enthroned when the Gothic Romance exploded full of emotion and thrills. “The great art of life is sensation, to feel that we exist, even in pain,” said Lord Byron, enunciating a basic Romantic idea and, perhaps, hoping that goblins, ghosts, and demons provided some necessary release to a puritanical society.

			The Gothic has its sights planted firmly in the past because it is there that ghosts reside. Romanesque ruins evoke, with their incomplete grandeur, the will that built them and the echoes they left behind. The innate necrophilia subjacent in the Gothic spirit is made manifest as a tribute to the eternal notion of love.

			The enormous popularity of this genre produced a deluge of inferior titles and sub–Minerva Press imitations; its elements became so well-known as to be somewhat parodied in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (created in direct response to Ann Radcliffe’s Gothic novels) or, more obliquely, in the Don Quixote of the Gothic genre: The Monk, by Matthew G. Lewis.

			Toward the end of its run, the Gothic’s resistance to modernity gave way to a new set of devices—it began to utilize the shiny artifices of science, psychology, and other avant-garde tools to lend plausibility to its phantoms.

			And it is at this point that the modern horror tale, in the hand of young, skillful, and powerful writers, starts evolving from its Gothic roots and delivers bold, very experimental works that shape the language in exciting and innovative ways.

			 • • • 
Much like Matthew G. Lewis, who was twenty years old when he wrote The Monk, Mary Shelley was painfully young—a teenager, in fact—when she first published Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus and into the monster and his tale she was able to pour all her contradictions and her questions—her essential pleas and her feelings of disfranchisement and inadequacy. The tale spoke about such profound, particular feelings that, irremediably, it became universal.

			While reading the novel as a child, I was arrested by the epistolary form Shelley had chosen (and which Dracula would use to good effect many decades later), because it felt so immediate. I was overtaken by the Miltonian sense of abandonment, the absolute horror of a life without a reason. The tragedy of the tale was not dependent on evil. That’s the supreme pain of the novel—tragedy requires no villain.

			Just as Poe will prefigure the ambiguities of psychiatry, Shelley utilizes the most cutting-edge science and philosophy to drive her existential discourse home. Galvanism, chemistry, and surgery provide the alibi for the monster to gain life and to arise and question all of us.

			The Faust-like thirst for knowledge and the arrogance of science are embodied in the character of Victor. He becomes an uncaring god who can force dead flesh to be reanimated but cannot calculate the consequences of his creation. This leads to the infinite sorrow of his creation, who will experience the hunger, the loneliness, and the burden of existence, far removed from its creator.

			And the Creature, like the wolf of St. Francis, wanders through the world, encounters mostly evil and hatred, and learns of rage and pain. He becomes hardened and lonely. And I, at age ten, in a comfortable house in a suburb, felt exactly the same way. Shelley goes deeper than many authors by refusing to impose a pattern of good and evil only as discourse (like Stevenson’s “Markheim” or Poe in “William Wilson”), but by actually weaving it into the plot.

			The unnatural essence of the Creature is defined by his origins—by the god that gave him life—because Victor usurps not only the divine function of God, but also that of intercourse. Victor is barren and alone when he creates the Creature, and their final encounter brings it all full circle—they finally meet in a desolate, frozen landscape, which provides the perfect theater for the colloquy between the arid God and the abandoned Man.

			In usurping the role of God, Victor is also faced with questions and reproach that far exceed his paternal capabilities and ultimately allow the Creature to see him, too, as just a man. Another abandoned man. So, as the tale ends, and as his god dies a simple man, the Creature will fade into the cold limbo with the sole desire to die himself. To be no more. Remote as Victor may have been, he was the only thing that gave sense to the Creature’s life, and with him gone, only oblivion remains.

			Frankenstein is the purest of parables—working both as a straight narrative and as a symbolic one. Shelley utilizes the Gothic model to tell a story not about the loss of a paradise but rather about the absence of one.

			The novel is so articulate and vibrant that it often surprises those who approach it for the first time. No adaptation—and there are some masterful ones—has ever captured it whole.

			Taking its rightful place among the essential characters in any narrative form, Frankenstein’s Creature will go beyond literature and will join Tarzan, Sherlock Holmes, Pinocchio, and Monte Cristo in embodying a concept, even in the minds of those who have never read the actual books.

			 • • • 
Clearly, the horror tale deals with the essential duality of mankind, a topic that has proved irresistible to philosophers, prophets, and saints. The Adamites, the Dulcinians, and other savage orders advocated salvation through Bosch-like excess and violence—and they all situated the root of all evil in the soul. It is not until Poe that the seat of evil is transferred back to its proper place: the human mind.

			It is in Poe that we first find the sketches of modern horror while being able to enjoy the traditional trappings of the Gothic tale. He speaks of plagues and castles and ancient curses, but he is also morbidly attracted to the aberrant intellect, the mind of the outsider.

			Poe grappled with the darker side of mankind, with the demons that reside within us: our mind, a crumbling edifice, sinking slowly in a swamp of decadence and madness. He knew that a rational, good-hearted man could, when ridden by demons, sink a knife in the eye of a beloved cat and gouge it out. He could strangle an old man or burn alive his enemies. He knew that those dark impulses can shape us, overtake us, make us snap—and yet, we would still be able to function, we would still presume to possess the power of rational thought.

			Why would anyone say we are mad?

			In Poe, the legend weighs heavily upon his readers. Partly because of the singular misfortune of his life, but also due to one outstanding fact: The portrait of Poe as a dissolute, intoxicated wretch comes chiefly from the biased chronicling and ruthless eulogizing of one Rufus Wilmot Griswold. Griswold had the singular duty of being an enemy of Poe and guardian of the writer’s legacy. So, quite early after the writer’s death, the misinterpretation of Poe starts in earnest. Griswold publishes a most ruthless epitaph and a distorted biography that will, to this day, define Poe in the popular imagination.

			One of the most surprising aspects of Poe is how remarkably uninterested he is in the supernatural. He is interested in figures of uncanny origin, and—much like the medieval artists—is capable of giving the plague a body and a voice, but he is not compelled toward the ghostly or physically monstrous; he is a rationalist (it should come as no surprise that he pioneered the detective novel) repulsed by and attracted to madness and loss.

			Like every good writer of horror fiction, there is a large degree of autobiography in Poe’s work. The imprinting of death and love, the almost Dickensian nature of his childhood and the fact that his savage muse did not endear him to the mainstream of American literature all cooperated to create the sense of isolation in his fiction. This remarkable characteristic—which he will share with another accursed American writer, Howard Phillips Lovecraft—is of the foremost importance in understanding Poe. Most of his protagonists are outsiders. They stand alone, trapped, confined within themselves.

			But it is here that two thoroughly modern demons make their appearance: perversity and arrogance. Part of the fundament of the horror tale is that it exists in a regimented social reality. The inner monologue of a Poe character becomes more effective when juxtaposed against minute social detail and quaint norm. The desires that pulse within are deemed irrational or perverse by the outside world and lay these characters on a disastrous route that suffuses each story and poem with a driving sense of doom.

			His poems and stories, such as those in The Raven: Tales and Poems, have a passion for the abnormal and the hopeless that makes clear his ambivalence toward “normalcy.” He can only paint normalcy as a saintly virtue, a quiet, enraging sounding board for the drumming of madness. And little by little, as his tales unfold, that quaintness will become unsustainable, repugnant even, and it must be extinguished. It is in this arrogance that Poe’s characters reveal their true nature: They are not victims but executioners. Wolves in a land of sheep. In this, Poe hints at the psychopathy and sociopathy that will shape the criminology of centuries to come. Standing above moral judgment, he gives us a true glimpse into the criminal mind.

			Poe is enraptured by the loss of all that was noble and grand and good. The tragedy in Poe’s world is not the darkness in which we wallow but the fact that we once contemplated heaven. The warm, bright kingdom of the smile has fallen, and it has given way to a valley of despair and demented laughter.

			Poe instilled polarized reactions and remains, to this day, a writer often misinterpreted and even reviled. To an obstinate few, the exquisite, precise nature of his prose remains invisible, asphyxiated by the effect it provokes. But his work is without a doubt the fundamental stepping-stone between the legacy of Gothic horror and the threshold of its modern incarnations.

			 • • • 
Poe redefines the Gothic edifice as a haunted castle of the mind, but it will have to wait until the end of the nineteenth century to be fully inhabited, when Henry James creates The Turn of the Screw.

			The ghost story is perhaps the most venerable and accepted part of horror literature. Just as monsters can be found as far back as Beowulf, The Ramayana, or The Iliad, so can ghosts be traced to the very origins of the consigned narrative.

			The ghost story has had many great practitioners, but, justly, two names stand above them all: M. R. James and Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu. In their hands, the ghost story acquires such solidity and conviction as to become fact. Their distinct styles achieve this result through varied means, which I will discuss succinctly. In James, horror comes as much by the punctilious nature of the detail and background provided for the story as it comes from the obstinate omission of such details in a capricious manner by the story’s narrator. This lends the story the patina of truth. It is no secret that, in describing his horrors, James is evoking his own intimate phobias and, it is said, the echoes of a single ghostly encounter he had at a very early age.

			Le Fanu’s case is entirely another matter. Even when James drinks from the same stylistic resources—which he absorbed as a student and scholar of Le Fanu’s legacy—it is the innate connection that Le Fanu feels with the supernatural that dominates his work and separates it from the rest.

			The tenuous but precise way in which Le Fanu builds up the supernatural elements is akin to the pervasive effects of mildew on a solid wall. It is not by force but by accumulation that he demolishes disbelief and tears down the barrier that separates us from fear. The relentless but delicate construction of atmosphere and dread that Le Fanu creates comes partly from a calculated and precise style of writing and partly from the lifelong relationship he has with the darkest folktales of his native Ireland.

			The tenets of ghost story fiction are quite varied but almost invariably require the rooting of a haunting within an edifice, a patch of land, or an ancient object. The ghost must be “tethered” to a host of some kind. A haunted castle.

			Henry James was fascinated by ghost stories—which he defined as fairy tales for adults—and studied them carefully. He devoted considerable time to the creation and contemplation of such tales and, in my opinion, devised one of the most moving and tenuous of all ghost tales in “The Way It Came.”

			In The Turn of the Screw, James utilizes many a traditional Gothic story element (a haunted edifice, a manuscript, a secret from the past, and the element of innocence at the center of the tale) but creates a breathtaking exercise in ambiguity and duality—the house and the mind of the governess seem to be equally infested with darkness and ghosts.

			Through the ages, it has been a tradition in Great Britain to have a great ghost story for Christmas. This tradition gave us A Christmas Carol by Dickens, and it extends into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries through the gorgeous productions the BBC has done through the decades at the yuletide season.

			Henry James utilizes this device to start The Turn of the Screw. He also utilizes, obliquely, a most popular framing device: the club story.

			The club story, along with the ghost story, is a cherished tradition that can be found in settings as varied as The Dinner Club stories by Sapper, Tales from the White Hart by Arthur C. Clarke, assorted stories by M. R. James, or even “The Body Snatcher” by Robert Louis Stevenson, to name but a few. In the typical club story, a varied assortment of characters gathers in a supper club, a tavern, or a smoking room and, after describing the settings—the quality of the brandy, the gentle glow of the fireplace—stories of one sort or another are shared. This device often produces in the reader a sense of comfort and allows for a colloquial narrative that gives the most outlandish tales the patina of reality. Often a manuscript is quoted. The epistolary nature of the tale within the tale also lends credence to the events narrated, even if they unfold through a most unreliable narrator. The reader may now be in the wrong hands.

			James then proceeds to weave a brisk but dense tale that engages the heart and the mind of the reader. We are at once as fascinated by the chilling nature of the tale as we are by the bifurcating possibilities of the haunting. We are either seeing the chronicle of the most tragic, relentless mental abuse of two children, or we are witnessing a chilling story of spiritual infestation. James himself has left some scattered evidence as to where his loyalties lay, and while there is some indication of his belief in the reality of the haunting, this has been disputed ardently through decades of literary analysis by some of the great minds of our century.

			At the heart of the tale lies a most English virtue: repression. Regardless of the factual reality of the proceedings, the constant pulse of repressed desire gives the characters a susceptibility, a proclivity to heightened emotion, to hysterical reaction. James maintains the children as chillingly ambiguous, manipulative, and strong willed. This alone would have unsettled a governess at the time, but particularly one who can only define her subjects in the most anodyne and antiseptic terms: “charming,” “beautiful,” “beatific,” or “radiant.” The governess seems uncomfortable at the hint of any complexity in the children and at great unease with almost any demonstration of flattery or physical affection. That is why James is so brilliant in constructing his two ghosts around the very thing that would frighten his main character: carnal desire.

			The origins of Quint and Miss Jessup (the former governess) are not an Anglo-Saxon myth or an ancient tale of revenge but the carnal story of two lovers consumed by physical passion. It is, in a way, a different sort of possession that also scares and bewilders our heroine/villain, quite in the same way that native lust would shock goodwilled missionaries across the South Seas.

			The duality in the tale lies also within James. The English streak in him supports one side of the story—the one permeated by ghost tales and moral colonialism. His empirical, liberal American streak supports the other side. And even structurally, the pacing of the piece—which can be defined as a long novella or a short novel—throughout its compact chapters is entirely American while its coruscated prose and internal pacing are decidedly Old World.

			A sophisticated mind still has, hardwired in it, the trigger of pareidolia—the human tendency to organize any random pattern into a system or a shape—and James lays before us an inkblot test of a tale. Whether we believe the haunting to be real or not speaks volumes about our nature as well as the nature of the tale’s characters. Our experience reading the novella mirrors the experience of the governess trying to assemble the tale. After all, James said that the reader should rely on “his own experience, his own imagination” to complete the haunting.

			The haunted castle is now officially our mind and the ghost is desire.

			 • • • 
Which brings us to Howard Phillips Lovecraft. There is so much to say about him and such illuminating texts have been written by brilliant scholars (above all else my kind accomplice S. T. Joshi), colleagues (L. Sprague de Camp’s  Lovecraft biography), or fellow authors (H. P. Lovecraft: Against the World, Against Life, Michel Houellebecq) that I feel at a disadvantage trying to scribble a few thoughts.

			I will then speak about my personal relationship to his work. One hot summer afternoon (I must have been eleven or twelve years old) I stumbled upon the text of the Lovecraft story “The Outsider.” I was riding in the family car, and the text was included in Spanish in an anthology for my older brother’s lit class. I started to read, and almost an hour later, I was left behind in the car, still reading, oblivious to the inclement heat, mesmerized and moved by this story.

			In it, an entity emerges from the depths of the earth and ascends painfully, seeking, lost. And he encounters a horrifying entity at the end of a corridor. A loathsome creature, pale and deformed—who is it? And why does he stand there, looking directly at him? What is that frame that surrounds the door where the wretch stands? In the final paragraphs of the story, the narrator extends his hand and the horror hits the reader full force. The story provoked such strong emotions in me. “The monster was I . . .” And, as I closed that book, I felt transmogrified. I had become an acolyte of Lovecraft.

			Starting that afternoon, and for the rest of my life, I have devoted more time to Lovecraft than virtually any other author in the genre. His mannered, convulse prose, so antiquated and yet so full of new ideas, is very compelling to a young writer for the same reason that Bradbury’s is—it seems easy to forge. It is so clear, so full of evident quirks, that you long to imitate it, and it is then that you find out how full of secrets his prose can be.

			Many a time the term “visionary” is used to describe a particular type of artist, one with such conviction about the worlds that he or she is building that he seems to be transcribing rather than creating. I wrote about this in my introduction to a Penguin Classics edition of Arthur Machen’s work. Well, Lovecraft is that type of artist. His phobias and inadequacies do dictate in him the compulsive worlds and characters he creates. He speaks of what he knows—corrupt lineages in old Eastern Seaboard towns, bizarre forms of sea life that terrorize the pious white men with their undulating, soft folds of pale flesh, the fundamental loneliness of men trapped out of time in urban monstrosities that seem to shift and change around them—all of these things stem from the dark moments in his own life.

			Lovecraft’s biography rivals Poe’s in bizarre occurrences and outrageous misfortune, but his is a quiet, isolated, phobic existence, whereas Poe’s is marked by excess and adversity. The details of his misfortune are too many and too odd to enumerate here, and the best thing I can do is ask you to follow Mr. Joshi’s notations and books and the few other titles I recommended earlier.

			The stories included in this Penguin Horror volume of The Thing on the Doorstep and Other Weird Stories are an absolute treasure trove that will show you many of the thematic and stylistic aspects of HPL’s work. He is a well-versed student of the weird tale and can metamorphose at will. He drinks from the wells of Poe, William Hope Hodgson, Algernon Blackwood, Lord Dunsany, Arthur Machen, and many others, but impresses all of his narratives with his own phobic, misanthropic seal. No one has ever created a more adverse and bizarre cosmos than Lovecraft. No one.

			You’ll be delighted with the lysergic “The Music of Erich Zann,” the necrophiliac “The Tomb,” the often imitated, multianthologized “Pickman’s Model,” the disturbing “The Dunwich Horror,” and a few other masterpieces, including the titular story.

			But the crown jewel in the collection is, in my opinion, “At the Mountains of Madness.” A great admirer of Poe, Lovecraft sets out to riff on The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket, but then he stumbles into uncharted territory by hinting, through science and revelations, at the darkest possible origin of mankind. A group of scientists embarks on a fossil hunt to the frozen edges of the globe. Utilizing cutting-edge technology and tools, they attempt to catalog and decipher the evolutionary clues found in fossils and remains that are gradually revealed to them. They stumble upon the ruins of a cyclopean alien city. It is there that it is revealed that an ancient race of extraterrestrials created mankind as a cruel cosmic joke. They also created a race of slaves that can shape-shift at will, and that still lurk in the ruins of the city. The final encounter in the few final pages and lines of this story are so powerful, so primal as to render one speechless.

			Reading this tale in my midteens was a revelation. I had never been exposed to any literature that so dwarfed our existence and hinted at the cold indifference of the cosmos. I became entirely enamored. Making a film of it became my quest.

			For the last fifteen years or so, I have attempted repeatedly to make a film based on this story. From 2009 to 2011 I dedicated my every waking hour to sketching, sculpting, and writing about every detail in the adaptation of Lovecraft’s difficult prose. Difficult to adapt, that is, since it is a superb tonal work, chock-full of erudite and minute scientific annotations and peppered with brief but shocking episodes of devastating power. The adaptation took necessary liberties but remained faithful to every landmark of the novel.

			Needless to say, the film didn’t happen, and for now I have to be content to share my home office with a life-size Lovecraft sculpture, many Cthulhu and HPL busts, a portrait by Michael Deas, hundreds of conceptual drawings, a visual effects test by Industrial Light and Magic, and the few eerie music tracks that Jónsi, from Sigur Rós, composed for us . . .

			It is my hope to, one day, share my love for HPL with the world.

			 • • • 
With The Haunting of Hill House, Shirley Jackson evolves the ghost story one step further by creating an equally fluid tale—one that will again test the relationship between the fantastic and the psychological.

			Jackson is the perfect case of a writer associated with a genre that a substantial portion of her readers would avoid. Her prose and poise are obliquely reminiscent of E. B. White, Thurber, or the spirit of The New Yorker, and yet her fierce grasp of the supernatural, her lapses into the Gothic Romance tone and trappings, and her undeniable attraction to the bizarre would have her equally at home in Weird Tales. So, much like James, she injects her own ambiguity into the tale. But whereas James brings a fin-de-siècle sensibility to the stories, Jackson brings forth a decidedly modern and American approach.

			One of the most remarkable feats Jackson pulls off is to make the house a character. It is not the melancholic edifice that hosts the lamia. It is the lamia. Stephen King would later define this notion further by postulating that bad places attract bad things, but Jackson provides the foundation by asserting over and over again the presence of the house as a sentient, physical, spiritual entity of evil.

			As an extension of the loneliness prefigured in Poe, Jackson continually speaks of that condition in most of her fiction. Hill House can only hold the truly lonely souls, reclaim them, invite them to belong. The symbiosis, the abandon that is needed for the house to possess the novel’s heroine, Eleanor Vance, is a game changer—a tacit agreement that will be cashed in the final pages of Jackson’s masterwork: “[S]ilence lay steadily against the wood and stone of Hill House, and whatever walked there, walked alone.”

			In its efficiency, Jackson’s prose transmits modernity—she allows the novel to remain crisp and lean. She refuses to overcomplicate her writing with unnecessary description or mannerisms and, therefore, when she delves into detail, she has the reader’s complete attention.

			And this is where one of the most genial touches of the novel comes into play. Jackson sets forth the entire endeavor as a scientific experiment, and therefore we are forced to accept the background and history (biography?) of Hill House as pure fact and the parameters of modernity as our safety net.

			The experiment as background will again be put to good use by Richard Matheson in the magnificently unsubtle Hell House, but Matheson will choose to solve the novel as a dark riddle, whereas Jackson chooses to let it evolve like a collision course.

			And it is here that the kinship with Henry James’s work stops. Rather than maintaining the boundaries of the story as fluid as a question mark—Is it real? Is it not?—Jackson opts for an exclamation point—a fascinating piece of nature documentary: Hill House is the lion pouncing in slow motion on the smallest, weakest gazelle in the herd: Eleanor.

			We are told that this is a house with “insistent hospitality; it seemingly dislikes letting its guests get away,” and one that will disintegrate Eleanor’s sanity and sense of self without ever defining the nature of the evil that animates it. But evil there is, undoubtedly—and this, too, is a characteristic that separates James and Jackson.

			Jackson forces us to contemplate all the haunted occurrences through each of the participant’s eyes and vulnerabilities. And by never denying the malevolence of the house: The haunting is real and everyone within it is alone, trapped in their own minds and circumstances, blind to the plight of the others.

			This is perhaps one of the most veiled and pervasive horrors in Jackson’s fiction: We are always alone.

			If Hill House is a colloquy, then it is a colloquy between the different sides in Jackson’s mind, the many “me’s” that face the vast, hostile world alone. And in the end, Jackson’s misanthropic, nihilistic view of the world seems to assert that, in the darkness, there is a refuge. That if Eleanor needs to belong and Hill House needs to possess, then, finally, in that coupling there might be hope.

			 • • • 
The case of Ray Russell offers us a chance to talk about one of the most peculiar horror writers. Russell links postpulp literature and the Grand Guignol tradition with the modern sensibilities of America in the 1960s. Within him resides a neo-paganistic streak that is passed from Algernon Blackwood and Sax Rohmer to him and other writers of unusual proclivities, such as Bernard J. Hurwood. A fascinating combination of the liberal and the heretic.

			Russell was born in the early twentieth century and saw action during World War II. He held a variety of jobs and published in a variety of publications. He was part of the resurgence of fantastic literature in American letters. As executive fiction editor of Playboy in the magazine’s infancy (1954–1960), Russell probably knew his share of excess and power, but he utilized this power to provide refuge to a host of valuable genre writers, among them the brilliant Richard Matheson and the precious Charles Beaumont, but also heralded the birth of adult fantastic fiction by publishing also Vonnegut, Bradbury, Fredric Brown, and many others.

			Russell authored numerous short stories and seven novels—including his most famous one, The Case Against Satan, which pioneers and outlines the plights of Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist. But, in spite of this and his continued collaborations with Playboy throughout the 1970s, Russell remains a forgotten writer. A sort of writer’s writer, an acquired taste. This in spite of being a recipient of both a World Fantasy Award and the Bram Stoker Award for Lifetime Achievement.

			In fact, in the last few decades, so little has been published about Russell that the only quote, oft repeated, is Stephen King’s blurb, in which he enthrones Sardonicus as “perhaps the finest example of the modern gothic ever written.”

			But King, as always, is absolutely right. Russell has a savage streak in his prose, one that would today be considered inappropriate and even offensive and, to me, entirely reminiscent of the Grand Guignol Theatre. But in his best stories he also captures the tenuous atmosphere of the Gothic Romance. At a secondary level, Russell seems to wallow in a sadistic impulse akin to the conte cruel so aptly practiced by Auguste Villiers de l’Isle-Adam.

			This tortuous vocation is never clearer than in his Gothic S trilogy. The tales Sanguinarius, Sagittarius, and Sardonicus are all surprisingly inventive stories, with shocking twist endings that are here reprinted in their entirety.

			My favorite of the three, Sagittarius, may not be a perfect exercise in style, but it is a luscious, devoted repast of Gothic fiction. Sagittarius centers around the tale of two stage actors—the divine Sellig and the revulsive Laval, a freakishly deformed performer who shocks the Grand Guignol audience every night, and who embodies evil to perfection.

			If you can guess the not too subtle wordplay hidden in the performers’ names, then it will feel only natural that, in an inspired stroke, Russell links the pair with two more infamous figures of gaslight London: Jack the Ripper and Mr. Hyde. The connection is effortless and feels neither mannered nor insincere and, I guarantee this: It packs a powerful punch in its final pages.

			“La vie est un corridor noir / D’impuissance et de désespoir!” cries Laval. “Life is a black corridor of impotence and despair.” Indeed.

			Sanguinarius retells—from an unorthodox perspective and with great macabre gusto—the story of Countess Elisabeth Báthory and her thirst for blood. Russell provokes and subverts the tale by adopting the Countess’s point of view. He succeeds in this by infusing the story with period quirks and idioms that lend an air of authenticity to the macabre proceedings.

			It is also remarkable to hear the tale told in this manner as we find empathy and reason behind the most atrocious actions. Báthory starts her journey as a virginal bride in her early teens and is swallowed by a vortex of depravity and bloodshed that is described, at times, with zealous excess. In this, Sanguinarius represents an aspect of Russell’s fiction that will erupt in full in Incubus—the capacity of the author to get caught in his own compulsions as he attempts to titillate and shock the reader.

			The most famous of his tales, and the only one that is frequently reprinted and discussed, is Sardonicus. First published in Playboy at the end of the 1950s, this is a tale of enormous originality that remains, at the same time, a grand homage and a reinvention of the Gothic. To the eyes of its seemingly straight protagonist, Sir Robert Cargrave, everything in Castle Sardonicus is askew and in decay. He has been called there to assist the husband of a former liaison of his—the man in question, the preternaturally pale Mr. Sardonicus, has the lower half of his face paralyzed in a horrid rictus, and the reason for this is too preposterous and delightful to consign in these few lines!

			In my opinion, Ray Russell is the literary equivalent of the Italian filmmaker Mario Bava, a supersaturated neo-Gothicist who shines above the premises of his material based on style, conviction, and artistic flair. Sadly, most of Russell’s work has remained unavailable, except for outrageously overpriced paperbacks and expensive collectors’ editions. It is therefore that I take great pride in presenting a new edition of Haunted Castles: The Complete Gothic Stories as part of this Penguin Horror series.

			 • • • 
And this brings us to the final title of the series, S. T. Joshi’s edited volume of American Supernatural Tales.

			Foremost among the modern scholars of the genre, Mr. Joshi has published many volumes dedicated to the study of the weird tale and has edited many volumes of horror fiction with unparalleled rigor and love. In every respect, he will be a more adept guide than I in taking you hand in hand through the amazing catalog of supernatural fiction he has curated.

			 • • • 
So, there you have it. We have prepared a small collection of books that I hope will find their way into the hands of young, strange readers—like I was—curious about this deranged form of storytelling—seeking that late-night chill, that intimate shiver that happens when the lamia crosses the threshold of our room and whispers at us from the darkened corner.

			When the certainty of seeing a monstrous thing takes ahold of us and forces us to gaze at the end of a corridor—there, an apparition stands, a thing of supreme horror. And, as we advance toward it—as in HPL’s “The Outsider”—we are overwhelmed by the realization that the putrid flesh, the vacant eyes, the mad stare we see in that lonely figure is nothing but the reflection in a mirror. A dark mirror facing us.

			May your nightmares be plentiful.

			GUILLERMO DEL TORO 
Thousand Oaks, California, 2013

			

		

	

			Sardonicus

		
				[image: 48312.jpg]

			
			
		
	
		
			I

			AN S OF VULGAR PRETENSION

			In the late summer of the year 18—, a gratifying series of professional successes had brought me to a state of such fatigue that I had begun seriously to contemplate a long rest on the Continent. I had not enjoyed a proper holiday in nearly three years, for in addition to my regular practise, I had been deeply involved in a program of research, and so rewarding had been my progress in this special work (it concerned the ligaments and muscles, and could, it was my hope, be beneficially applied to certain varieties of paralysis) that I was loath to leave the city for more than a week at a time. Being unmarried, I lacked a solicitous wife who might have expressed concern over my health; thus it was that I had overworked myself to a point that a holiday had become absolutely essential to my well-being; hence, the letter which was put in my hand one morning near the end of that summer was most welcome.

			When it was first presented to me by my valet, at breakfast, I turned it over and over, feeling the weight of its fine paper which was almost of the heaviness and stiffness of parchment; pondering the large seal of scarlet wax upon which was imprinted a device of such complexity that it was difficult to decipher; examining finally the hand in which the address had been written: Sir Robert Cargrave, Harley Street, London. It was a feminine hand, that much was certain, and there was a curious touch of familiarity to its delicacy as well as to its clearness (this last an admirable quality far too uncommon in the handwriting of ladies). The fresh clarity of that hand—and where had I seen it before?—bespoke a directness that seemed contrary to the well-nigh unfathomable ornamentation of the seal, which, upon closer and more concentrated perusal, I at length concluded to be no more than a single S, but an S whose writhing curls seemed almost to grin presumptuously at one, an S which seemed to be constructed of little else than these grins, an S of such vulgar pretension that I admit to having felt vexed for an instant, and then, in the next instant, foolish at my own vexation—for surely, I admonished myself, there are things a deal more vexing than a seal which you have encountered without distemper?

			Smiling at my foible, I continued to weigh the letter in my hand, searching my mind for a friend or acquaintance whose name began with an S. There was old Shipley of the College of Surgeons; there was Lord Henry Stanton, my waggish and witty friend; and that was the extent of it. Was it Harry? He was seldom in one place for very long and was a faithful and gifted letter writer. Yet Harry’s bold hand was far from effeminate, and, moreover, he would not use such a seal—unless it were as a lark, as an antic jest between friends. My valet had told me, when he put the letter in my hand, that it had come not by the post but by special messenger, and although this intelligence had not struck me as remarkable at the time, it now fed my curiosity and I broke that vexing seal and unfolded the stiff, crackling paper.

			The message within was written in that same clear, faintly familiar hand. My eye first travelled to the end to find the signature, but that signature—Madam S.—told me nothing, for I knew of no Madam S. among my circle.

			I read the letter. It is before me now as I set down this account, and I shall copy it out verbatim:

			“My dear Sir Robert,

			“It has been close to seven years since last we met—indeed, at that time you were not yet Sir Robert at all, but plain Robert Cargrave (although some talk of imminent knighthood was in the air), and so I wonder if you will remember Maude Randall?”

			Remember Maude Randall! Dear Maude of the bell-like voice, of the chestnut hair and large brown eyes, of a character of such sweetness and vivacity that the young men of London had eyes for no one else. She was of good family, but during a stay in Paris there had been something about injudicious speculation by her father that had diminished the family fortunes to such an extent that the wretched man had taken his own life and the Randalls had vanished from London society altogether. Maude, or so I had heard, had married a foreign gentleman and had remained in Europe. It had been sad news, for no young man of London had ever had more doting eyes for Maude than had I, and it had pleased my fancy to think that my feelings were, at least in part, reciprocated. Remember Maude Randall? Yes, yes, I almost said aloud. And now, seven years later, she was “Madam S.,” writing in that same hand I had seen countless times on invitations. I continued to read:

“I often think of you, for—although it may not be seemly to say it—the company of few gentlemen used to please me so much as yours, and the London soirées given by my dear mother, at which you were present, are among my most cherished recollections now. But there! Frankness was always my failing, as Mother used to remind me. She, dear kind lady, survived less than a year after my poor father died, but I suppose you know this.

			“I am quite well, and we live in great comfort here, although we receive but rarely and are content with our own company most of the time. Mr. S. is a gracious gentleman, but of quiet and retiring disposition, and throngs of people, parties, balls, &c., are retrograde to his temperament; thus it is a special joy to me that he has expressly asked me to invite you here to the castle for a fortnight—or, if I may give you his exact words: ‘For a fortnight at least, but howsoever long as it pleases Sir Robert to stay among such drab folk as he will think us.’ (You see, I told you he was gracious!)”

			I must have frowned while reading, for the words of Mr. S. were not so much gracious, I thought, as egregious, and as vulgar as his absurd seal. Still, I held these feelings in check, for I knew that my emotions towards this man were not a little coloured by jealousy. He, after all, had wooed and won Maude Randall, a young lady of discernment and fine sensibilities: could she have been capable of wedding an obsequious boor? I thought it not likely. And a castle! Such romantic grandeur! “. . . Invite you here to the castle . . .” she had written, but where was “here”? The letter’s cover, since it had not come by the post, offered no clue; therefore I read on:

			“It was indeed, only yesterday, in the course of conversation, that I was recalling my old life in London, and mentioned your name. Mr. S., I thought, was, of a sudden, interested. ‘Robert Cargrave?’ he said. ‘There is a well-known physician of that name, but I do not imagine it is the same gentleman.’ I laughed and told him it was the same gentleman, and that I had known you before you had become so illustrious. ‘Did you know him well?’ Mr. S. then asked me, and you will think me silly, but I must tell you that for a moment I assumed him to be jealous! Such was not the case, however, as further conversation proved. I told him you had been a friend of my family’s and a frequent guest at our house. ‘This is a most happy coincidence,’ he said. ‘I have long desired to meet Sir Robert Cargrave, and your past friendship with him furnishes you with an excellent opportunity to invite him here for a holiday.’

			“And so, Sir Robert, I am complying with his request—and at the same time obeying the dictates of my own inclination—by most cordially inviting you to visit us for as long as you choose. I entreat you to come, for we see so few people here and it would be a great pleasure to talk with someone from the old days and to hear the latest London gossip. Suffer me, then, to receive a letter from you at once. Mr. S. does not trust the post, hence I have sent this by a servant of ours who was to be in London on special business; please relay your answer by way of him—”

			I rang for my man. “Is the messenger who delivered this letter waiting for a reply?” I asked.

			“He is sitting in the vestibule, Sir Robert,” he said.

			“You should have told me.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“At any rate, send him in I now. I wish to see him.”

			My man left, and it took me but a minute to dash off a quick note of acceptance. It was ready for the messenger when he was ushered into the room. I addressed him: “You are in the employ of Madam—” I realized for the first time that I did not know her husband’s name.

			The servant—a taciturn fellow with Slavic features—spoke in a thick accent: “I am in the employ of Mr. Sardonicus, sir.”

			Sardonicus! A name as flamboyant as the seal, I thought to myself. “Then deliver this note, if you please, to Madam Sardonicus, immediately you return.”

			He bowed slightly and took the note from my hand. “I shall deliver it to my master straightway, sir,” he said.

			His manner nettled me. I corrected him. “To your mistress,” I said coldly.

			“Madam Sardonicus will receive your message, sir,” he said.

			I dismissed him, and only then did it strike me that I had not the faintest idea where the castle of Mr. Sardonicus was located. I referred once again to Maude’s letter:

			“. . . Please relay your answer by way of him and pray make it affirmative, for I do hope to make your stay in ____________a pleasant one.”

			I consulted an atlas. The locality she mentioned, I discovered, was a district in a remote and mountainous region of Bohemia.

			Filled with anticipation, I finished my breakfast with renewed appetite, and that very afternoon began to make arrangements for my journey.

		

	
		
			II

			THE SIGHT OF A GIANT SKULL

			I am not—as my friend Harry Stanton is—fond of travel for its own sake. Harry has often chided me on this account, calling me a dry-as-dust academician and “an incorrigible Londoner”—which I suppose I am. For, in point of fact, few things are more tiresome to me than ships and trains and carriages; and although I have found deep enjoyment and spiritual profit in foreign cities, having arrived, the tedium of travel itself has often made me think twice before starting out on a long voyage.

			Still, in less than a month after I had answered Maude’s invitation, I found myself in her adopted homeland. Sojourning from London to Paris, thence to Berlin, finally to Bohemia, I was met at _____________ by a coachman who spoke imperfect English but who managed, in his solemn fashion, to make known to me that he was a member of the staff at Castle Sardonicus. He placed at my disposal a coach drawn by two horses, and after taking my bags, proceeded to drive me on the last leg of my journey.

			Alone in the coach, I shivered, for the air was brisk and I was very tired. The road was full of ruts and stones, and the trip was far from smooth. Neither did I derive much pleasure by bending my glance to the view afforded by the windows, for the night was dark, and the country was, at any rate, wild and raw, not made for serene contemplation. The only sounds were the clatter of hooves and wheels, the creak of the coach, and the harsh, unmusical cries of unseen birds.

			“We receive but rarely,” Maude had written, and now I told myself—Little wonder! In this ragged and, one might say, uninhabitable place, far from the graces of civilized society, who indeed is there to be received, or, for the matter of that, to receive one? I sighed, for the desolate landscape and the thought of what might prove a holiday devoid of refreshing incident had combined to cloak my already wearied spirit in a melancholic humour.

			It was when I was in this condition that Castle Sardonicus met my eye—a dense, hunched outline at first, then, with an instantaneous flicker of moonlight, a great gaping death’s head, the sight of which made me inhale sharply. With the exhalation, I chuckled at myself. “Come, come, Sir Robert,” I inwardly chided, “it is, after all, but a castle, and you are not a green girl who starts at shadows and quails at midnight stories!”

			The castle is situated at the terminus of a long and upward-winding mountain road. It presents a somewhat forbidding aspect to the world, for there is little about it to suggest gaiety or warmth or any of those qualities that might assure the wayfarer of welcome. Rather, this vast edifice of stone exudes an austerity, cold and repellent, a hint of ancient mysteries long buried, an effluvium of medieval dankness and decay. At night, and most particularly on nights when the moon is slim or cloud-enshrouded, it is a heavy blot upon the horizon, a shadow only, without feature save for its many-turreted outline; and should the moon be temporarily released from her cloudy confinement, her fugitive rays lend scant comfort, for they but serve to throw the castle into sudden, startling chiaroscuro, its windows fleetingly assuming the appearance of sightless though all-seeing orbs, its portcullis becoming for an instant a gaping mouth, its entire form striking the physical and the mental eye as would the sight of a giant skull.

			But, though the castle had revealed itself to my sight, it was a full quarter of an hour before the coach had creaked its way up the steep and tortuous road to the great gate that barred the castle grounds from intruders. Of iron the gate was wrought—black it seemed in the scant illumination—and composed of intricate twists that led, every one of them, to a central, huge device, of many curves, which in the infrequent glints of moonglow appeared to smile metallically down, but which, upon gathering my reason about me, I made out to be no more than an enlarged edition of that presumptuous seal: a massive single S. Behind it, at the end of the rutted road, stood the castle itself—dark, save for lights in two of its many windows.

			Some words in a foreign tongue passed between my coachman and a person behind the gate. The gate was unlocked from within and swung open slowly, with a long rising shriek of rusted hinges; and the coach passed through.

			As we drew near, the door of the castle was flung open and cheery light spilled out upon the road. The portcullis, which I had previously marked, was evidently a remnant from older days and now inactive. The coach drew to a halt, and I was greeted with great gravity by a butler whom I saw to be he who had carried Maude’s invitation to London. I proffered him a nod of recognition. He acknowledged this and said, “Sir Robert, Madam Sardonicus awaits you, and if you will be good enough to follow me, I will take you to her presence.” The coachman took charge of my bags, and I followed the butler into the castle.

			It dated, I thought, to the Twelfth or Thirteenth Century. Suits of armour—priceless relics, I ascertained them to be—stood about the vast halls; tapestries were in evidence throughout; strong, heavy, richly carved furniture was everywhere. The walls were of time-defying stone, great grey blocks of it. I was led into a kind of salon, with comfortable chairs, a tea table, and a spinet. Maude rose to greet me.

			“Sir Robert,” she said softly, without smiling. “How good to see you at last.”

			I took her hand. “Dear lady,” said I, “we meet again.”

			“You are looking well and prosperous,” she said.

			“I am in good health, but just now rather tired from the journey.”

			She gave me leave to sit, and did so herself, venturing the opinion that a meal and some wine would soon restore me. “Mr. Sardonicus will join us soon,” she added.

			I spoke of her appearance, saying that she looked not a day older than when I last saw her in London. This was true, in regard to her physical self, for her face bore not a line, her skin was of the same freshness, and her glorious chestnut hair was still rich in colour and gleaming with health. But what I did not speak of was the change in her spirit. She who had been so gay and vivacious, the delight of soirées, was now distant and aloof, of serious mien, unsmiling. I was sorry to see this, but attributed it to the seven years that had passed since her carefree girlhood, to the loss of her loved parents, and even to the secluded life she now spent in this place.

			“I am eager to meet your husband,” I said.

			“And he, Sir Robert, is quite eager to meet you,” Maude assured me. “He will be down presently. Meanwhile, do tell me how you have fared in the world.”

			I spoke, with some modesty, I hope, of my successes in my chosen field, of the knighthood I had received from the Crown; I described my London apartment, laboratory, and office; I made mention of certain mutual friends, and generally gave her news of London life, speaking particularly of the theatre (for I knew Maude had loved it) and describing Mr. Macready’s farewell appearance as Macbeth at the Haymarket. When Maude had last been in London, there had been rumours of making an opera house out of Covent Garden theatre, and I told her that those plans had been carried through. I spoke of the London premiere of Mr. Verdi’s latest piece at Her Majesty’s. At my mention of these theatres and performances, her eyes lit up, but she was not moved to comment until I spoke of the opera.

			“The opera!” she sighed. “Oh, Sir Robert, if you could but know how I miss it. The excitement of a premiere, the ladies and gentlemen in their finery, the thrilling sounds of the overture, and then the curtain rising—” She broke off, as if ashamed of her momentary transport. “But I receive all the latest scores, and derive great satisfaction from playing and singing them to myself. I must order the new Verdi from Rome. It is called Ernani, you say?”

			I nodded, adding, “With your permission, I will attempt to play some of the more distinctive airs.”

			“Oh, pray do, Sir Robert!” she said.

			“You will find them, perhaps, excessively modern and dissonant.” I sat down at the spinet and played—just passably, I fear, and with some improvisation when I could not remember the exact notes—a potpourri of melodies from the opera.

			She applauded my playing. I urged her to play also, for she was an accomplished keyboard artist and possessed an agreeable voice, as well. She complied by playing the minuet from Don Giovanni and then singing the “Voi che sapete” from Le Nozze di Figaro. As I stood over her, watching her delicate hands move over the keys, hearing the pure, clear tones of her voice, all my old feelings washed over me in a rush, and my eyes smarted at the unalloyed sweetness and goodness of this lady. When she asked me to join her in the duet, “Là ci darem la mano,” I agreed to do it, although my voice is less than ordinary. On the second singing of the word “mano”—“hand”—I was seized by a vagrant impulse and took her left hand in my own. Her playing was hampered, of course, and the music limped for a few measures; and then, my face burning, I released her hand and we finished out the duet. Wisely, she neither rebuked me for my action nor gave me encouragement; rather, she acted as if the rash gesture had never been committed.

			To mask my embarrassment, I now embarked upon some light chatter, designed to ease whatever tension existed between us; I spoke of many things, foolish things, for the most part, and even asked if Mr. Sardonicus had later demonstrated any of the jealousy she had said, in her letter, that she had erroneously thought him to have exhibited. She laughed at this—and it brightened the room, for it was the first time her face had abandoned its grave expression; indeed, I was taken by the thought that this was the first display of human merriment I had marked since stepping into the coach—and she said, “Oh, no! To the contrary, Mr. Sardonicus said that the closer we had been in the old days, the more he would be pleased.”

			This seemed an odd and even coarse thing for a man to say to his wife, and I jovially replied: “I hope Mr. Sardonicus was smiling when he said that.”

			At once, Maude’s smile vanished from her face. She looked away from me and began to talk of other things. I was dumbfounded. Had my innocent remark given offense? It seemed not possible. A moment later, however, I knew the reason for her strange action, for a tall gentleman entered the room with a gliding step, and one look at him explained many things.

		

	
		
			III

			TO SMILE FOREVER

			Sir Robert Cargrave?” he asked, but he spoke with difficulty, certain sounds—such as the b in Robert and the v in Cargrave—being almost impossible for him to utter. To shape these sounds, the lips must be used, and the gentleman before me was the victim of some terrible affliction that had caused his lips to be pulled perpetually apart from each other, baring his teeth in a continuous ghastly smile. It was the same mirthless grin I had seen once before: on the face of a person in the last throes of lockjaw. We physicians have a name for that chilling grimace, a Latin name, and as it entered my mind, it seemed to dispel yet another mystery, for the term we use to describe the lockjaw smile is: risus sardonicus. A pallor approaching phosphorescence completed his astonishing appearance.

			“Yes,” I replied, covering my shock at the sight of his face. “Do I have the pleasure of addressing Mr. Sardonicus?”

			We shook hands. He wore a ring on one finger: the stone, I noted, was a sardonyx. After an exchange of courtesies, he said, “I have ordered dinner to be served in the large dining hall one hour hence. In the meantime, my valet will show you to your rooms, for I am sure you will wish to refresh yourself after your journey.”

			“You are most kind.” The valet appeared—a man of grave countenance, like the butler and the coachman—and I followed him up a long flight of stone stairs. As I walked behind him, I reflected on the unsmiling faces in this castle, and no longer were they things of wonder. For who would be disposed to smile under the same roof with him who must smile forever? The most spontaneous of smiles would seem a mockery in the presence of that afflicted face. I was filled with pity for Maude’s husband: of all God’s creatures, man alone is blest with the ability to smile; but for the master of Castle Sardonicus, God’s great blessing had become a terrible curse. As a physician, my pity was tempered with professional curiosity. His smile resembled the risus of lockjaw, but lockjaw is a mortal disease, and Mr. Sardonicus, his skullish grin notwithstanding, was very much alive. I felt shame for some of my earlier uncharitable thoughts towards this gentleman, for surely such an unfortunate could be forgiven much. What bitterness must fester in his breast; what sharp despair gnaw at his inwards!

			My rooms were spacious and certainly as comfortable as this dank stone housing could afford. A hot tub was prepared, for which my tired and dusty frame was most grateful. As I lay in it, I began to experience the pleasant pangs of appetite. I looked forward to dinner. After my bath, I put on fresh linen and a suit of evening clothes. Then, taking from my bag two small gifts for my host and hostess—a bottle of scent for Maude, a box of cigars for her husband—I left my rooms.

			I was not so foolish as to expect to find my way, unaided, to the main dining hall; but since I was early, I intended to wander a bit and let the ancient magnificence of the castle impress itself upon me.

			Tapestries bearing my host’s S were frequently displayed. They were remarkably new, their colours fresh, unlike the faded grandeur of their fellow tapestries. From this—and from Mr. Sardonicus’ lack of title—I deduced that the castle had not been inherited through a family line, but merely purchased by him, probably from an impoverished nobleman. Though not titled, Mr. Sardonicus evidently possessed enormous wealth. I pondered its source. My ponderings were interrupted by the sound of Maude’s voice.

			I looked up. The acoustical effects in old castles are often strange—I had marked them in our own English castles—and though I stood near neither room nor door of any kind, I could hear Maude speaking in a distressed tone. I was standing at an open window which overlooked a kind of courtyard. Across this court, a window was likewise open. I took this to be the window of Maude’s room; her voice was in some way being amplified and transported by the circumstantial shape of the courtyard and the positions of the two windows. By listening very attentively, I could make out most of her words.

			She was saying, “I shan’t. You must not ask me. It is unseemly.” And then the voice of her husband replied: “You shall and will, madam. In my castle, it is I who decide what is seemly or unseemly. Not you.” I was embarrassed at overhearing this private discussion on what was obviously a painful subject, so I made to draw away from the window that I might hear no more, but was restrained by the sound of my own name on Maude’s lips. “I have treated Sir Robert with courtesy,” she said. “You must treat him with more than courtesy,” Mr. Sardonicus responded. “You must treat him with warmth. You must rekindle in his breast those affections he felt for you in other days . . .”

			I could listen no longer. The exchange was vile. I drew away from the window. What manner of creature was this Sardonicus who threw his wife into the arms of other men? As a practitioner of medicine, a man dedicated to healing the ills of humankind, I had brought myself to learn many things about the minds of men, as well as about their bodies. I fully believed that, in some future time, physicians would heal the body by way of the mind, for it is in that terra incognita that all secrets lie hidden. I knew that love has many masks; masks of submission and of oppression; and even more terrible masks that make Nature a stranger to herself and “turn the truth of God into a lie,” as St. Paul wrote. There is even a kind of love, it if can be elevated by that name, that derives its keenest pleasure from the sight of the beloved in the arms of another. These are unpleasant observations, which may one day be codified and studied by healers, but which, until then, may not be thought on for too long, lest the mind grow morbid and stagger under its load of repugnance.

			With a heavy heart, I sought out a servant and asked to be taken to the dining hall. It was some distance away, and by the time I arrived there, Sardonicus and his lady were already at table, awaiting me. He arose, and with that revolting smile, indicated a chair; she also arose, and took my arm, addressing me as “Dear Sir Robert” and leading me to my place. Her touch, which at any previous time would have gladdened me, I now found distinctly not to my liking.

			A hollow joviality hung over the dinner table throughout the meal. Maude’s laughter struck me as giddy and false; Sardonicus drank too much wine and his speech became even more indistinct. I contrived to talk on trivial subjects, repeating some anecdotes about the London theatre which I had hitherto related to Maude, and describing Mr. Macready’s interpretation of Macbeth.

			“Some actors,” said Sardonicus, “interpret the Scottish chieftain as a creature compounded of pure evil, unmingled with good qualities of any kind. Such interpretations are often criticized by those who feel no human being can be so unremittingly evil. Do you agree, Sir Robert?”

			“No,” I said, evenly; then, looking Sardonicus full in the face, I added, “I believe it is entirely possible for a man to possess not a single one of the virtues, to be a demon in human flesh.” Quickly, I embarked upon a discussion of the character of Iago, who took ghoulish delight in tormenting his fellow man.

			The dinner was, I suppose, first rate, and the wine an honourable vintage, but I confess to tasting little of what was placed before me. At the end of the meal, Maude left us for a time and Sardonicus escorted me into the library, whither he ordered brandy to be brought. He opened the box of cigars, expressed his admiration of them and gratitude for them, and offered them to me. I took one and we both smoked. The smoking of the cigar made Sardonicus look even more grotesque; being unable to hold it in his lips, he clenched it in his constantly visible teeth, creating an unique spectacle. Brandy was served; I partook of it freely, though I am not customarily given to heavy drinking, for now I deemed it to be beneficial to my dampened spirits.

			“You used the word ‘ghoulish’ a few moments ago, Sir Robert,” said Sardonicus. “It is one of those words one uses so easily in conversation—one utters it without stopping to think of its meaning. But, in my opinion, it is not a word to be used lightly. When one uses it, one should have in one’s mind a firm, unwavering picture of a ghoul.”

			“Perhaps I did,” I said.

			“Perhaps,” he admitted. “And perhaps not. Let us obtain a precise definition of the word.” He arose and walked to one of the bookcases that lined the room’s walls. He reached for a large two-volume dictionary. “Let me see,” he murmured. “We desire Volume One, from A to M, do we not? Now then: ‘ghee’ . . . ‘gherkin’ . . . ‘ghetto’ . . . ‘ghoom’ (an odd word, eh, Sir Robert? ‘To search for game in the dark’) . . . ‘ghost’ . . . ah, ‘ghoul!’ ‘Among Eastern nations, an imaginary evil being who robs graves and feeds upon corpses.’ One might say, then, that he ghooms?” Sardonicus chuckled. He returned to his chair and helped himself to more brandy. “When you described Iago’s actions as ‘ghoulish,’” he continued, “did you think of him as the inhabitant of an Eastern nation? Or an imaginary being as against the reality of Othello and Desdemona? And did you mean seriously to suggest that it was his custom to rob graves and then to feed upon the disgusting nourishment he found therein?”

			“I used the word in a figurative sense,” I replied.

			“Ah,” said Sardonicus. “That is because you are English and do not believe in ghouls. Were you a Middle-European, as am I, you would believe in their existence, and would not be tempted to use the word other than literally. In my country—I was born in Poland—we understood such things. I, in point of fact, have known a ghoul.” He paused for a moment and looked at me, then said, “You English are so blasé. Nothing shocks you. I sit here and tell you a thing of dreadful import and you do not even blink your eyes. Can it be because you do not believe me?”

			“It would be churlish to doubt the word of my host,” I replied.

			“And an Englishman may be many things, but never a churl, eh, Sir Robert? Let me refill your glass, my friend, and then let me tell you about ghouls—which, by the way, are by no means imaginary, as that stupid lexicon would have us think, and which are not restricted to Eastern nations. Neither do they—necessarily—feed upon carrion flesh, although they are interested, most interested, in the repellent contents of graves. Let me tell you a story from my own country, Sir Robert, a story that—if I have any gift at all as a spinner of tales—will create in you a profound belief in ghouls. You will be entertained, I hope, but I also hope you will add to your learning. You will learn, for example, how low a human being can sink, how truly monstrous a man can become.”

		

	
		
			IV

			A GRAVEYARD TALE

			You must transport your mind,” said Sardonicus, “back a few years and to a rural region of my homeland. You must become acquainted with a family of country folk—hardworking, law-abiding, God-fearing, of moderate means—the head of which was a simple, good man named Tadeusz Boleslawski. He was an even-tempered personage, kindly disposed to all men, the loving husband of a devoted wife and father of five strong boys. He was also a firm churchman, seldom even taking the Lord’s name in vain. The painted women who plied their trade in certain elaborate houses of the nearest large city, Warsaw, held no attraction for him, though several of his masculine neighbours, on their visits to the metropolis, succumbed to such blandishments with tidal regularity. Neither did he drink in excess: a glass of beer with his evening meal, a toast or two in wine on special occasions. No: hard liquor, strong language, fast women—these were not the weaknesses of Tadeusz Boleslawski. His weakness was gambling.

			“Every month he would make the trip to Warsaw, to sell his produce at the markets and to buy certain necessaries for his home. While his comrades visited the drinking and wenching houses, Tadeusz would attend strictly to business affairs—except for one minor deviation. He would purchase a lottery ticket, place it securely in a small, tight pocket of his best waistcoat—which he wore only on Sundays and on his trips to the city—then put it completely out of his mind until the following month, when, on reaching the city, he would remove it from his pocket and closely scan the posted list of winners. Then, after methodically tearing the ticket to shreds (for Tadeusz never lived to win a lottery), he would purchase another. This was a ritual with him; he performed it every month for twenty-three years, and the fact that he never won did not discourage him. His wife knew of this habit, but since it was the good man’s only flaw, she never remarked upon it.”

			Outside, I could hear the wind howling dismally. I took more brandy as Sardonicus continued:

			“Years passed; three of the five sons married; two (Henryk and Marek, the youngest) were still living with their parents, when Tadeusz—who had been of sturdy health—collapsed one day in the fields and died. I will spare you an account of the family’s grief; how the married sons returned with their wives to attend the obsequies; of the burial in the small graveyard of that community. The good man had left few possessions, but these few were divided, according to his written wish, among his survivors, with the largest share going, of course, to the eldest son. Though this was custom, the other sons could not help feeling a trifle disgruntled, but they held their peace for the most part—especially the youngest, Marek, who was perhaps the most amiable of them and a lad who was by nature quiet and interested in improving his lot through the learning he found in books.

			“Imagine, sir, the amazement of the widow when, a full three weeks after the interment of her husband, she received word by men returning from Warsaw that the lottery ticket Tadeusz had purchased had now been selected as the winner. It was a remarkable irony, of course, but conditions had grown hard for the poor woman, and would grow harder with her husband dead, so she had no time to reflect upon that irony. She set about looking through her husband’s possessions for the lottery ticket. Drawers were emptied upon the floor; boxes and cupboards were ransacked; the family Bible was shaken out; years before, Tadeusz had been in the habit of temporarily hiding money under a loose floorboard in the bedroom—this cavity was thoroughly but vainly plumbed. The sons were sent for: among the few personal effects they had been bequeathed, did the ticket languish there? In the snuff box? In any article of clothing?

			“And at that, Sir Robert, the eldest son leapt up. ‘An article of clothing!’ he cried. ‘Father always wore his Sunday waistcoat to the city when he purchased the lottery tickets—the very waistcoat in which he was buried!’

			“‘Yes, yes,’ the other sons chorused, saving Marek, and plans began to be laid for the exhuming of the dead man. But the widow spoke firmly: ‘Your father rests peacefully,’ she said. ‘He must not be disturbed. No amount of gold would soothe our hearts if we disturbed him.’ The sons protested with vehemence, but the widow stood her ground. ‘No son of mine will profane his father’s grave—unless he first kills his mother!’ Grumbling, the sons withdrew their plans. But that night, Marek awoke to find his mother gone from the house. He was frightened, for this was not like her. Intuition sent him to the graveyard, where he found her, keeping a lonely vigil over the grave of her husband, protecting him from the greed of grave robbers. Marek implored her to come out of the cold, to return home; she at first refused; only when Marek offered to keep vigil all night himself did she relent and return home, leaving her youngest son to guard the grave from profanation.

			“Marek waited a full hour. Then he produced from under his shirt a small shovel. He was a strong boy, and the greed of a youngest son who has been deprived of inheritance lent added strength to his arms. He dug relentlessly, stopping seldom for rest, until finally the coffin was uncovered. He raised the creaking lid. An overpowering foetor filled his nostrils and nearly made him faint. Gathering courage, he searched the pockets of the mouldering waistcoat.

			“The moon proved to be his undoing, Sir Robert. For suddenly its rays, hitherto hidden, struck the face of his father, and at the sight of that face, the boy recoiled and went reeling against the wall of the grave, the breath forced from his body. Now, you must know that the mere sight of his father—even in an advanced state of decomposition—he had steeled himself to withstand; but what he had not foreseen—”

			Here, Sardonicus leaned close to me and his pallid, grinning head filled my vision. “What he had not foreseen, my dear sir, was that the face of his father, in the rigour of death, would look directly and hideously upon him.” Sardonicus’ voice became an ophidian hiss. “And, Sir Robert,” he added, “most terrible and most unforeseen of all, the dead lips were drawn back from the teeth in a constant and soul-shattering smile!”

		

	
		
			V

			THE REMEMBRANCE OF THAT NIGHT

			I know not whether it was the ghastliness of his story, or the sight of his hideous face so close to mine, or the cheerless keening of the wind outside, or the brandy I had consumed, or all of these in combination; but when Sardonicus uttered those last words, my heart was clutched by a cold hand, and for a moment—a long moment ripped from the texture of time—I was convinced beyond doubt and beyond logic that the face I looked into was the face of that cadaver, reanimated by obscure arts, to walk among the living, dead though not dead.

			The moment of horror passed, at length, and reason triumphed. Sardonicus, considerably affected by his own tale, sat back in his chair, trembling. Before too long, he spoke again:

			“The remembrance of that night, Sir Robert, though it is now many years past, fills me still with dread. You will appreciate this when I tell you what you have perhaps already guessed—that I am that ghoulish son, Marek.”

			I had not guessed it; but since I had no wish to tell him that I had for an instant thought he was the dead father, I said nothing.

			“When my senses returned,” said Sardonicus, “I scrambled out of the grave and ran as swiftly as my limbs would carry me. I had reached the gate of the graveyard when I was smitten by the fact that I had not accomplished the purpose of my mission—the lottery ticket remained in my father’s pocket!”

			“But surely—” I started to say.

			“Surely I ignored the fact and continued to run? No, Sir Robert. My terror notwithstanding, I halted, and forced myself to retrace those hasty steps. My fear notwithstanding, I descended once more into that noisome grave. My disgust notwithstanding, I reached into the pocket of my decaying father’s waistcoat and extracted the ticket! I need hardly add that, this time, I averted my eyes from his face.

			“But the horror was not behind me. Indeed, it had only begun. I reached my home at a late hour, and my family was asleep. For this I was grateful, since my clothes were covered with soil and I still trembled from my fearful experience. I quietly poured water into a basin and prepared to wash some of the graveyard dirt from my face and hands. In performing my ablutions, I looked up into a mirror—and screamed so loudly as to wake the entire house!

			“My face was as you see it now, a replica of my dead father’s: the lips drawn back in a perpetual, mocking grin. I tried to close my mouth. I could not. The muscles were immovable, as if held in the gelid rigour of death. I could hear my family stirring at my scream, and since I did not wish them to look upon me, I ran from the house—never, Sir Robert, to return.

			“As I wandered the rural roads, my mind sought the cause of the affliction that had been visited upon me. Though but a country lad, I had read much and I had a blunt, rational mind that was not susceptible to the easy explanations of the supernatural. I would not believe that God had placed a malediction upon me to punish me for my act. I would not believe that some black force from beyond the grave had reached out to stamp my face. At length, I began to believe it was the massive shock that had forced my face to its present state, and that my great guilt had helped to shape it even as my father’s dead face was shaped. Shock and guilt: strong powers not from God above or the Fiend below, but from within my own breast, my own brain, my own soul.

			“Let me bring this history to a hasty close, Sir Robert. You need only know that, despite my blighted face, I redeemed the lottery ticket and thus gained an amount of money that will not seem large to you, but which was more than I had ever seen before that time. It was the fulcrum from which I plied the lever that was to make me, by dint of shrewd speculation, one of the richest men in Central Europe. Naturally, I sought out physicians and begged them to restore my face to its previous state. None succeeded, though I offered them vast sums. My face remained fixed in this damnable unceasing smile, and my heart knew the most profound despair imaginable. I could not even pronounce my own name! By a dreadful irony, the initial letters of my first and last names were impossible for my frozen lips to form. This seemed the final indignity. I will admit to you that, at this period, I was perilously near the brink of self-destruction. But the spirit of preservation prevailed, and I was saved from that course. I changed my name. I had read of the risus sardonicus, and its horrible aptness appealed to my bitter mind, so I became Sardonicus—a name I can pronounce with no difficulty.”

			Sardonicus paused and sipped his brandy. “You are wondering,” he then said, “in what way my story concerns you.”

			I could guess, but I said: “I am.”

			“Sir Robert,” he said, “you are known throughout the medical world. Most laymen, perhaps, have not heard of you; but a layman such as I, a layman who avidly follows the medical journals for tidings of any recent discoveries in the curing of paralyzed muscles, has heard of you again and again. Your researches into these problems have earned you high professional regard; indeed, they have earned you a knighthood. For some time, it has been in my mind to visit London and seek you out. I have consulted many physicians, renowned men—Keller in Berlin, Morignac in Paris, Buonagente in Milan—and none have been able to help me. My despair has been utter. It prevented me from making the long journey to England. But when I heard—sublime coincidence!—that my own wife had been acquainted with you, I took heart. Sir Robert, I entreat you to heal me, to lift from me this curse, to make me look once more like a man, that I may walk in the sun again, among my fellow human beings, as one of them, rather than as a fearsome gargoyle to be shunned and feared and ridiculed. Surely you cannot, will not deny me?”

			My feelings for Sardonicus, pendulum-like, again swung towards his favour. His story, his plight, had rent my heart, and I reverted to my earlier opinion that such a man should be forgiven much. The strange overheard conversation between Maude and him was momentarily forgotten. I said, “I will examine you, Mr. Sardonicus. You were right to ask me. We must never abandon hope.”

			He clasped his hands together. “Ah, sir! May you be blest forever!”

			I performed the examination then and there. Although I did not tell him this, never had I encountered muscles as rigid as those of his face. They could only be compared to stone, so inflexible were they. Still, I said, “Tomorrow we will begin treatment. Heat and massage.”

			“These have been tried,” he said, hopelessly.

			“Massage differs from one pair of hands to another,” I replied. “I have had success with my own techniques, and therefore place faith in them. Be comforted then, sir, and share my faith.”

			He seized my hand in his. “I do,” he said. “I must. For if you—if even you, Sir Robert Cargrave, fail me . . .” He did not complete the sentence, but his eyes assumed an aspect so bitter, so full of hate, so strangely cold yet flaming, that they floated in my dreams that night.

		

	
		
			VI

			AN ABYSS OF HUMILIATION AND SHAME

			I slept not well, awakening many times in a fever compounded of drink and turbulent emotions. When the first rays of morning crept onto my pillow, I arose, little refreshed. After a cold tub and a light breakfast in my room, I went below to a salon whence music issued. Maude was already there, playing a pretty little piece upon the spinet. She looked up and greeted me. “Good morning, Sir Robert. Do you know the music of Mr. Gottschalk? He is an American pianist: this is his ‘Maiden’s Blush.’ Amiable, is it not?”

			“Most amiable,” I replied, dutifully, although I was in no mood for the embroideries of politesse.

			Maude soon finished the piece and closed the album. She turned to me and said, in a serious tone, “I have been told what you are going to do for my poor husband, Sir Robert. I can scarce express my gratitude.”

			“There is no need to express it,” I assured her. “As a physician—as well as your old friend—I could not do less. I hope you understand, however, that a cure is not a certainty. I will try, and I will try to the limit of my powers, but beyond that I can promise nothing.”

			Her eyes shone with supplication: “Oh, cure him, Sir Robert! That I beg of you!”

			“I understand your feelings, madam,” I said. “It is fitting that you should hope so fervently for his recovery; a devoted wife could feel no other way.”

			“Oh, sir,” she said, and into her voice crept now a harshness, “you misunderstand. My fervent hope springs from unalloyed selfishness.”

			“How may that be?” I asked.

			“If you do not succeed in curing him,” she told me, “I will suffer.”

			“I understand that, but—”

			“No, you do not understand,” she said. “But I can tell you little more without offending. Some things are better left unspoken. Suffice it to be said that, in order to urge you towards an ultimate effort, to the ‘limit of your powers’ as you have just said, my husband intends to hold over your head the threat of my punishment.”

			“This is monstrous!” I cried. “It cannot be tolerated. But in what manner, pray, would he dare punish you? Surely he would not beat you?”

			“I wish he would be content with a mere beating,” she groaned, “but his cleverness knows a keener torture. No, he holds over me—and over you, through me—a punishment far greater; a punishment (believe me!) so loathsome to the sensibilities, so unequivocably vile and degraded, that my mind shrinks from contemplating it. Spare me your further questions, sir, I implore you; for to describe it would plunge me into an abyss of humiliation and shame!”

			She broke into sobbing, and tears coursed down her cheeks. No longer able to restrain my tender feelings for her, I flew to her side and took her hands in mine. “Maude,” I said, “may I call you that? In the past I addressed you only as Miss Randall; at present I may only call you Madam Sardonicus; but in my heart—then as now—you are, you always have been, you always will be, simply Maude, my own dear Maude!”

			“Robert,” she sighed; “dearest Robert. I have yearned to hear my Christian name from your lips all these long years.”

			“The warmth we feel,” I said, “may never, with honour, reach fulfillment. But—trust me, dearest Maude!—I will in some wise deliver you from the tyranny of that creature: this I vow!”

			“I have no hope,” she said, “save in you. Whether I go on as I am, or am subjected to an unspeakable horror, rests with you. My fate is in your hands—these strong, healing hands, Robert.” Her voice dropped to a whisper: “Fail me not! oh fail me not!”

			“Govern your fears,” I said. “Return to your music. Be of good spirits; or, if you cannot, make a show of it. I go now to treat your husband, and also to confront him with what you have told me.”

			“Do not!” she cried. “Do not, I beseech you, Robert; lest, in the event of your failure, he devise foul embellishments upon the agonies into which he will cast me!”

			“Very well,” I said, “I will not speak of this to him. But my heart aches to learn the nature of the torments you fear.”

			“Ask no more, Robert,” she said, turning away. “Go to my husband. Cure him. Then I will no longer fear those torments.”

			I pressed her dear hand and left the salon.

			Sardonicus awaited me in his chambers. Thither, quantities of hot water and stacks of towels had been brought by the servants, upon my orders. Sardonicus was stripped to the waist, displaying a trunk strong and of good musculature, but with the same near-phosphorescent pallor of his face. It was, I now understood, the pallor of one who has avoided daylight for years. “As you see, sir,” he greeted me, “I am ready for your ministrations.”

			I bade him recline upon his couch, and began the treatment.

			Never have I worked so long with so little reward. After alternating applications of heat and of massage, over a period of three and a quarter hours, I had made no progress. The muscles of his face were still as stiff as marble; they had not relaxed for an instant. I was mortally tired. He ordered our luncheon brought to us in his chambers, and after a short respite, I began again. The clock tolled six when I at last sank into a chair, shaking with exhaustion and strain. His face was exactly as before.

			“What remains to be done, sir?” he asked me.

			“I will not deceive you,” I said. “It is beyond my skill to alleviate your condition. I can do no more.”

			He rose swiftly from the couch. “You must do more!” he shrieked. “You are my last hope!”

			“Sir,” I said, “new medical discoveries are ever being made. Place your trust in Him who created you—”

			“Cease that detestable gibberish at once!” he snapped. “Your puling sentiments sicken me! Resume the treatment.”

			I refused. “I have applied all my knowledge, all my art, to your affliction,” I assured him. “To resume the treatment would be idle and foolish, for—as you have divined—the condition is a product of your own mind.”

			“At dinner last night,” countered Sardonicus, “we spoke of the character of Macbeth. Do you not remember the words he addressed to his doctor?—

			Canst thou not minister to a mind diseas’d;

			Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow;

			Raze out the written troubles of the brain;

			And with some sweet oblivious antidote

			Cleanse the stuff’d bosom of the perilous stuff

			Which weighs upon the heart?

			“I remember them,” I said; “and I remember, as well, the doctor’s reply: ‘Therein the patient must minister to himself.’” I arose and started for the door.

			“One moment, Sir Robert,” he said. I turned. “Forgive my precipitate outburst a moment ago. However, the mental nature of my affliction notwithstanding, and even though this mode of treatment has failed, surely there are other treatments?”

			“None,” I said, “that have been sufficiently tested. None I would venture to use upon a human body.”

			“Ah!” he cried. “Then other treatments do exist!”

			I shrugged. “Think not of them, sir. They are at present unavailable to you.” I pitied him, and added: “I am sorry.”

			“Doctor!” he said; “I implore you to use whatever treatments exist, be they ever so untried!”

			“They are fraught with danger,” I said.

			“Danger?” He laughed. “Danger of what? Of disfigurement? Surely no man has ever been more disfigured than I! Of death? I am willing to gamble my life!”

			“I am not willing to gamble your life,” I said. “All lives are precious. Even yours.”

			“Sir Robert, I will pay you a thousand pounds.”

			“This is not a question of money.”

			“Five thousand pounds, Sir Robert, ten thousand!”

			“No.”

			He sank onto the couch. “Very well,” he said. “Then I will offer you the ultimate inducement.”

			“Were it a million pounds,” I said, “you could not sway me.”

			“The inducement I speak of,” he said, “is not money. Will you hear?”

			I sat down. “Speak, sir,” I said, “since that is your wish. But nothing will persuade me to use a treatment that might cost you your life.”

			“Sir Robert,” he said, after a pause, “yestereve, when I came down to meet you for the first time, I heard happy sounds in the salon. You were singing a charming melody with my wife. Later, I could not help but notice the character of your glances toward her . . .”

			“They were not reciprocated, sir,” I told him, “and herewith I offer you a most abject apology for my unbecoming conduct.”

			“You obscure my point,” he said. “You are a friend of hers, from the old days in London; at that period, you felt an ardent affection for her, I would guess. This is not surprising; for she is a lady whose face and form promise voluptuous delights and yet a lady whose manner is most decorous and correct. I would guess further: that your ardour has not diminished over the years; that at the sight of her, the embers have burst into a flame. No, sir, hear me out. What would you say, Sir Robert, were I to tell you that you may quench that flame?”

			I frowned. “Your meaning, sir?—”

			“Must I speak even more plainly? I am offering you a golden opportunity to requite the love that burns in your heart. To requite it in a single night, if that will suffice you, or over an extended period of weeks, months; a year, if you will; as long as you need—”

			“Scoundrel!” I roared, leaping up.

			He heeded me not, but went on speaking: “. . . As my guest, Sir Robert! I offer you a veritable Oriental paradise of unlimited raptures!” He laughed, then entered into a catalogue of his wife’s excellences. “Consider, sir,” he said, “that matchless bosom, like alabaster which has been imbued with the pink of the rose, those creamy limbs—”

			“Enough!” I cried. “I will hear no more of your foulness.” I strode to the door.

			“Yes, you will, Sir Robert,” he said immediately. “You will hear a good deal more of my foulness. You will hear what I plan to do to your beloved Maude, should you fail to relieve me of this deformity.”

			Again, I stopped and turned. I said nothing, but waited for him to speak further.

			“I perceive that I have caught your interest,” he said. “Hear me: for if you think I spoke foully before, you will soon be forced to agree that my earlier words were, by comparison, as blameless as the Book of Common Prayer. If rewards do not tempt you, then threats may coerce you. In fine, Maude will be punished if you fail, Sir Robert.”

			“She is an innocent.”

			“Just so. Hence, the more exquisite and insupportable to you should be the thought of her punishment.”

			My mind reeled. I could not believe such words were being uttered.

			“Deep in the bowels of this old castle,” said Sardonicus, “are dungeons. Suppose I were to tell you that my intention is to drag my wife thither and stretch her smooth body to unendurable length upon the rack—”

			“You would not dare!” I cried.

			“My daring or lack of it is not the issue here. I speak of the rack only that I may go on to assure you that Maude would infinitely prefer that dreadful machine to the punishment I have in truth designed for her. I will describe it to you. You will wish to be seated, I think.”

		

	
		
			VII

			ENTERTAINMENT FOR A MONSTER

			Iwill stand,” I said.

			“As you please.” Sardonicus himself sat down. “Perhaps you have marvelled at the very fact of Maude’s marriage to me. When the world was so full of personable men—men like yourself, who adored her—why did she choose to wed a monster, a creature abhorrent to the eyes and who did not, moreover, have any redeeming grace of spiritual beauty, or kindness, or charm?

			“I first met Maude Randall in Paris. I say ‘met,’ but it would be truer simply to say I saw her—from my hotel window, in fact. Even in Paris society, which abounds in ladies of remarkable pulchritude, she was to be remarked upon. You perhaps would say I fell in love with her, but I dislike that word ‘love,’ and will merely say that the sight of her smote my senses with most agreeable emphasis. I decided to make her mine. But how? By presenting my irresistibly handsome face to her view? Hardly. I began methodically: I hired secret operatives to find out everything about her and about her mother and father—both of whom were then alive. I discovered that her father was in the habit of speculating, so I saw to it that he received some supposedly trustworthy but very bad advice. He speculated heavily and was instantly ruined. I must admit I had not planned his consequent suicide, but when that melancholy event occurred, I rejoiced, for it worked to my advantage. I presented myself to the bereaved widow and daughter, telling them the excellent qualities of Mr. Randall were widely known in the world of affairs and that I considered myself almost a close friend. I offered to help them in any possible way. By dint of excessive humility and persuasiveness, I won their trust and succeeded in diminishing their aversion to my face. This, you must understand, from first to last, occupied a period of many months. I spoke nothing of marriage, made no sign of affection towards the daughter for at least six of these months; when I did—again, with great respect and restraint—she gently refused me. I retreated gracefully, saying only that I hoped I might remain her and her mother’s friend. She replied that she sincerely shared that hope, for although she could never look upon me as an object of love, she indeed considered me a true friend. The mother, who pined excessively after the death of the father, soon expired: another incident unplanned but welcomed by me. Now the lovely child was alone in the world in a foreign city, with no money, no one to guide her, no one to fall back upon—save kindly Mr. Sardonicus. I waited many weeks, then I proposed marriage again. For several days, she continued to decline the offer, but her declinations grew weaker and weaker until, at length, on one day, she said this to me:

			“‘Sir, I esteem you highly as a friend and benefactor, but my other feelings towards you have not changed. If you could be satisfied with such a singular condition; if you could agree to enter into marriage with a lady and yet look upon her as no more than a companion of kindred spirit; if the prospect of a dispassionate and childless marriage does not repulse you—as well it might—then, sir, my unhappy circumstances would compel me to accept your kind offer.’

			“Instantly, I told her my regard for her was of the purest and most elevated variety; that the urgings of the flesh were unknown to me; that I lived on a spiritual plane and desired only her sweet and stimulating companionship through the years. All this, of course, was a lie. The diametric opposite was true. But I hoped, by this falsehood, to lure her into marriage; after which, by slow and strategic process, I could bring about her submission and my rapture. She still was hesitant; for, as she frankly told me, she believed that love was a noble and integral part of marriage; and that marriage without it could be only a hollow thing; and that though I knew not the urgings of the flesh, she could not with honesty say the same of herself. Yet she reiterated that, so far as my own person was concerned, a platonic relationship was all that could ever exist between us. I calmed her misgivings. We were married not long after.

			“And now, Sir Robert, I will tell you a surprising thing. I have confessed myself partial to earthly pleasures; as a physician and as a man of the world, you are aware that a gentleman of strong appetites may not curb them for very long without fomenting turmoil and distress in his bosom. And yet, sir, not once in the years of our marriage—not once, I say—have I been able to persuade or cajole my wife into relenting and breaking the stringent terms of our marriage agreement. Each time I have attempted, she has recoiled from me with horror and disgust. This is not because of an abhorrence of all fleshy things—by her own admission—but because of my monstrous face.

			“Perhaps now you will better understand the vital necessity for this cure. And perhaps also you will understand the full extent of Maude’s suffering should you fail to effect that cure. For, mark me well: if you fail, my wife will be made to become a true wife to me—by main force, and not for one fleeting hour, but every day and every night of her life, whensoever I say, in whatsoever manner I choose to express my conjugal privilege!” As an afterthought, he added, “I am by nature imaginative.”

			I had been shocked into silence. I could only look upon him with disbelief. He spoke again:

			“If you deem it a light punishment, Sir Robert, then you do not know the depth of her loathing for my person, you do not know the revulsion that wells up inside her when I but place my fingers upon her arm, you do not know what mastery of her very gorge is required of her when I kiss her hand. Think, then; think of the abomination she would feel were my attentions to grow more ardent, more demanding! It would unseat her mind, sir; of that I am sure, for she would as soon embrace a reptile.”

			Sardonicus arose and put on his shirt. “I suggest we both begin dressing for dinner,” he said. “Whilst you are dressing, reflect. Ask yourself, Sir Robert: could you ever again look upon yourself with other than shame and loathing if you were to sacrifice the beautiful and blameless Maude Randall on an altar of the grossest depravity? Consider how ill you would sleep in your London bed, night after night, knowing what she was suffering at that very moment; suffering because you abandoned her, because you allowed her to become an entertainment for a monster.”

		

	
		
			VIII

			A TOKEN OF DETESTATION

			The days that passed after that time were, in the main, tedious yet filled with anxiety. During them, certain supplies were being brought from London and other places; Sardonicus spared no expense in procuring for me everything I said was necessary to the treatment. I avoided his society as much as I could, shunning even his table, and instructing the servants to bring my meals to my rooms. On the other hand, I sought out the company of Maude, endeavouring to comfort her and allay her fears. In those hours when her husband was occupied with business affairs, we talked together in the salon, and played music. Thus, they were days spotted with small pleasures that seemed the greater for having been snatched in the shadow of wretchedness.

			I grew to know Maude, in that time, better than I had ever known her in London. Adversity stripped the layers of ceremony from our congress, and we spoke directly. I came to know her warmth, but I came to know her strength, too. I spoke outright of my love, though in the next breath I assured her I was aware of the hopelessness of that love. I did not tell her of the “reward” her husband had offered me—and which I had refused—and I was gladdened to learn (as I did by indirection) that Sardonicus, though he had abjured her to be excessively cordial to me, had not revealed the ultimate and ignoble purpose of that cordiality.

			“Robert,” she said once, “is it likely that he will be cured?”

			I did not tell her how unlikely it was. “For your sake, Maude,” I said, “I will persevere more than I have ever done in my life.”

			At length, a day arrived when all the necessaries had been gathered: some plants from the New World, certain equipment from London, and a vital instrument from Scotland. I worked long and late, in complete solitude, distilling a needed liquor from the plants. The next day, dogs were brought to me alive, and carried out dead. Three days after that, a dog left my laboratory alive and my distilling labours came to an end.

			I informed Sardonicus that I was ready to administer the treatment. He came to my laboratory, and I imagined there was almost a gloating triumph in his immobile smile. “Such are the fruits of concentrated effort,” he said. “Man is an indolent creature, but light the fire of fear under him, and of what miracles is he not capable!”

			“Speak not of miracles,” I said, “though prayers would do you no harm now, for you will soon be in peril of your life.” I motioned him towards a table and bade him lie upon it. He did so, and I commenced explaining the treatment to him. “The explorer Magellan,” I said, “wrote of a substance used on darts by the savage inhabitants of the South American continent. It killed instantly, dropping large animals in their tracks. The substance was derived from certain plants, and is, in essence, the same substance I have been occupied in extracting these past days.”

			“A poison, Sir Robert?” he asked, wryly.

			“When used full strength,” I said, “it kills by bringing about a total relaxation of the muscles—particularly the muscles of the lungs and heart. I have long thought that a dilution of that poison might beneficially slacken the rigidly tensed muscles of paralyzed patients.”

			“Most ingenious, sir,” he said.

			“I must warn you,” I went on, “that this distillment has never been used on a human subject. It may kill you. I must, perforce, urge you again not to insist upon its use; to accept your lot; and to remove the threat of punishment you now hold over your wife’s head.”

			“You seek to frighten me, Doctor,” chuckled Sardonicus; “to plant distrust in my bosom. But I fear you not—an English knight and a respected physician would never do a deed so dishonourable as to wittingly kill a patient under his care. You would be hamstrung by your gentleman’s code as well as by your professional oath. Your virtues are, in short, my vices’ best ally.”

			I bristled. “I am no murderer such as you,” I said. “If you force me to use this treatment, I will do everything in my power to insure its success. But I cannot conceal from you the possibility of your death.”

			“See to it that I live,” he said flatly, “for if I die, my men will kill both you and my wife. They will not kill you quickly. See to it, also, that I am cured—lest Maude be subjected to a fate she fears more than the slowest of tortures.” I said nothing. “Then bring me this elixir straightway,” he said, “and let me drink it off and make an end of this!”

			“It is not to be drunk,” I told him.

			He laughed. “Is it your plan to smear it on darts, like the savages?”

			“Your jest is most apposite,” I said. “I indeed plan to introduce it into your body by means of a sharp instrument—a new instrument not yet widely known, that was sent me from Scotland. The original suggestion was put forth in the University of Oxford some two hundred years ago by Dr. Christopher Wren, but only recently, through development by my friend, Dr. Wood of Edinburgh, has it seemed practical. It is no more than a syringe”—I showed him the instrument—“attached to a needle; but the needle is hollow, so that, when it punctures the skin, it may carry healing drugs directly into the bloodstream.”

			“The medical arts will never cease earning my admiration,” said Sardonicus.

			I filled the syringe. My patient said, “Wait.”

			“Are you afraid?” I asked.

			“Since that memorable night in my father’s grave,” he replied, “I have not known fear. I had a surfeit of it then; it will last out my lifetime. No: I simply wish to give instructions to one of my men.” He arose from the table, and, going to the door, told one of his helots to bring Madam Sardonicus to the laboratory.

			“Why must she be here?” I asked.

			“The sight of her,” he said, “may serve you as a remembrancer of what awaits her in the event of my death, or of that other punishment she may expect should your treatment prove ineffectual.”

			Maude was brought into our presence. She looked upon my equipment—the bubbling retorts and tubes, the pointed syringe—with amazement and fright. I began to explain the principle of the treatment to her, but Sardonicus interrupted: “Madam is not one of your students, Sir Robert; it is not necessary she know these details. Delay no longer; begin at once!”

			He stretched out upon the table again, fixing his eyes upon me. I proffered Maude a comforting look, and walked over to my patient. He did not wince as I drove the needle of the syringe into the left, and then the right, side of his face. “Now, sir,” I said—and the tremor in my voice surprised me—“we must wait a period of ten minutes.” I joined Maude, and talked to her in low tones, keeping my eyes always upon my patient. He stared at the ceiling; his face remained solidified in that unholy grin. Precisely ten minutes later, a short gasp escaped him; I rushed to his side, and Maude followed close behind me.

			We watched with consuming fascination as that clenched face slowly softened, relaxed, changed; the lips drawing closer and closer to each other, gradually covering those naked teeth and gums, the graven creases unfolding and becoming smooth. Before a minute had passed, we were looking down upon the face of a serenely handsome man. His eyes flashed with pleasure, and he made as if to speak.

			“No,” I said, “do not attempt speech yet. The muscles of your face are so slackened that it is beyond your power, at present, to move your lips. This condition will pass.” My voice rang with exultation, and for the moment our enmity was forgotten. He nodded, then leapt from the table and dashed to a mirror which hung on a wall nearby.

			Though his face could not yet express his joy, his whole body seemed to unfurl in a great gesture of triumph and a muffled cry of happiness burst in his throat.

			He turned and seized my hand; then he looked full into Maude’s face. After a moment, she said, “I am happy for you, sir,” and looked away. A rasping laugh sounded in his throat, and he walked to my work bench, tore a leaf from one of my notebooks, and scribbled upon it. This he handed to Maude, who read it and passed it to me. The writing said:

			Fear not, lady. You will not be obliged to endure my embraces. I know full well that the restored beauty of my face will weigh not a jot in the balance of your attraction and repugnance. By this document, I dissolve our pristine marriage. You who have been a wife only in name are no longer even that. I give you your freedom.

			I looked up from my reading. Sardonicus had been writing again. He ripped another leaf from the notebook and handed it directly to me. It read:

			This paper is your safe conduct out of the castle and into the village. Gold is yours for the asking, but I doubt if your English scruples will countenance the accepting of my money. I will expect you to have quit these premises before morning, taking her with you.

			“We will be gone within the hour,” I told him, and guided Maude towards the door. Before we left the room, I turned for the last time to Sardonicus.

			“For your unclean threats,” I said; “for the indirect but no less vicious murder of this lady’s parents; for the defiling of your own father’s grave; for the greed and inhumanity that moved you even before your blighted face provided you with an excuse for your conduct; for these and for what crimes unknown to me blacken your ledger—accept this token of my censure and detestation.” I struck him forcibly on the face. He did not respond. He was standing there in the laboratory when I left the room with Maude.

		

	
		
			IX

			NOT GOD ABOVE NOR THE FIEND BELOW

			This strange account should probably end here. No more can be said of its central character, for neither Maude nor I saw him or heard of him after that night. And of us two, nothing need be imparted other than the happy knowledge that we have been most contentedly married for the past twelve years and are the parents of a sturdy boy and two girls who are the lovely images of their mother.

			However, I have mentioned my friend Lord Henry Stanton, the inveterate traveller and faithful letter writer, and I must copy out now a portion of a missive I received from him only a week since, and which, in point of fact, has been the agent that has prompted me to unfold this whole history of Mr. Sardonicus:

			 

			“. . . But, my dear Bobbie,” wrote Stanton, “in truth there is small pleasure to be found in this part of the world, and I shall be glad to see London again. The excitements and the drama have all departed (if, indeed, they ever existed) and one must content one’s self with the stories told at the hearthstones of inns, with the flames crackling and the mulled wine agreeably stinging one’s throat. The natives here are most fond of harrowing stories, tales of gore and grue, of ghosts and ghouls and ghastly events, and I must confess a partiality to such entertainments myself. They will show you a stain on a wall and tell you it is the blood of a murdered innocent who met her death there fifty years before: no amount of washing will ever remove the stain, they tell you in sepulchral tones, and indeed it deepens and darkens on a certain day of the year, the anniversary of her violent passing. One is expected to nod gravely, of course, and one does, if one wishes to encourage the telling of more stories. Back in the Eleventh Century, you will be apprised, a battalion of foreign invaders were vanquished by the skeletons of long-dead patriots who arose from their tombs to defend their homeland and then returned to the earth when the enemy had been driven from their borders. (And since they are able to show you the very graves of these lively bones, how can one disbelieve them, Bobbie?) Or they will point to a desolate skull of a castle (the country here abounds in such depressing piles) and tell you of the spectral tyrant who, a scant dozen years before, despaired and died alone there. Deserted by the minions who had always hated him, the frightening creature roamed the village, livid and emaciated, his mind shattered, mutely imploring the succour of even the lowliest beggars. I say mutely, and that is the best part of this tall tale: for, as they tell it around the fire, these inventive folk, this poor unfortunate could not speak, could not eat, and could not drink. You ask why? For the simple reason that, though he clawed most horribly at his own face, and though he enlisted the aid of strong men—he was absolutely unable to open his mouth. Cursed by Lucifer, they say, he thirsted and starved in the midst of plenty, surrounded by kegs of drink and tables full of the choicest viands, suffering the tortures of Tantalus, until he finally died. Ah, Bobbie! the efforts of our novelists are pale stuff compared to this! English litterateurs have not the shameless wild imaginations of these people! I will never again read Mrs. Radcliffe with pleasure, I assure you, and the ghost of King Hamlet will from this day hence, strike no terror to my soul, and will fill my heart with but paltry pity. Still, I have journeyed in foreign climes quite enough for one trip, and I long for England and that good English dullness which is relieved only by you and your dear lady (to whom you must commend me most warmly). Until next month, I remain,

			Your wayward friend,

			HARRY STANTON

			Bohemia, March, 18 –

			Now, it would not be a difficult feat for the mind to instantly assume that the unfortunate man in that last tale was Sardonicus—indeed, it is for that reason that I have not yet shown Stanton’s letter to Maude: for she, albeit she deeply loathed Sardonicus, is of such a compassionate and susceptible nature that she would grieve to hear of him suffering a death so horrible. But I am a man of science, and I do not form conclusions on such gossamer evidence. Harry did not mention the province of Bohemia that is supposed to have been the stage of that terrible drama; and his letter, though written in Bohemia, was not mailed by Harry until he reached Berlin, so the postmark tells me nothing. Castles like that of Sardonicus are not singular in Bohemia—Harry himself says the country “abounds in such depressing piles”—so I plan to suspend conclusive thoughts on the matter until I welcome Harry home and can elicit from him details of the precise locality.

			For if that “desolate skull of a castle” is Castle Sardonicus, and if the story of the starving man is to be believed, then I will be struck by an awesome and curious thing:

			Five days I occupied myself in extracting a liquor from the South American plants. During those days, dogs were carried dead from my laboratory. I had deliberately killed the poor creatures with the undiluted poison, in order to impress Sardonicus with its deadliness. I never intended to—and, in fact, never did—prepare a safe dilution of that lethal drug, for its properties were too unknown, its potentiality too dangerous. The liquid I injected into Sardonicus was pure, distilled water—nothing more. This had always been my plan. The ordering of materia medica from far-flung lands was but an elaborate façade designed to work not upon the physical part of Sardonicus, but upon his mind; for after Keller, Morignac, Buonagente and my own massaging techniques had failed, I was convinced that it was only through his mind that his body could be cured. It was necessary to persuade him, however, that he was receiving a powerful medicament. His mind, I had hoped, would provide the rest—as, in truth, it did.

			If the tale of the “spectral tyrant” prove true, then we must look upon the human mind with wonderment and terror. For, in that case, there was nothing—nothing corporeal—to prevent the wretched creature from opening his mouth and eating his fill. Alone in that castle, food aplenty at his fingertips, he had suffered a dire punishment which came upon him—to paraphrase Sardonicus’ very words—not from God above or the Fiend below, but from within his own breast, his own brain, his own soul.
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			I

			THE CENTURY CLUB

			If Mr. Hyde had sired a son,” said Lord Terry, “do you realize that the loathsome child could be alive at this moment?”

			It was a humid summer evening, but he and his guest, Rolfe Hunt, were cool and crisp. They were sitting in the quiet sanctuary of the Century Club (so named, say wags, because its members all appear to be close to that age) and, over their drinks, had been talking about vampires and related monsters, about ghost stories and other dark tales of happenings real and imagined, and had been recounting some of their favorites. Hunt had been drinking martinis, but Lord Terry—The Earl Terrence Glencannon, rather—was a courtly old gentleman who considered the martini one of the major barbarities of the Twentieth Century. He would take only the finest, driest sherry before dinner, and he was now sipping his third glass. The conversation had touched upon the series of mutilation-killings that were currently shocking the city, and then upon such classic mutilators as Bluebeard and Jack the Ripper, and then upon murder and evil in general; upon certain works of fiction, such as The Turn of the Screw and its alleged ambiguities, Dracula, the short play A Night at an Inn, the German silent film Nosferatu, some stories of Blackwood, Coppard, Machen, Montague James, Le Fanu, Poe, and finally upon The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, which had led the Earl to make his remark about Hyde’s hypothetical son.

			“How do you arrive at that, sir?” Hunt asked, with perhaps too much deference, but after all, to old Lord Terry, Hunt must have seemed a damp fledgling for all his thirty-five years, and the younger man could not presume too much heartiness simply because the Earl had known Hunt’s father in the old days back in London. Lord Terry entertained few guests now, and it was a keen privilege to be sitting with him in his club—“The closest thing to an English club I could find in this beastly New York of yours,” he once had granted, grudgingly.

			Now, he was deftly evading Hunt’s question by tearing a long, narrow ribbon from the evening paper and twisting it into that topological curiosity, the Möbius strip. “Fascinating,” he smiled, running his finger along the little toy. “A surface with only one side. We speak of ‘split personalities’—schizophrenes, Jekyll-and-Hyde, and whatnot—as if such persons were cleanly divided, marked off, with lines running down their centers. Actually, they’re more like this Möbius strip—they appear to have two sides, but you soon discover that what you thought was the upper side turns out to be the under side as well. The two sides are one, strangely twisting and merging. You can never be sure which side you’re looking at, or exactly where one side becomes the other . . . I’m sorry, did you ask me something?”

			“I merely wondered,” said Hunt, “how you happened to arrive at that interesting notion of yours: that Mr. Hyde’s son—if Hyde had been a real person and if he had fathered a son—might be alive today?”

			“Ah,” Lord Terry said, putting aside the strip of paper. “Yes. Well, it’s simple, really. We must first make a great leap of concession and, for sake of argument, look upon Bobbie Stevenson’s story not as a story but as though it were firmly based in fact.”

			It certainly was a great leap, but Hunt nodded.

			“So much for that. Now, the story makes no reference to specific years—it uses that eighteen-followed-by-a-dash business which writers were so fond of in those days, I’ve never understood why—but we do know it was published in 1886. So, still making concessions for sake of argument, mind you, we might say Edward Hyde was ‘born’ in that year—but born a full-grown man, a creature capable of reproducing himself. We know, from the story, that Hyde spent his time in pursuit of carnal pleasures so gross that the good Dr. Jekyll was pale with shame at the remembrance of them. Surely one result of those pleasures might have been a child, born to some poor Soho wretch, and thrust nameless upon the world? Such a child, born in ’86 or ’87, would be in his seventies today. So you see it’s quite possible.”

			He drained his glass. “And think of this now: whereas all other human creatures are compounded of both good and evil, Edward Hyde stood alone in the roster of mankind. For he was the first—and, let us hope, the last—human being who was totally evil. Consider his son. He is the offspring of one parent who, like all of us, was part good and part evil (the mother) and of one parent who was all evil (the father, Hyde). The son, then (to work it out arithmetically, if that is possible in a question of human factors), is three-quarters pure evil, with only a single thin flickering quarter of good in him. We might even weight the dice, as it were, and suggest that his mother, being most likely a drunken drab of extreme moral looseness, was hardly a person to bequeath upon her heir a strong full quarter of good—perhaps only an eighth, or a sixteenth. Not to put too fine a point on it, Hyde’s son—if he is alive—is the second most evil person who has ever lived; and—since his father is dead—the most evil person on the face of the earth today!” Lord Terry stood up. “Shall we go in to dinner?” he said.

			The dining room was inhabited by men in several stages of advanced decrepitude, and still-handsome Lord Terry seemed, in contrast, rather young. His bearing, his tall, straight body, clear eye, ruddy face, and unruly shock of thick white hair made him a vital figure among a room full of near-ghosts. The heavy concentration of senility acted as a depressant on Hunt’s spirits, and Lord Terry seemed to sense this, for he said, as they sat down, “Waiting room. The whole place is one vast waiting room, full of played-out chaps waiting for the last train. They tell you age has its compensations. Don’t believe it. It’s ghastly.”

			Lord Terry recommended the red snapper soup with sherry, the Dover sole, the Green Goddess salad. “Named after a play, you know, The Green Goddess, George Arliss made quite a success in it, long before your time.” He scribbled their choices on the card and handed it to the hovering waiter, also ordering another martini for Hunt and a fourth sherry for himself. “Yes,” he said, his eye fixed on some long-ago stage, “used to go to the theatre quite a lot in the old days. They put on jolly good shows then. Not all this rot . . .” He focussed on Hunt. “But I mustn’t be boorish—you’re somehow involved in the theatre yourself, I believe you said?”

			Hunt told him he was writing a series of theatrical histories, that his histories of the English and Italian theatres had already been published and that currently he was working on the French.

			“Ah,” the old man said. “Splendid. Will you mention Sellig?”

			Hunt confessed that the name was new to him.

			Lord Terry sighed. “Such is fame. A French actor. All the rage in Paris at one time. His name was spoken in the same breath with Mounet-Sully’s, and some even considered him the new Lemaître. Bernhardt nagged Sardou into writing a play for him, they say, though I don’t know if he ever did. Rostand left an unfinished play, Don Juan’s Last Night, La Dernière Nuit de Don Juan, which some say was written expressly for Sellig, but Sellig never played it.”

			“Why not?”

			Lord Terry shrugged. “Curious fellow. Very—what would you say—pristine, very dedicated to the highest theatrical art, classic stuff like Corneille and Racine, you know. The very highest. Wouldn’t even do Hugo or Dumas. And yet he became a name not even a theatrical historian is familiar with.”

			“You must make me familiar with it,” Hunt said, as the drinks arrived.

			Lord Terry swallowed a white lozenge he took from a slim gold box. “Pills,” he said. “In our youth we sow wild oats; in our dotage we reap pills.” He replaced the box in his weskit pocket. “Yes, I’ll tell you about Sellig, if you like. I knew him very well.”

		

	
		
			II

			THE DANGERS OF CHARM

			We were both of an age (said Lord Terry), very young, twenty-three or four, and Paris in those days was a grand place to be young in. The Eiffel Tower was a youngster then, too, our age exactly, for this was still the first decade of the century, you see. Gauguin had been dead only six years, Lautrec only eight, and although that Parisian Orpheus, Jacques Offenbach, had died almost thirty years before, his music and his gay spirit still ruled the city, and jolly parisiennes still danced the can-can with bare derrières to the rhythm of his Galop Infernal. The air was heady with a wonderful mixture of ancien régime elegance (the days of which were numbered and which would soon be dispelled forever by the War) combined with a forward-looking curiosity and excitement about the new century. Best of both worlds, you might say. The year, to be exact about it, was 1909.

			It’s easy to remember because in that very year both Coquelin brothers—the actors, you know—died. The elder, more famous brother, Constant-Benoît, who created the role of Cyrano, died first, and the younger, Alexandre Honoré, died scarcely a fortnight later. Here’s a curious tidbit about Coquelin’s Cyrano which you may want to use in your book: he played the first act wearing a long false nose, the second act with a shorter nose, and at the end of the play, wore no false nose at all—the really odd thing being that the audience never noticed it! Sir Cedric told me that just before he died. Hardwicke, you know. Where was I? Oh, yes. It was through a friend of the Coquelin family—a minor comédien named César Baudouin—that I first came to know Paris and, consequently, Sébastien Sellig.

			He was appearing at the Théâtre Français, in Racine’s Britannicus. He played the young Nero. And he played him with such style and fervor and godlike grace that one could feel the audience’s sympathies being drawn toward Nero as to a magnet. I saw him afterward, in his dressing room, where he was removing his make-up. César introduced us.

			He was a man of surpassing beauty: a face like the Apollo Belvedere, with classic features, a tumble of black curls, large brown eyes, and sensuous lips. I did not compliment him on his good looks, of course, for the world had only recently become unsafe for even the most innocent admiration between men, Oscar Wilde having died in Paris just nine years before. I did compliment him on his performance, and on the rush of sympathy which I’ve already remarked.

			“Thank you,” he said, in English, which he spoke very well. “It was unfortunate.”

			“Unfortunate?”

			“The audience’s sympathies should have remained with Britannicus. By drawing them to myself—quite inadvertently, I assure you—I upset the balance, reversed Racine’s intentions, and thoroughly destroyed the play.”

			“But,” observed César lightly, “you achieved a personal triumph.”

			“Yes,” said Sellig. “At irreparable cost. It will not happen again, dear César, you may be sure of that. Next time I play Nero, I shall do so without violating Racine.”

			César, being a professional, took exception. “You can’t be blamed for your charm, Sébastien,” he insisted.

			Sellig wiped off the last streak of paint from his face and began to draw on his street clothes. “An actor who cannot control his charm,” he said, “is like an actor who cannot control his voice or his limbs. He is worthless.” Then he smiled, charmingly. “But we mustn’t talk shop in front of your friend. So very rude. Come, I shall take you to an enchanting little place for supper.”

			It was a small, dark place called L’Oubliette. The three of us ate an enormous and very good omelette, with crusty bread and a bottle of white wine. Sellig talked of the differences between France’s classic poetic dramatist, Racine, and England’s, Shakespeare. “Racine is like”—he lifted the bottle and refilled our glasses—“well, he is like a very fine vintage white. Delicate, serene, cool, subtle. So subtle that the excellence is not immediately enjoyed by uninitiated palates. Time is required, familiarity, a return and another return and yet another.”

			As an Englishman, I was prepared to defend our bard, so I asked, a little belligerently: “And Shakespeare?”

			“Ah, Shakespeare!” smiled Sellig. “Passionel, tumultueux! He is like a mulled red, hot and bubbling from the fire, dark and rich with biting spices and sweet honey! The senses are smitten, one is overwhelmed, one becomes drunk, one reels, one spins . . . it can be a most agreeable sensation.”

			He drank from his glass. “Think of tonight’s play. It depicts the first atrocity in a life of atrocities. It ends as Nero murders his brother. Later, he was to murder his mother, two wives, a trusted tutor, close friends, and untold thousands of Christians who died horribly in his arenas. But we see none of this. If Shakespeare had written the play, it would have begun with the death of Britannicus. It would then have shown us each new outrage, the entire chronicle of Nero’s decline and fall and ignoble end. Enfin, it would have been Macbeth.”

			I had heard of a little club where the girls danced in shockingly indecorous costumes, and I was eager to go. César allowed himself to be persuaded to take me there, and I invited Sellig to accompany us. He declined, pleading fatigue and a heavy day ahead of him. “Then perhaps,” I said, “you will come with us tomorrow evening? It may not tempt a gentleman of your lofty theatrical tastes, but I’m determined to see a show at this Grand Guignol which César has told me of. Quite bloody and outrageous, I understand—rather like Shakespeare.” Sellig laughed at my little joke. “Will you come? Or perhaps you have a performance . . .”

			“I do have a performance,” he said, “so I cannot join you until later. Suppose we plan to meet there, in the foyer, directly after the last curtain?”

			“Will you be there in time?” I asked. “The Guignol shows are short, I hear.”

			“I will be there,” said Sellig, and we parted.

		

	
		
			III

			STAGE OF TORTURE

			Le Théâtre du Grand Guignol, as you probably know, had been established just a dozen or so years before, in 1896, on the Rue Chaptal, in a tiny building that had once been a chapel. Father Didon, a Dominican, had preached there, and in the many incarnations the building was to go through in later years it was to retain its churchly appearance. Right up to the day of its demolition in 1962, I’m told, it remained exactly as it had always been: quaint, small, huddled inconspicuously in a cobble-stone nook at the end of a Montmartre alley; inside, black-raftered, with gothic tracery writhing along the portals and fleurs-de-lis on the walls, with carved cherubs and a pair of seven-foot angels—dim with the patina of a century—smiling benignly down on the less than three hundred seats and loges . . . which, you know, looked not like conventional seats and loges but like church pews and confessionals. After the good Father Didon was no longer active, his chapel became the shop of a dealer specializing in religious art; still later, it was transformed into a studio for the academic painter, Rochegrosse; and so on, until, in ’96, a man named Méténier—who had formerly been secretary to a commissaire de police—rechristened it the Théâtre du Grand Guignol and made of it the famous carnival of horror. Méténier died the following year, aptly enough, and Max Maurey took it over. I met Maurey briefly—he was still operating the theatre in 1909, the year of my little story.

			The subject matter of the Guignol plays seldom varied. Their single acts were filled with girls being thrown into lighthouse lamps . . . faces singed by vitriol or pressed forcibly down upon red hot stoves . . . naked ladies nailed to crosses and carved up by gypsies . . . a variety of surgical operations . . . mad old crones who put out the eyes of young maidens with knitting needles . . . chunks of flesh ripped from victims’ necks by men with hooks for hands . . . bodies dissolved in acid baths . . . hands chopped off; also arms, legs, heads . . . women raped and strangled . . . all done in a hyper-realistic manner with ingenious trick props and the Guignol’s own secretly formulated blood—a thick, suety, red gruel which was actually capable of congealing before your eyes and which was kept continually hot in a big cauldron backstage.

			Some actors—but especially actresses—made spectacular careers at the Guignol. You may know of Maxa? She was after my time, actually, but she was supposed to have been a beautiful woman, generously endowed by Nature, and they say it was impossible to find one square inch of her lovely body that had not received some variety of stage violence in one play or another. The legend is that she died ten thousand times, in sixty separate and distinct ways, each more hideous than the last; and that she writhed in the assaults of brutal rapine on no less than three thousand theatrical occasions. For the remainder of her life she could not speak above a whisper: the years of screaming had torn her throat to shreds.

			At any rate, the evening following my first meeting with Sellig, César and I were seated in this unique little theatre with two young ladies we had escorted there; they were uncommonly pretty but uncommonly common—in point of fact, they were barely on the safe side of respectability’s border, being inhabitants of that peculiar demimonde, that shadow world where several professions—actress, model, barmaid, bawd—mingle and merge and overlap and often coexist. But we were young, César and I, and this was, after all, Paris. Their names, they told us, were Clothilde and Mathilde—and I was never quite sure which was which. Soon after our arrival, the lights dimmed and the Guignol curtain was raised.

			The first offering on the programme was a dull, shrill little boudoir farce that concerned itself with broken corset laces and men hiding under the bed and popping out of closets. It seemed to amuse our feminine companions well enough, but the applause in the house was desultory, I thought, a mere form . . . this fluttering nonsense was not what the patrons had come for, was not the sort of fare on which the Guignol had built its reputation. It was an hors d’oeuvre. The entrée followed:

			It was called, if memory serves, La Septième Porte, and was nothing more than an opportunity for Bluebeard—played by an actor wearing an elaborately ugly make-up—to open six of his legendary seven doors for his new young wife (displaying, among other things, realistically mouldering cadavers and a torture chamber in full operation). Remaining faithful to the legend, Bluebeard warns his wife never to open the seventh door. Left alone on stage, she of course cannot resist the tug of curiosity—she opens the door, letting loose a shackled swarm of shrieking, livid, rag-bedecked but not entirely unattractive harpies, whose white bodies, through their shredded clothing, are crisscrossed with crimson welts. They tell her they are Bluebeard’s ex-wives, kept perpetually in a pitch-dark dungeon, in a state near to starvation, and periodically tortured by the vilest means imaginable. Why? the new wife asks. Bluebeard enters, a black whip in his hand. For the sin of curiosity, he replies—they, like you, could not resist the lure of the seventh door! The other wives chain the girl to them, and cringing under the crack of Bluebeard’s whip, they crawl back into the darkness of the dungeon. Bluebeard locks the seventh door and soliloquizes: Diogenes had an easy task, to find an honest man; but my travail is tenfold—for where is she, does she live, the wife who does not pry and snoop, who does not pilfer her husband’s pockets, steam open his letters, and when he is late returning home, demand to know what wench he has been tumbling?

			The lights had been dimming slowly until now only Bluebeard was illumined, and at this point he turned to the audience and addressed the women therein. “Mesdames et Mademoiselles!” he declaimed. “Écoute! En garde! Voici la septième porte—Hear me! Beware! Behold the seventh door!” By a stage trick the door was transformed into a mirror. The curtain fell to riotous applause.

			Recounted baldly, La Septième Porte seems a trumpery entertainment, a mere excuse for scenes of horror—and so it was. But there was a strength, a power to the portrayal of Bluebeard; that ugly devil up there on the shabby little stage was like an icy flame, and when he’d turned to the house and delivered that closing line, there had been such force of personality, such demonic zeal, such hatred and scorn, such monumental threat, that I could feel my young companion shrink against me and shudder.

			“Come, come, ma petite,” I said, “it’s only a play.”

			“Je le déteste,” she said.

			“You detest him? Who, Bluebeard?”

			“Laval.”

			My French was sketchy at that time, and her English almost nonexistent, but as we made our slow way up the aisle, I managed to glean that the actor’s name was Laval, and that she had at one time had some offstage congress with him, congress of an intimate nature, I gathered. I could not help asking why, since she disliked him so. (I was naïf then, you see, and knew little of women; it was somewhat later in life I learned that many of them find evil and even ugliness irresistible). In answer to my question, she only shrugged and delivered a platitude: “Les affaires sont les affaires—Business is business.”

			Sellig was waiting for us in the foyer. His height, and his great beauty of face, made him stand out. Our two pretty companions took to him at once, for his attractive exterior was supplemented by waves of charm.

			“Did you enjoy the programme?” he asked of me.

			I did not know exactly what to reply. “Enjoy? . . . Let us say I found it fascinating, M’sieu’ Sellig.”

			“It did not strike you as tawdry? cheap? vulgar?”

			“All those, yes. But at the same time, exciting, as sometimes only the tawdry, the cheap, the vulgar, can be.”

			“You may be right. I have not watched a Guignol production for several years. Although, surely, the acting . . .”

			We were entering a carriage, all five of us. I said, “The acting was unbelievably bad—with one exception.”

			“Really? And the exception?”

			“The actor who played Bluebeard in a piece called La Septième Porte. His name is—” I turned to my companion again.

			“Laval,” she said, and the sound became a viscous thing.

			“Ah yes,” said Sellig. “Laval. The name is not entirely unknown to me. Shall we go to Maxime’s?”

			We did, and experienced a most enjoyable evening. Sellig’s fame and personal magnetism won us the best table and the most efficient service. He told a variety of amusing—but never coarse—anecdotes about theatrical life, and did so without committing that all-too-common actor’s offense of dominating the conversation. One anecdote concerned the theatre we had just left:

			“I suppose César has told the story of the Guignol doctor. No? Ah then, it seems that at one point it was thought a capital idea to hire a house physician—to tend to swooning patrons and so on, you know. This was done, but it was unsuccessful. On the first night of the physician’s tour of duty, a male spectator found one particular bit of stage torture too much for him, and he fainted. The house physician was summoned. He could not be found. Finally, the ushers revived the unconscious man without benefit of medical assistance, and naturally they apologized profusely and explained they had not been able to find the doctor. ‘I know,’ the man said, rather sheepishly, ‘I am the doctor.’”

			At the end of the evening, César and I escorted our respective (but not precisely respectable) young ladies to their dwellings, where more pleasure was found. Sellig went home alone. I felt sorry for him, and there was a moment when it crossed my mind that perhaps he was one of those men who have no need of women—the theatrical profession is thickly inhabited by such men—but César privately assured me that Sellig had a mistress, a lovely and gracious widow named Lise, for Sellig’s tastes were exceedingly refined and his image unblemished by descents into the dimly lit world of the sporting house. My own tastes, though acute, were not so elevated, and thus I enjoyed myself immensely that night.

			Ignorance, they say, is bliss. I did not know that my ardent companion’s warmth would turn unalterably cold in the space of a single night.

		

	
		
			IV

			FACE OF EVIL

			The commissaire de police had never seen anything like it. He spoke poor English, but I was able to glean his meaning without too much difficulty. “It is how you say . . .”

			“Horrible?”

			“Ah, oui, mais . . . étrange, incroyable . . .”

			“Unique?”

			“Si! Uniquement monstrueux! Uniquement dégoûtant!”

			Uniquely disgusting. Yes, it was that. It was that, certainly.

			“The manner, M’sieu’ . . . the method . . . the—”

			“Mutilation.”

			“Oui, la mutilation . . . est irrégulière, anormale . . .”

			We were in the morgue—not that newish Medico-Legal Institute of the University on the banks of the Seine, but the old morgue, that wretched, ugly place on the quai de l’Archevêché. She—Clothilde, my petite amie of the previous night—had been foully murdered; killed with knives; her prettiness destroyed; her very womanhood destroyed, extracted bloodily but with surgical precision. I stood in the morgue with the commissaire, César, Sellig, and the other girl, Mathilde. Covering the corpse with its anonymous sheet, the commissaire said, “It resembles, does it not, the work of your English killer . . . Jacques?”

			“Jack,” I said. “Jack the Ripper.”

			“Ah oui.” He looked down upon the covered body. “Mais pourquoi?”

			“Yes,” I said hoarsely. “Why indeed? . . .”

			“La cause . . . la raison . . . le motif,” he said; and then delivered himself of a small, eloquent, Gallic shrug. “Inconnu.”

			Motive unknown. He had stated it succinctly. A girl of the streets, a fille de joie, struck down, mutilated, her femaleness cancelled out. Who did it? Inconnu. And why? Inconnu.

			“Merci, messieurs, mademoiselle . . .” The commissaire thanked us and we left the cold repository of Paris’ unclaimed dead. All four of us—it had been “all five of us” just the night before—were strained, silent. The girl Mathilde was weeping. We, the men, felt not grief exactly—how could we, for one we had known so briefly, so imperfectly?—but a kind of embarrassment. Perhaps that is the most common reaction produced by the presence of death: embarrassment. Death is a kind of nakedness, a kind of indecency, a kind of faux pas. Unless we have known the dead person well enough to experience true loss, or unless we have wronged the dead person enough to experience guilt, the only emotion we can experience is embarrassment. I must confess my own embarrassment was tinged with guilt. It was I, you see, who had used her, such a short time before. And now she would never be used again. Her warm lips were cold; her knowing fingers, still; her cajoling voice, silent; the very stronghold and temple of her treasure was destroyed.

			In the street, I felt I had to make some utterance. “To think,” I said, “that her last evening was spent at the Guignol!”

			Sellig smiled sympathetically. “My friend,” he said, “the Grand Guignol is not only a shabby little theatre in a Montmartre alley. This—” his gesture took in the world “—this is the Grandest Guignol of all.”

			I nodded. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Do not be too much alone,” he advised me. “Come to the Théâtre tonight. We are playing Cinna.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “But I have a strange urge to revisit the Guignol . . .”

			César seemed shocked or puzzled, but Sellig understood. “Yes,” he said, “that is perhaps a good thought.” We parted—Sellig to his rooms, César with the weeping girl, I to my hotel.

			I have an odd infirmity—perhaps it is not so odd, and perhaps it is no infirmity at all—but great shock or disappointment or despair do not rob me of sleep as they rob the sleep of others. On the contrary, they rob me of energy, they drug me, they send me into the merciful solace of sleep like a powerful anodyne. And so, that afternoon, I slept. But it was a sleep invaded by dreams . . . dreams of gross torture and mutilation, of blood, and of the dead Clothilde—alive again for the duration of a nap—repeating over and over again a single statement.

			I awoke covered with perspiration, and with that statement gone just beyond the reach of my mind. Try as I did, I could not recall it. I dashed cold water in my face to clear my head, and although I had no appetite, I rang for service and had some food brought me in my suite. Then, the theatre hour approaching, I dressed and made my way toward Montmartre and the Rue Chaptal.

			The Guignol’s chef-d’oeuvre that evening was a bit of white supremacy propaganda called Chinoiserie. (“The yellow menace” was just beginning to become a popular prejudice.) A white girl, played by a buxom but ungifted actress, was sold as a slave to a lecherous Chinese mandarin, and after being duly ravished by him and established as his most favored concubine, fell into the clutches of the beautiful but jealous Chinese woman who had hitherto occupied that honored post. The Woman Scorned, taking advantage of the temporary absence of her lord, seized the opportunity to strip her rival naked and subject her to the first installment of The Death of a Thousand Slices, when her plans were thwarted by the appearance of a handsome French lieutenant who freed the white girl and offered her the chance to turn the tables on the Asian witch. The liberated victim, after first frightening her tormentress with threats of the Thousand Slices, proved a credit to her race by contenting herself with merely tickling the soles of the Chinese girl’s bared feet with a plume. Although I had been told that l’épisode du chatouillement—“the tickling scene”—was famed far and wide, going on for several minutes of shrieking hysterics until the tickled lady writhed herself out of her clothing, I left before its conclusion. The piece was unbearably boring, though it was no worse than the previous evening’s offering. The reason for its tediousness was simple: Laval did not appear in the play. On my way out of the theatre, I inquired of an usher about the actor’s absence. “Ah, the great Laval,” he said, with shuddering admiration. “It is his—do you say ‘night away’?”

			“Night off . . .”

			“Oui. His night off. He appears on alternate nights, M’sieu’ . . .”

			Feeling somehow cheated, I decided to return the following night. I did so; in fact, I made it a point to visit the Guignol every night that week on which Laval was playing. I saw him in several little plays—shockers in which he starred as the monsters of history and legend—and in each, his art was lit by black fire and was the more admirable since he did not rely upon a succession of fantastic make-ups—in each, he wore the same grotesque make-up (save for the false facial hair) he had worn as Bluebeard; I assumed it was his trademark. The plays—which were of his own authorship, I discovered—included L’Inquisiteur, in which he played Torquemada, the merciless heretic-burner (convincing flames on the stage) and L’Empoisonneur, in which he played the insane, incestuous Cesare Borgia. There were many more, among them, a contemporary story, L’Éventreur, in which he played the currently notorious Jack the Ripper, knifing pretty young harlots with extreme realism until the stage was scarlet with sham blood. In this, there was one of those typically Lavalesque flashes, an infernally inspired cri de coeur, when The Ripper, remorseful, sunken in shame, enraged at his destiny, surfeited with killings but unable to stop, tore a rhymed couplet from the bottom of his soul and flung it like a live thing into the house:

			La vie est un corridor noir

			D’impuissance et de désespoir!

			That’s not very much in English—“Life is a black corridor of impotence and despair”—but in the original, and when hurled with the ferocity of Laval, it was Kean’s Hamlet, Irving’s Macbeth, Salvini’s Othello, all fused into a single theatrical moment.

			And, in that moment, there was another fusion—a fusion, in my own mind, of two voices. One was that of the commissaire de police—“It resembles, does it not, the work of your English killer . . . Jacques?” The other was the voice of the dead Clothilde, repeating a phrase she had first uttered in life, and then, after her death, in that fugitive dream—“Je le déteste.”

			As the curtain fell, to tumultuous applause, I sent my card backstage, thus informing Laval that “un admirateur” wished to buy him a drink. Might we meet at L’Oubliette? The response was long in coming, insultingly long, but at last it did come and it was affirmative. I left at once for L’Oubliette.

			Forty minutes later, after I had consumed half a bottle of red wine, Laval entered. The waitress brought him to my table and we shook hands.

			I was shocked, for, as I looked into his face, I immediately realized that Laval never wore evil make-up on the Guignol stage.

			He had no need of it.

		

	
		
			V

			AN INTIMATE KNOWLEDGE OF HORRORS

			Looking about, Laval said, “L’Oubliette,” and sat down. “The filthy place is aptly named. Do you know what an oubliette is, M’sieu’?”

			“No,” I said; “I wish my French were as excellent as your English.”

			“But surely you know our word, oublier?”

			“My French-English lexicon,” I replied, “says it means ‘to forget, to omit, to leave.’”

			He nodded. “That is correct. In the old days, a variety of secret dungeon was called an oubliette. It was subterranean. It had no door, no window. It could be entered only by way of a trap door at the top. The trap door was too high to reach, even by climbing, since the walls sloped in the wrong direction and were eternally slick with slime. There was no bed, no chair, no table, no light, and very little air. Prisoners were dropped down into such dungeons to be—literally—forgotten. They seldom left alive. Infrequently, when a prisoner was fortunate enough to be freed by a change in administration, he was found to have become blind—from the years in the dark. And almost always, of course, insane.”

			“You have an intimate knowledge of horrors, Monsieur Laval,” I said.

			He shrugged. “C’est mon métier.”

			“Will you drink red wine?”

			“Since you are paying, I will drink whisky,” he said; adding, “if they have it here.”

			They did, an excellent Scotch and quite expensive. I decided to join him. He downed the first portion as soon as it was poured—not waiting for even a perfunctory toast—and instantly demanded another. This, too, he flung down his throat in one movement, smacking his bestial lips. I could not help thinking how much more graphic than our “he drinks like a fish” or “like a drainpipe” is the equivalent French figure of speech: “he drinks like a hole.”

			“Now then, M’sieu’ . . . Pendragon? . . .”

			“Glencannon.”

			“Yes. You wished to speak with me.”

			I nodded.

			“Speak,” he said, gesturing to the barmaid for another drink.

			“Why,” I began, “I’m afraid I have nothing in particular to say, except that I admire your acting . . .”

			“Many people do.”

			What a graceless boor, I told myself, but I continued: “Rightfully so, Monsieur Laval. I am new to Paris, but I have seen much theatre here these past few weeks, and to my mind yours is a towering talent, in the front rank of contemporary artistes, perhaps second only to—”

			“Eh? Second?” He swallowed the fresh drink and looked up at me, his unwholesome eyes flaming. “Second to—whom, would you say?”

			“I was going to say, Sellig.”

			Laval laughed. It was not a warming sound. His face grew uglier. “Sellig! Indeed. Sellig, the handsome. Sellig, the classicist. Sellig, the noble. Bah!”

			I was growing uncomfortable. “Come, sir,” I said, “surely you are not being fair . . .”

			“Fair. That is oh so important to you English, is it not? Well, let me tell you, M’sieu’ Whatever-your-name-is—the lofty strutting of the mountebank Sellig makes me sick! What he can do, fools can do. Who cannot pompously declaim the cold, measured alexandrines of Racine and Corneille and Molière? Stop any schoolboy on the street and ask him to recite a bit of Phèdre or Tartuffe and he will oblige you, in that same stately classroom drone Sellig employs. Do not speak to me of this Sellig. He is a fraud; worse—he is a bore.”

			“He is also,” I said, “my friend.”

			“A sorry comment on your taste.”

			“And yet it is a taste that can also appreciate you.”

			“To some, champagne and seltzer water taste the same.”

			“You know, sir, you are really quite rude.”

			“True.”

			“You must have few friends.”

			“Wrong. I have none.”

			“But that is distressing! Surely—”

			He interrupted. “There is a verse of the late Rostand’s. Perhaps you know it. ‘A force de vous voir vous faire des amis . . .’ et cetera?”

			“My French is poor.”

			“You need not remind me. I will give you a rough translation. ‘Seeing the sort of friends you others have in tow, I cry with joy: send me another foe!’”

			“And yet,” I said, persisting, “all men need friends . . .”

			Laval’s eyes glittered like dark gems. “I am no ordinary man,” he said. “I was born under the sign of Sagittarius. Perhaps you know nothing of astrology? Or, if you do, perhaps you think of Sagittarius as merely the innocuous sign of the Archer? Remember, then, just who that archer is—not a simple bear or bull or crab or pair of fish, not a man, not a natural creature at all, but a very unnatural creature half human, half bestial. Sagittarius: the Man-Beast. And I tell you this, M’sieu’ . . .” He dispatched the whisky in one gulp and banged the empty glass on the table to attract the attention of the barmaid. “I tell you this,” he repeated. “So potent was the star under which I was born, that I have done what no one in the world has done—nor ever can do!”

			The sentence was like a hot iron, searing my brain. I was to meet it once again before I left Paris. But now, sitting across the table from the mad—for he indeed seemed mad—Laval, I said, softly, “And what is it you have done, Monsieur?”

			He chuckled nastily. “That,” he said, “is a professional secret.”

			I tried another approach. “Monsieur Laval . . .”

			“Yes?”

			“I believe we have a mutual friend.”

			“Who may that be?”

			“A lady.”

			“Oh? And her name?”

			“She calls herself Clothilde. I do not know her last name.”

			“Then I gather she is not, after all, a lady.”

			I shrugged. “Do you know her?”

			“I know many women,” he said; and his face clouding with bitterness, he added, “Do you find that surprising—with this face?”

			“Not at all. But you have not answered my question.”

			“I may know your Mam’selle Clothilde; I cannot be certain. May I have another drink?”

			“To be sure.” I signalled the waitress, and turned again to Laval. “She told me she knew you in her—professional capacity.”

			“It may be so. I do not clot my mind with memories of such women.” The waitress poured out another portion of Scotch and Laval downed it. “Why do you ask?”

			“For two reasons. First, because she told me she detested you.”

			“It is a common complaint. And the second reason?”

			“Because she is dead.”

			“Ah?”

			“Murdered. Mutilated. Obscenely disfigured.”

			“Quel dommage.”

			“It is not a situation to be met with a platitude, Monsieur!”

			Laval smiled. It made him look like a lizard. “Is it not? How must I meet it, then? With tears? With a clucking of the tongue? With a beating of my breast and a rending of my garments? Come, M’sieu’ . . . she was a woman of the streets . . . I scarcely knew her, if indeed I knew her at all . . .”

			“Why did she detest you?” I suddenly demanded.

			“Oh, my dear sir! If I knew the answers to such questions, I would be clairvoyant. Because I have the face of a Notre Dame gargoyle, perhaps. Because she did not like the way I combed my hair. Because I left her too small a fee. Who knows? I assure you, her detestation does not perturb me in the slightest.”

			“To speak plainly, you relish it.”

			“Yes. Yes, I relish it.”

			“Do you also relish—” I toyed with my glass. “—blood, freshly spilt?”

			He looked at me blankly for a moment. Then he threw back his head and roared with amusement. “I see,” he said at last. “I understand now. You suspect I murdered this trollop?”

			“She is dead, sir. It ill becomes you to malign her.”

			“This lady, then. You really think I killed her?”

			“I accuse you of nothing, Monsieur Laval. But . . .”

			“But?”

			“But it strikes me as a distinct possibility.”

			He smiled again. “How interesting. How very, very interesting. Because she detested me?”

			“That is one reason.”

			He pushed his glass to one side. “I will be frank with you, M’sieu’. Yes, I knew Clothilde, briefly. Yes, it is true she loathed me. She found me disgusting. But can you not guess why?”

			I shook my head. Laval leaned forward and spoke more softly. “You and I, M’sieu’, we are men of the world . . . and surely you can understand that there are things . . . certain little things . . . that an imaginative man might require of such a woman? Things which—if she were overly fastidious—she might find objectionable?” Still again, he smiled. “I assure you, her detestation of me had no other ground than that. She was a silly little bourgeoise. She had no flair for her profession. She was easily shocked.” Conspiratorially, he added: “Shall I be more specific?”

			“That will not be necessary.” I caught the eye of the waitress and paid her. To Laval, I said, “I must not detain you further, Monsieur.”

			“Oh, am I being sent off?” he said, mockingly, rising. “Thank you for the whisky, M’sieu’. It was excellent.” And, laughing hideously, he left.

		

	
		
			VI

			THE MONSTER

			I felt shaken, almost faint, and experienced a sudden desire to talk to someone. Hoping Sellig was playing that night at the Théâtre Français, I took a carriage there and was told he could probably be found at his rooms. My informant mentioned an address to my driver, and before long, Sébastien seemed pleasantly surprised at the appearance of his unannounced guest.

			Sellig’s rooms were tastefully appointed. The drapes were tall, classic folds of deep blue. A few good pictures hung on the walls, the chairs were roomy and comfortable, and the mingled fragrances of tobacco and book leather gave the air a decidedly masculine musk. Over a small spirit lamp, Sellig was preparing a simple ragout. As he stood in his shirt sleeves, stirring the food, I talked.

			“You said, the other evening, that the name Laval was not unknown to you.”

			“That gentleman seems to hold you fascinated,” he observed.

			“Is it an unhealthy fascination, would you say?” I asked, candidly.

			Sellig laughed. “Well, he is not exactly an appealing personage.”

			“Then you do know him?”

			“In a sense. I have never seen him perform, however.”

			“He is enormously talented. He dominates the stage. There are only two actors in Paris who can transfix an audience in that manner.”

			“The other is . . . ?”

			“You.”

			“Ah. Thank you. And yet, you do not equate me with Laval?”

			Quickly, I assured him: “No, not at all. In everything but that one quality you and he are utterly different. Diametrically opposed.”

			“I am glad of that.”

			“Have you known him long?” I asked.

			“Laval? Yes. For quite some time.”

			“He is not ‘an appealing personage,’ you said just now. Would you say he is . . . morally reprehensible?”

			Sellig turned to me. “I would be violating a strict confidence if I told you any more than this: if he is morally corrupt (and I am not saying that he is), he is not reprehensible. If he is evil, then he was evil even in his mother’s womb.”

			A popular song came to my mind, and I said, lightly, “More to be pitied than censured?”

			Sellig received this remark seriously. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, that is the point precisely. ‘The sins of the father . . .’” But then he broke off and served the ragout.

			As he ate, I—who had no appetite—spoke of my troubled mind and general depression.

			“Perhaps it is not good for you to stay alone tonight,” he said. “Would you like to sleep here? There is an extra bedroom.”

			“It would inconvenience you . . .”

			“Not at all. I should be glad of the company.”

			I agreed to stay, for I was not looking forward to my lonely hotel suite, and not long after that we retired to our rooms. I fell asleep almost at once, but woke in a sweat about three in the morning. I arose, wrapped myself in one of Sellig’s robes, and walked into the library for a book that might send me off to sleep again.

			Sellig’s collection of books was extensive, although heavily overbalanced by plays, volumes of theatrical criticism, biographies of actors, and so forth, a high percentage of them in English. I chose none of these: instead, I took down a weighty tome of French history. Its pedantic style and small type, as well as my imperfect command of the language, would combine to form the needed sedative. I took the book to bed with me.

			My grasp of written French being somewhat firmer than my grasp of the conversational variety, I managed to labor through most of the first chapter before I began to turn the leaves in search of a more interesting section. It was quite by accident that my eyes fell upon a passage that seemed to thrust itself up from the page and stamp itself upon my brain. Though but a single sentence, I felt stunned by it. In a fever of curiosity, I read the other matter on that page, then turned back and read from an earlier point. I read in that volume for about ten minutes, or so I thought, but when I finished and looked up at the clock, I realized that I had read for over an hour. What I had read had numbed and shaken me.

			I have never been a superstitious man. I have never believed in the existence of ghosts, or vampires, or other undead creatures out of lurid legend. They make excellent entertainment, but never before that shattering hour had I accepted them as anything more than entertainment. But as I sat in that bed, the book in my hands, the city outside silent, I had reason to feel as if a hand from some sub-zero hell had reached up and laid itself—oh, very gently—upon my heart. A shudder ran through my body. I looked down again at the book.

			The pages I had read told of a monster—a real monster who had lived in France centuries before. The Marquis de Sade, in comparison, was a mischievous schoolboy. This was a man of high birth and high aspirations, a marshal of France who at the peak of his power had been the richest noble in all of Europe and who had fought side by side with Joan of Arc, but who had later fallen into such depths of degeneracy that he had been tried and sentenced to the stake by a shocked legislature. In a search for immortality, a yearning to avoid death, he had carried out disgusting experiments on the living bodies of youths and maidens and little children. Seven or eight hundred had died in the laboratory of his castle, died howling in pain and insanity, the victims of a “science” that was more like the unholy rites of the Black Mass. “The accused,” read one of the charges at his trial, “has taken innocent boys and girls, and inhumanly butchered, killed, dismembered, burned and otherwise tortured them, and the said accused has immolated the bodies of the said innocents to devils, invoked and sacrificed to evil spirits, and has foully committed sin with young boys and in other ways lusted against nature after young girls, while they were alive or sometimes dead or even sometimes during their death throes.” Another charge spoke of “the hand, the eyes, and the heart of one of these said children, with its blood in a glass vase . . .” And yet this madman, this miscreant monster, had offered no resistance when arrested, had felt justified for his actions, had said proudly and defiantly under the legislated torture: “So potent was the star under which I was born that I have done what no one in the world has done nor ever can do.”

			His name was Gilles de Laval, Baron de Rais, and he became known for all time and to all the world, of course, as Bluebeard.

			I was out of bed in an instant, and found myself pounding like a madman on the door of Sellig’s bedroom. When there was no response, I opened the door and went in. He was not in his bed. Behind me, I heard another door open. I turned.

			Sellig was coming out of yet another room, hardly more than a closet: behind him, just before he closed the door and locked it, I caught a glimpse of bottles and glass trays—I remember surmising, in that instant, that perhaps he was a devotee of the new art of photography, but I had no wish to dwell further on this, for I was bursting with what I wanted to say. “Sébastien!” I cried. “I must tell you something . . .”

			“What are you doing up at this hour, my friend?”

			“. . . Something incredible . . . terrifying . . .” (It did not occur to me to echo his question.)

			“But you are distraught. Here, sit down . . . let me fetch you some cognac . . .”

			The words tumbled out of me pell-mell, and I could see they made very little sense to Sellig. He wore the expression of one confronted by a lunatic. His eyes remained fixed on my face, as if he were alert for the first sign of total disintegration and violence. At length, out of breath, I stopped talking and drank the cognac he had placed in my hand.

			Sellig spoke. “Let me see if I understand you,” he began. “You met Laval this evening . . . and he said something about his star, and the accomplishment of something no other man has ever accomplished . . . and just now, in this book, you find the same statement attributed to Bluebeard . . . and, from this, you are trying to tell me that Laval . . .”

			I nodded. “I know it sounds mad . . .”

			“It does.”

			“. . . But consider, Sébastien: the names, first of all, are identical—Bluebeard’s name was Gilles de Laval. In the shadow of the stake, he boasted of doing what no man had ever done, of succeeding at his ambition . . . and are you aware of the nature of his ambition? To live forever! It was to that end that he butchered hundreds of innocents, trying to wrest the very riddle of life from their bodies!”

			“But you say he was burned at the stake . . .”

			“No! Sentenced to be burned! In return for not revoking the confessions he made under torture, he was granted the mercy of strangulation before burning . . .”

			“Even so—”

			“Listen to me! His relatives were allowed to remove his strangled body from the pyre before the flames reached it! That is a historical fact! They took it away—so they said!—to inter it in a Carmelite church in the vicinity. But don’t you see what they really did?”

			“No . . .”

			“Don’t you see, Sébastien, that this monster had found the key to eternal life, and had instructed his helots to revive his strangled body by use of those same loathsome arts he had practised? Don’t you see that he went on living? That he lives still? That he tortures and murders still? That even when his hands are not drenched in human blood, they are drenched in the mock blood of the Guignol? That the actor Laval and the Laval of old are one and the same?”

			Sellig looked at me strangely. It infuriated me. “I am not mad!” I said. I rose and screamed at him: “Don’t you understand?”

			And then—what with the lack of food, and the wine I had drunk with Laval, and the cognac, and the tremulous state of my nerves—the room began to tilt, then shrink, then spin, then burst into a star-shower, and I dimly saw Sellig reach out for me as I fell forward into blackness.

		

	
		
			VII

			A TRANSPARENT CRYPTOGRAM

			The bedroom was full of noonday sunlight when I awoke. It lacerated my eyes. I turned away from it and saw someone sitting next to the bed. My eyes focussed, not without difficulty, and I realized it was a woman—a woman of exceptional beauty. Before I could speak, she said, “My name is Madame Pelletier. I am Sébastien’s friend. He has asked me to care for you. You were ill last night.”

			“You must be . . . Lise . . .”

			She nodded. “Can you sit up now?”

			“I think so.”

			“Then you must take a little bouillon.”

			At the mention of food, I was instantly very hungry. Madame Pelletier helped me sit up, propped pillows at my back and began to feed me broth with a spoon. At first, I resisted this, but upon discovering that my trembling hand would not support the weight of the spoon, I surrendered to her ministrations.

			Soon, I asked, “And where is Sébastien now?”

			“At the Théâtre. A rehearsal of Oedipe.” With a faintly deprecatory inflection, she added, “Voltaire’s.”

			I smiled at this, and said, “Your theatrical tastes are as pristine as Sébastien’s.”

			She smiled in return. “It was not always so, perhaps. But when one knows a man like Sébastien, a man dedicated, noble, with impeccable taste and living a life beyond reproach . . . one climbs up to his level, or tries to.”

			“You esteem him highly.”

			“I love him, M’sieu’.”

			I had not forgotten my revelation of the night before. True, it seemed less credible in daylight, but it continued to stick in my mind like a burr. I asked myself what I should do with my fantastic theory. Blurt it out to this charming lady and have her think me demented? Take it to the commissaire and have him think me the same? Try to place it again before Sébastien, in more orderly fashion, and solicit his aid? I decided on the last course, and informed my lovely nurse that I felt well enough to leave. She protested; I assured her my strength was restored; and at last she left the bedroom and allowed me to dress. I did so quickly, and left the Sellig rooms immediately thereafter.

			By this time, they knew me at the Théâtre Français, and I was allowed to stand in the wings while the Voltaire tragedy was being rehearsed. When the scene was finished, I sought out Sellig, drew him aside, and spoke to him, phrasing my suspicions with more calm than I had before.

			“My dear friend,” he said, “I flatter myself that my imagination is broad and ranging, that my mind is open, that I can give credence to many wonders at which other men might scoff. But this—”

			“I know, I know,” I said hastily, “and I do not profess to believe it entirely myself—but it is a clue, if nothing more, to Laval’s character; a solution, perhaps, to a living puzzle . . .”

			Sellig was a patient man. “Very well. I will have a bit of time after this rehearsal and before tonight’s performance. Come back later and we will . . .” His voice trailed off. “And we will talk, at least. I do not know what else we can do.”

			I agreed to leave. I went directly to the Guignol, even though I knew that, being midafternoon, it would not be open. Arriving there, I found an elderly functionary, asked if Monsieur Laval was inside, perhaps rehearsing, and was told there was no one in the theatre. Then, after pressing a bank note into the old man’s hand, I persuaded him to give me Laval’s address. He did, and I immediately hailed a passing carriage.

			As it carried me away from Montmartre, I tried to govern my thoughts. Why was I seeking out Laval? What would I say to him once I had found him? Would I point a finger at him and dramatically accuse him of being Gilles de Laval, Baron de Rais, a man of the Fifteenth Century? He would laugh at me, and have me committed as a madman. I still had not decided on a plan of attack when the carriage stopped, and the driver opened the door and said, “We are here, M’sieu’.”

			I stepped out, paid him, and looked at the place to which I had been taken. Dumbfounded, I turned to the driver and said, “But this is not—”

			“It is the address M’sieu’ gave me.” He was correct. It was. I thanked him and the carriage drove off. My mind churning, I entered the building.

			It was the same one which contained Sellig’s rooms. Summoning the concierge, I asked the number of Laval’s apartment. He told me no such person lived there. I described Laval. He nodded and said, “Ah. The ugly one. Yes, he lives here, but his name is not Laval. It is De Retz.”

			Rayx, Rays, Retz, Rais—according to the history book, they were different spellings of the same name. “And the number of his suite?” I asked, impatiently.

			“Oh, he shares a suite,” he said. “He shares a suite with M’sieu’ Sellig . . .”

			I masked my astonishment and ran up the stairs, growing more angry with each step. To think that Sébastien had concealed this from me! Why? For what reason? And yet Laval had not shared the apartment the night before . . . What did it mean?

			Etiquette discarded, I did not knock but threw open the door and burst in. “Laval!” I shouted. “Laval, I know you are here! You cannot hide from me!”

			There was no answer. I stalked furiously through the rooms. They were empty. “Madame?” I called. “Madame Pelletier?” And then, standing in Sellig’s bedroom, I saw that the place had been ransacked. Drawers of chiffoniers had been pulled out and relieved of their contents. It appeared very much as if the occupant had taken sudden flight.

			Then I remembered the little room or closet I had seen Sellig leaving in the small hours. Going to it, I turned the knob and found it locked. Desperation and anger flooded my arms with strength, and yelling unseemly oaths, I broke into the room.

			It was chaos.

			The glass phials and demijohns had been smashed into shards, as if someone had flailed methodically among them with a cane. What purpose they had served was now a mystery. Perhaps a chemist could have analyzed certain residues among the debris, but I could not. Yet, somehow, these ruins did not seem, as I had first assumed, equipment for the development of photographic plates.

			Again, supernatural awe turned me cold. Was this the dread laboratory of Bluebeard? Had these bottles and jars contained human blood and vital organs? In this Paris apartment, with Sellig as his conscripted assistant, had Laval distilled, out of death itself, the inmost secrets of life?

			Quaking, I backed out of the little room, and in so doing, displaced a corner of one of the blue draperies. Odd things flicker through one’s mind in the direst of circumstances—for some reason, I remembered having once heard that blue is sometimes a mortuary color used in covering the coffins of young persons . . . and also that it is a symbol of eternity and human immortality . . . blue coffins . . . blue drapes . . . Bluebeard . . . 

			I looked down at the displaced drape and saw something that was to delay my return to London, to involve me with the police for many days until they would finally judge me innocent and release me. On the floor at my feet, only half hidden by the blue drapes, was the naked, butchered, dead body of Madame Pelletier.

			I think I screamed. I know I must have dashed from those rooms like a possessed thing. I cannot remember my flight, nor the hailing of any carriage, but I do know I returned to the Théâtre Français, a babbling, incoherent maniac who demanded that the rehearsal be stopped, who insisted upon seeing Sébastien Sellig.

			The manager finally succeeded in breaking through the wall of my hysteria. He said only one thing, but that one thing served as the cohesive substance that made everything fall into place in an instant.

			“He is not here, M’sieu’,” he said. “It is very odd . . . he has never missed a rehearsal or a performance before today . . . he was here earlier, but now . . . an understudy has taken his place . . . I hope nothing has happened to him . . . but M’sieu’ Sellig, believe me, is not to be found.”

			I stumbled out into the street, my brain a kaleidoscope. I thought of that little laboratory . . . and of those two utterly opposite men, the sublime Sellig and the depraved Laval, living in the same suite . . . I thought of Sagittarius, the Man-Beast . . . I thought of the phrase “The sins of the fathers,” and of a banal tune, “More to be Pitied than Censured.” . . . I realized now why Laval was absent from the Guignol on certain nights, the very nights Sellig appeared at the Théâtre Français . . . I heard my own voice, on that first night, inviting Sellig to accompany us to the Guignol: “Will you come? Or perhaps you have a performance?” And Sellig’s answer: “I do have a performance” (yes, but where?) . . . I heard Sellig’s voice in other scraps: I have not watched a Guignol performance for several years; I have never seen Laval perform . . . 

			Of course not! How could he, when he and Laval . . . 

			I accosted a gendarme, seized his lapels, and roared into his astonished face: “Don’t you see? How is it possible I overlooked it? It is so absurdly simple! It is the crudest . . . the most childish . . . the most transparent of cryptograms!”

			“What is, M’sieu’?” he demanded.

			I laughed—or wept. “Sellig!” I cried. “One has only to spell it backward!”

		

	
		
			VIII

			OVER THE PRECIPICE

			The dining room of the Century Club was now almost deserted. Lord Terry was sipping a brandy with his coffee. He had refused dessert, but Hunt had not, and he was dispatching the last forkful of a particularly rich baba au rhum. His host produced from his pocket a massive, ornate case—of the same design as his pill box—and offered Hunt a cigar. It was deep brown, slender, fragrant, marvelously fresh. “The wizard has his wand,” said Lord Terry, “the priest his censer, the king his sceptre, the soldier his sword, the policeman his nightstick, the orchestra conductor his baton. I have these. I suppose your generation would speak of phallic symbolism.”

			“We might,” Hunt answered, smiling; “but we would also accept a cigar.” He did, and a waiter appeared from nowhere to light them for the two men.

			Through the first festoons of smoke, Hunt said, “You tell a grand story, sir.”

			“Story,” the Earl repeated. “By that, you imply I have told a—whopper?”

			“An extremely entertaining whopper.”

			He shrugged. “Very well. Let it stand as that and nothing more.” He drew reflectively on his cigar.

			“Come, Lord Terry,” Hunt said. “Laval and Sellig were one man? The son of Edward Hyde? Starring at the Guignol in his evil personality and then, after a drink of his father’s famous potion in that little laboratory, transforming himself into the blameless classicist of the Théâtre Français?”

			“Exactly, my boy. And a murderer, besides, at least the Laval part of him; a murderer who felt I was drawing too close to the truth, and so fled Paris, never to be heard from again.”

			“Fled where?”

			“Who knows? To New York, perhaps, where he still lives the double life of a respectable man in constant fear of involuntarily becoming a monster in public (Jekyll came to that pass in the story), and who must periodically imbibe his father’s formula simply to remain a man . . . and who sometimes fails. Think of it! Even now, somewhere, in this very city, this very club, the inhuman Man-Beast, blood still steaming on his hands, may be drinking off the draught that will transform him into a gentleman of spotless reputation! A gentleman who, when dominant, loathes the dormant evil half of his personality—just as that evil half, when it is dominant, loathes the respectable gentleman! I am not insisting he is still alive, you understand, but that is precisely the way it was in Paris, back in the early Nineteen Hundreds.”

			Hunt smiled. “You don’t expect me to believe you, sir, surely?”

			“If I have given you a pleasant hour,” Lord Terry replied, “I am content. I do not ask you to accept my story as truth. But I do inquire of you: why not accept it? Why couldn’t it be the truth?”

			“He is teasing me, of course,” Hunt told himself, “luring me on to another precipice of the plot, like any seasoned storyteller. And part of his art is the dead seriousness of his tone and face.”

			“Why couldn’t it?” Lord Terry repeated.

			Hunt was determined not to be led into pitfalls, so he did not trot out lengthy rebuttals and protestations about the fantastic and antinatural “facts” of the tale—he was sure the Earl had arguments woven of the best casuistry to meet and vanquish anything he might have said. So he simply conceded: “It could be true, I suppose.”

			But a second later, not able to resist, he added, “The—story—does have one very large flaw.”

			“Flaw? Rubbish. What flaw?”

			“It seems to me you’ve tried to have the best of both worlds, sir, tried to tell two stories in one, and they don’t really meld. Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that I am prepared to accept as fact the notion that Gilles de Rais was not burned at the stake, that he not only escaped death but managed to live for centuries, thanks to his unholy experiments. All well and good. Let’s say that he was indeed the Guignol actor known as Laval. Still well, still good. But you’ve made him something else—something he could not possibly be. The son of Dr. Henry Jekyll, or rather, of Jekyll’s alter ego, Edward Hyde. In my trade, we would say your story ‘needs work.’ We would ask you to make up your mind—was Laval the son of Edward Hyde, or was he a person centuries older than his own father? He could not be both.”

			Lord Terry nodded. “Oh, I see,” he said. “Yes, I should have made myself clearer. No, I do not doubt for a moment that Laval and Sellig were one and the same person and that person the natural son of Edward Hyde. I think the facts support that. The Bluebeard business is, as you say, quite impossible. It was a figment of my disturbed mind, nothing more. Sellig could not have been Gilles.”

			“Then—”

			“You or I might take a saint as our idol, might we not, or a great statesman—Churchill, Roosevelt—or possibly a literary or musical or scientific genius. At any rate, some lofty benefactor of immaculate prestige. But the son of Hyde? Would he not be drawn to and fascinated by history’s great figures of evil? Might he not liken himself to Bluebeard? Might he not assume his name? Might he not envelop himself in symbolic blue draperies? Might he not delight in portraying his idol upon the Guignol stage? Might it not please his fiendish irony to saddle even his ‘good’ self with a disguised form of Gilles’s name, and to exert such influence over that good self that even as the noble Sellig he could wallow in the personality of, say, a Nero? Of course he was not actually Bluebeard. It was adulation and aping, my dear sir, identification and a touch of madness. In short, it was hero worship, pure and simple.”

			He had led Hunt to the precipice, after all, and the younger man had neatly tumbled over the edge.

			“There is something else,” Lord Terry said presently. “Something I have been saving for the last. I did not wish to inundate you with too much all at once. You say I’ve tried to tell two stories. But it may be—it just possibly may be—that I have not two but three stories here.”

			“Three?”

			“Yes, in a way. It’s just supposition, of course, a theory, and I have no evidence at all, other than circumstantial evidence, a certain remarkable juxtaposition of time and events that is a bit too pat to be coincidence . . .”

			He treated himself to an abnormally long draw on his cigar, letting Hunt and the syntax hang in the air; then he started a new sentence: “Laval’s father, Edward Hyde, may have left his mark on history in a manner much more real than the pages of a supposedly fictional work by Stevenson. Certain criminal deeds that are matters of police record may have been his doing. I think they were. Killings that took place between 1885 and 1891 in London, Paris, Moscow, Texas, New York, Nicaragua, and perhaps a few other places, by an unknown, unapprehended monster about whom speculation varies greatly but generally agrees on one point: the high probability that he was a medical man. Hyde, of course, was a medical man; or rather, Jekyll was; the same thing, really.

			“What I’m suggesting, you see, is that Laval was—is?—not only the son of Hyde but the son of a fiend who has been supposed an Englishman, a Frenchman, an Algerian, a Polish Jew, a Russian, and an American; whose supposed true names include George Chapman, Severin Klosowski, Neill Cream, Sir William Gull, Aleksandr Pedachenko, Ameer Ben Ali, and even Queen Victoria’s grandson, Eddy, Prince Albert Victor Christian Edward. His sobriquets are also legion: Frenchy, El Destripador, L’Éventreur, The Whitechapel Butcher, and, most popularly—”

			Hunt snatched the words from his mouth: “Jack the Ripper.”

		

	
		
			IX

			THE SUSPENSION OF DISBELIEF

			Exactly,” said Lord Terry. “The Ripper’s killings, without exception, resembled the later Paris murders, and also the earlier massacres of Bluebeard’s, in that they were obsessively sexual and resulted in ‘wounds of a nature too shocking to be described,’ as the London Times put it. The Bluebeard comparison is not exclusive with me—a Chicago doctor named Kiernan arrived at it independently and put it forth at the time of the Whitechapel murders. And the current series of perverted butcheries here in New York are, of course, of that same stripe. Incidentally, may I call your attention to the sound of Jekyll’s name? Trivial, of course, but it would have been characteristic of that scoundrel Hyde to tell one of his victims his name was Jekyll, which she might have taken as ‘jackal’ and later gasped out in her last throes to a passerby, who mistook it for ‘Jack.’ And the date fits, you know. We’ve placed Hyde’s ‘birth’ at 1886 for no better reason than because the Stevenson story was published in that year . . . but if the story is based in truth, then it is a telling of events that took place before the publication date, perhaps very shortly before. Yes, there is a distinct possibility that Jack the Ripper was Mr. Hyde.”

			Hunt toyed with the dregs of his coffee. “Excuse me, Lord Terry,” he said, “but another flaw has opened up.”

			“Truth cannot be flawed, my boy.”

			“Truth cannot, no.” This time, it was Hunt who stalled. He signalled the waiter for hot coffee, elaborately added sugar and cream, stirred longly and thoughtfully. Then he said, “Jack the Ripper’s crimes were committed, you say, between the years 1885 and 1891?”

			“According to the best authorities, yes.”

			“But sir,” Hunt said, smiling deferentially all the while, “in Stevenson’s story, published in 1886, Hyde died. He therefore could not have committed those crimes that took place after 1886.”

			Lord Terry spread his arms expansively. “Oh, my dear boy,” he said, “when I suggest that the story was based in truth, I do not mean to imply that it was a newspaper report, a dreary list of dates and statistics. For one thing, many small items, such as names and addresses, were surely changed for obvious reasons (Soho for Whitechapel, perhaps). For another thing, Stevenson was a consummate craftsman, not a police blotter. The unfinished, so-called realistic story is stylish today, but in Stevenson’s time a teller of tales had to bring a story to a satisfying and definite conclusion, like a symphony. No, no, I’m afraid I can’t allow you even a technical point.”

			“If names were fabricated, what about that Jekyll-jackal business?”

			“Quite right—I retract the Jekyll-jackal business. Trivial anyway.”

			Hunt persisted. “Was Hyde’s nationality a fabrication of Stevenson’s, too, then?”

			“No, I’m inclined to believe he was actually English . . .”

			“Ah! But Laval and Sellig—”

			“Were French? Oh, I rather think not. Both spoke English like natives, you know. And Laval drank Scotch whisky like water—which I’ve never seen a Frenchman do. Also, he mistook my name for Pendragon—a grand old English name out of Arthurian legend, not the sort of name that would spring readily to French lips, I shouldn’t think. No, I’m sure they—he—were compatriots of mine.”

			“What was he—they—doing in France?”

			“For the matter of that, what was I? But if you really need reasons over and above the mundane, you might consider the remote possibility that he was using an assumed nationality as a disguise, a shield from the police. That’s not too fanciful for you, I hope? Although this may be: might not a man obsessed with worship of Gilles de Rais, a man who tried to emulate his evil idol in all things, also put on his idol’s nation and language, like a magic cloak? But I shan’t defend the story any further.” He looked at his gold pocket watch, the size of a small potato and nearly as thick. “Too late, for one thing. Time for long-winded old codgers to be in their beds.”

			It was dismissal. He was, after all, an earl, and accustomed to calling the tune. Hunt hoped, however, that he hadn’t offended him. As they walked slowly to the cloakroom to redeem Hunt’s hat, the Earl’s guest thought about truth and fiction and Byron’s remark that the first was stranger than the second. He thought, too, about that element so essential to the reception of a strange tale whether it be true or false—the element of believability; or, if not believability, at least the suspension of disbelief. Lord Terry had held him spellbound with his story, then had covered his tracks and filled in the chinks in his armor pretty well. If Hunt were disposed to be indulgent and generous, he could believe—or suspend disbelief—in the notion that Hyde was an actual person, that he was the maniac killer known as Jack the Ripper, even that he had sired a son who’d lived and died under the names of Laval and Sellig around the turn of the century, in a glamorous Paris that exists now only in memories and stories. All that was comfortably remote. But it was the other idea of Lord Terry’s—that Hyde’s son might still be alive today—that strained Hunt’s credulity, shattered the pleasant spell, and somewhat spoiled the story for him. By any logical standard, it was the easiest of all to believe, granted the other premise; but belief does not depend upon logic, it is a delicate and fragile flower that draws nourishment from intuition and instinct and hunch. There was something about this latter half of the Twentieth Century—with its sports cars and television and nuclear bombs and cold wars—that just did not jibe with the flamboyant alchemy, the mysterious powders, the exotic elixirs, the bubbling, old-fashioned retorts and demijohns of Dr. Jekyll’s and Mr. Hyde’s. The thought of Laval, a monster “three-quarters pure evil, with only a single thin flickering quarter of good in him,” alive now, perhaps in New York, perhaps the perpetrator of the current revolting crimes; the thought of him rushing desperately through crowded Manhattan streets to some secret laboratory, mixing his arcane chemicals and drinking off the churning, smoking draught that would transform him into the eminently acceptable Sellig—no, that was the last straw. It was the one silly thing that destroyed the whole story for Hunt. He expressed these feelings, cordially and respectfully, to Lord Terry.

			The Earl chuckled good naturedly. “My story still—needs work?”

			Hunt’s hat was on and he stood at the door, ready to leave his host and allow him to go upstairs to bed. “Yes,” he said, “just a little.”

			“I will take that under advisement,” Lord Terry said. Then, his eyes glinting with mischief, he added, “As for those old-fashioned demijohns and other outmoded paraphernalia, however—modern science has made many bulky pieces of apparatus remarkably compact. The transistor radio and whatnot, you know. To keep my amateur standing as a raconteur, I must continue to insist that my story is true—except for one necessary alteration. Good night, my boy. It was pleasant to see you.”

			“Good night, sir. And thanks again for your kindness.”

			Outside, the humidity had been dispelled, and the air, though warm, was dry and clear. The sky was cloudless, and dense with the stars of summer. From among them, Hunt picked out the eleven stars that form the constellation Sagittarius. The newspapers were announcing the appearance of another mutilated corpse, discovered in an alley only a few hours before. Reading the headlines, Hunt recalled a certain utterance—“This . . . is the Grandest Guignol of all.” And another—“La vie est un corridor noir / D’impuissance et de désespoir.” He bought a paper and hailed a taxi.

			It was in the taxi, three blocks away from the club, that he suddenly “saw” the trivial, habitual action that had accompanied Lord Terry’s closing remark about modern compactness. The old man had reached into his pocket for that little gold case and had casually taken a pill.
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			I

			A KEY TO SECRET PLACES

			O  LORD,

			High on its jutting promontory, gaunt and austere, Castle Csejthe still stands, dark and muted now, its tenants none but rats and spiders, nesting birds, and one lone wretch, Elisabeth, Thy servant. In my sleepless desolation, I think upon those great rooms I am constrain’d to see no more, and roam in fancy through them, gliding like an insubstantial phantom through those high, broad, livid veils of dust that, when they catch the moonlight and a vagrant breeze, shimmer and ponderously sway, thus doubtless spawning village talk of ghosts—vast, shapeless, silent, silver minions now that once were solid men and women. Sometimes a bird, flapping and cawing, will start a shrill reverberation drifting through those bleak, abandon’d halls, filling their enormous emptiness with memories of screaming, and of pitiless laughter, and of the sharp cries of fleshly lust.

			I do not starve for food, but pine for faces, and for the cherish’d sound of speech. The serfs whose task it is to hand my fare in through the narrow chink risk death by the whispers they afford me in their pity, yet they are good of heart, and when I plead with them and beg them but to speak, to utter any words, be they ever so plain and paltry, these lowly folk cannot gainsay me.

			From them, I glean that in the village, in every inn and cottage, the church itself not excepted, all but one colour may be seen in draperies and raiment and every manner of trapping: no soul will dare display a thing of crimson. The sun itself is shunn’d when, at the close of day, it sinks into its scarlet bath; and should a wayfarer, ignorant of this strange conceit, enter the village, and he attir’d in red, be it no more than a kerchief of the offending hue, that garment is stripp’d from him, and burnt, and he is told, “We of Nyitra are sore surfeited with that colour; by firm decree we do not name it, we think not of it, we have forbade our eyes to look upon it evermore.”

			Soon I will die, O Lord, and the fetters of mortality will be stricken from my limbs, and I will straightway fly into Thy Presence, into the waiting embrace of Thine Arms. The thought of that liberation is the sole thing that sustains me in my harsh imprisonment, and allows me to endure these final solitary days, seal’d off by stone and mortar from this world, from the blue of the very sky, denied all human congress, speaking naught, seeing no one, inaccessible to all save Thee.

			The others are already dead—some dispatch’d mercifully, some torn and broken by protracted torture, then burnt while yet they liv’d. I alone (and how alone!) remain, passing the cheerless days with this my screed, a captive in a single room of this which was my castle.

			Fifteen I was, and lovely, when first I came to Castle Csejthe as the bride of Ferencz Nadasdy. My flesh was as pearl, lit from within, the faint blue tracery of the veins lightly visible; my hair, a tumble of raven’s plumage that fell to below my waist; mine eyes, large and lustrous; my mouth, full-lipp’d and carmine. (Do women of the village now, I wonder, blanch the proscrib’d colour of their lips?)

			We had met not many months before, in my father’s house, where Nadasdy had been an honour’d guest. He was handsome and masterful, a scant six years older than mine own few years. His sweet demeanour, the lightning flashes of his eyes, his melodious laugh, his arms, hard with latent puissance: these things commended him to me, and quicken’d my blood. No man had yet enjoy’d me, but I knew full well that Ferencz yearn’d to do so. He paid me compliments, bestow’d flowers and other gifts upon me, seldom left my side.

			I took refuge in coyness, and reciprocated by presenting him with a dainty wooden box made of interlocking panels, a product of Cathayan cunning, impossible to open lest one knew the secret sequence of its intricate design. It had belong’d to my mother.

			“There is a sweetmeat within,” I told him. “It is thine to savour, if thou canst extract it.”

			At first, he tried without success to gain entry, his fingers vainly prodding and prying. “Canst find no way into that little toy, Count Ferencz?” I said, amus’d at his efforts. “How wilt thou find thy way into my heart?”

			He laugh’d, and solv’d the problem simply—by crushing the box between his two strong hands and victoriously chewing the sweetmeat, his eyes aglint with mischief.

			I feign’d vexation. “Brute strength,” I coldly said. “It is a thing to please foolish girls . . .”

			“But it does not please Elisabeth Bathory,” he rejoin’d, “kin to bishops, cardinals, princes, kings. So be it. Pose me other problems, little Bathory, and Ferencz of Nyitra will solve them all!”

			“Sayest thou? Then look upon these . . .” I shew’d him three eggs, which artisans had stain’d with divers patterns, each delightful, yet each different.

			“Painted eggs,” said Ferencz, with a shrug. “Dost think I cannot open them, as thou thought I could not open that little box?”

			He reach’d for the eggs, but I stay’d his hand. “This is a problem for thy mind, Count Ferencz, not thy sinews,” I explain’d. “Each of these eggs is pleasing to the eye, and yet each is different from its sisters. It is hard to choose among them, they are so beautiful. Is it not so?”

			“It is so—if that be thy wish.”

			“But once the pretty shells are peel’d away, one egg will taste much like another.”

			“Doubtless. Does thy discourse have a theme?”

			“Only this,” I said: “It is even so with women. Outwardly, one of us may seem more fair than others; but when our shells are crack’d . . .”

			He smil’d; his white teeth gleam’d. “The riddling wisdom of the Bathorys is well-renown’d,” he admitted, “but Nadasdy wit can match it. Look thou here . . .” He gestur’d toward three carafes which stood on my father’s table. “Outwardly, all these are quite the same,” he said, “but do not be deceiv’d. One contains strong Bathory wine . . .” He drank deeply from the wine carafe. “One contains water . . .” He drank of the water. “And one is full of emptiness.” He flung the empty carafe to the floor’s stone flagging, where it was sunder’d into shards. He walk’d closer to me and look’d long into mine eyes before he spoke. “It is even so with women,” he said, echoing my words. “Elisabeth, God willing, I would quench my thirst with strong Bathory wine—not tasteless water.”

			“And if . . .” I found it difficult to speak. “And if I fain prove full of emptiness, Count Ferencz?”

			“My love should fill thee,” he swore.

			That same night, when my old nurse, Ilona Joo, was undressing me, I ask’d of her, “What think thee of the young Nadasdy?”

			“A noble gentleman,” she replied, “and all report him gracious, brave, and godly.”

			“But of his person, what of that, Ilona? Is he not comely and well-favour’d?”

			Ilona laugh’d at this, and said, “The time is past, my lady, when such things caught my fancy; and yet I deem Count Ferencz most agreeable to the eye.”

			“Ilona,” I said as I climb’d into my bed, “would marriage to him suit me, dost think?”

			“Thou art young,” she answer’d, “but it may be that thou art ready for reaping. The Bathorys are people of high blood. Thy brother, since the time his cheek first sprouted pallid down, has never yet been sated, and neither green-bud maids nor matrons far past ripe have been enough to glut him. Thine aunts and uncles, all, crave without end; thy noble cousin Zsigmond . . . tut, tut, thou mak’st me talk of things not meet.”

			“Is marriage, then, not meet? For it is that I bade thee speak of, dear old goose.”

			“Marriage, my child,” she said, after smoothing my coverlet, “is a key to a lock’d casket, full of many things.”

			“What kind of things?” I ask’d her.

			“Things unknown,” she said. “Bright things, most oft, but . . .”

			“But what, Ilona?”

			“But naught. It is time thou wert asleep.” She blew out the candles. “Good night, my little bud, and dream of pleasing things.”

			I did. I dream’d of Ferencz. That same week, he ask’d for and receiv’d my hand, for he was look’d upon with favour by my father.

			The wedding feast was prodigal, and spoken of throughout the land. Hundreds of guests attended, pounds of viands and gallons of drink were consum’d. The king himself was present, and his Prime Minister, my cousin. Another kinsman of mine, a great prince of Transylvania, sent gifts and lordly greetings across the miles. There was dancing, and there were songs of minstrels; and some of the men, my brother among them, giddy with the fumes of wine, quarrel’d and brawl’d and laugh’d and, I doubt not, had their way of serving maids in the priviest recesses of my father’s house.

			Through all of this, my glance would catch the eye of Ilona; but she said naught, proffer’d me scant regard, and I was sore distress’d at this and could, at length, endure her silence no whit more; hence went to her, and took her two old hands in mine.

			“Dear friend,” I chided, “whence come these glances? Have I done ought to vex thee?”

			“No, my lady,” she said.

			“Why, then, rejoice with me,” I begg’d her. “This is a merry time. Put off thy glumness and thy frowns, or I will think thou dost not wish to see me happy.” I then perceiv’d that both her cheeks were wet. “Dear nurse, weepest thou? Pray do not, lest mine own tears flow.”

			“I weep to think of time’s too hurried passage,” she replied. “For fifteen years thou hast been my tender charge, and now . . .”

			“Ilona,” I said, “dost think I am a heartless ingrate who would leave thee behind? Thou’lt come with us, and be with me alway.”

			“Oh, lady,” she said in a rush of warmth, “those words are a benison to mine ears!”

			And so, on that same day, I, my husband, and my nurse departed for Nyitra; and soon I was to behold Castle Csejthe for the first time.

			Vasty, it stood upon high ground, o’erlooking all the countryside, and was, in truth, a bastion’d citadel, for the rich and noble of that region, in times past, being much given to feuds and bloodshed, had need of suchlike strongholds to subdue their equals and oppress their lessers. Such castles, too, gave protection ’gainst the invading Turk, rampant in our land. In the months to come, Ferencz was to shew me every inch of this his home, but this detailing was to wait upon his ardour: we had not been within the walls of Csejthe ten minutes ere he lifted me aloft in his strong arms, and with a lustly laugh, carried me up a winding, wide, stone staircase to our chambers.

			“Now, Elisabeth; pale, trembling little Bathory,” he whisper’d when we were quite alone, “I will do that I swore to do: fill thy maiden emptiness with my love.”

			In later days, I was to recollect the words of old Ilona Joo, and her likening of marriage to a key that opened seal’d and secret places, denizen’d by things unknown. For such it prov’d.

		

	
		
			II

			A COURIER IN THE NIGHT

			It was, at first, a key to joy.

			As in the old tale of the slumbering princess, Nadasdy’s kiss awaken’d me, open’d mine eyes to piercing colours I had not hitherto beheld. I flourish’d, ripen’d, thriv’d, like some lush tropic bloom. Each sense was made more keen, the air itself more sharp and clear, lung-lancing, as is air upon a mountain top, for indeed to peaks of pleasure Ferencz led me, slowly to start with, step by timorous step, then setting out with more audacity, striving together, each succouring the other, climbing, first to one ledge, then to a higher, and then to yet a higher and more dizzying ridge, finally to soar as if on wings and to attain, both in the same heart-bursting moment, that cloud-capp’d ultimate point.

			This arduous and ardent mountain scaling was not the work of any single night; rather, it was a task spread over many weeks and months. Not ever had I known such blinding gladness; its very existence this side of Heaven’s gates I had not once suspected. And thus I fell to worshipping my Ferencz as I would a god. His lithe young body was a shrine at which I knelt, bowing happily before his might, paying him tender homage, grateful, humble, awed by the majesty and marvel of his transfiguring power.

			He, too, was close to Heaven in such moments, for he would cry aloud: “God! O, God! My God!” as if the Deity had appear’d, in a supernal flash, before his eyes.

			Once, in the dark, I, in my foolish innocence, ask’d him: “Why dost thou call upon God when thou art with me thus?” He seemed bemus’d by my question, and I was oblig’d to mimic him as best I could, calling out as was his wont: “‘O God! My God!’” until he laugh’d. “Why sayest that?” I ask’d again.

			“In faith, I do not know,” he said, and I could feel him smiling in the darkness, for with my fingertips I trac’d his lips. “It is a thing men say; no more.” We lay not speaking for a time, and I knew that he was thinking on my question. At length, he spoke again: “Perchance ’tis this . . .” He held me closer, and his voice was quiet. “This joy that we twain make together is but a gift; a gift from Him; the brightest thing of all that He has given us. It gilds the drabness of our world, makes music out of silence. When I say that, when any man or woman says it, we are thanking Him for the gift.”

			This I could well understand, for in this wise I thank’d my private god, my Ferencz, for his bounty.

			Our life together was an idyll. Having no need for other folk, we saw but few, content within our universe of love. Troubadours, from time to time, would pass our way and sing some lay or other and pass on; the reverend father from the village church would come to say a simple mass and hear confession; messengers would bring dispatches to Ferencz, which he would read, and frown upon, and give grumbling reply; purported wizards of the woods and flame-hair’d gypsies would wander near the castle, gathering weeds and herbs, and would smile up at us and we would nod from out our window; villagers would bring provender to the castle kitchens; but these were all.

			When love did not demand our urgent services, Ferencz and I would roam the whole of Csejthe, within and without. Mighty it was, and arrogant, its arrogance proclaim’d by its high, unbroken, battlemented walls; its overhanging bartizans and galleries from which attackers could be shower’d with missiles and archers’ shafts; its projecting turrets, palisades, and towers. Ferencz would extol the main wall’s strength and the loftiness of its parapet, pointing with family pride to every bulwark and rampart, praising the crenels and merlons, explaining patiently the purposes of glacis, escarp, counterscarp, and machicolation, until my brain would spin and I would yawn, and he would make a show of anger, causing us both to laugh.

			The castle’s depths we plumb’d, descending into dungeons where, in former times, dread punishments were suffer’d by unhappy captives. There stood the infernal rack, and branding irons and thumbscrews, and that grim table called in French peine forte et dure, whereon helpless wretches were constrain’d to lie under intolerable iron weights until the breath of life was press’d from them. “Tokens of bygone tyranny,” my husband call’d these fell objects. “God grant no human soul again scream out his final hours here.”

			“Amen to that,” I said.

			It was my husband’s custom, when we address’d ourselves to the sweet rites of Venus, to allow no mortal thing to interrupt us. Minstrels were silenc’d at such times, no messengers admitted to the castle, no thing or person given leave to sully the unmingled rapture of our love.

			It yet befell, one rain-thick night, when the lightning and the thunder fill’d the eyes and ears, and we oblivious to it all, so deep immur’d within our love were we, that a wayfarer approach’d the castle. He came on foot, his pummel’d body bent forward into the driving slant of the rain, his clinging raiment heavy and dark with wet. More than once, he slipp’d in the slick brown mud and fell, sliming himself from head to foot, but each time he rose and clamber’d on, desperate to reach the castle, his eyes intent upon the great portcullis that barr’d his entry. At length, his vigour spent, his bosom heaving, he fell against the outer wall and tried to regain his breath. This done, he commenc’d to pound and shout, raising his voice high above the shriek of wind, demanding word with Count Nadasdy. A wracking cough shook him more than once, and nearby twists of lightning balefully blanch’d his face, but when the spasms were subsided, he resum’d. All this, I learn’d of later.

			From one of the castle bartizans, a helmeted guard at last looked down. “Away with thee!” he cried to the forlorn figure below.

			The wayfarer persisted: “Grant me entrance! Raise the portcullis, I beseech thee!”

			“Have done with that!” the guard call’d down. “Count Ferencz will see no one! Be off!” And he fix’d an arrow to his crossbow.

			“Scullion!” the wayfarer cried. “Is this the welcome thou affordest a courier of the king?”

			“A courier?” the guard rejoin’d. “Unmounted, like a churl?”

			“My steed lies dead a league from here. Open, I say!”

			“King’s courier?” the guard call’d down again. “What sign proclaims thee this?”

			“Sign enough!” the fellow roared: “Thy caitiff head upon a pike, when the king hears how thou useth me!”

			By this time, the tumult had reach’d my husband’s ears, and disengaging himself from mine arms, he gave orders to admit the man. With a sour creaking of chains and winches, the portcullis was rais’d, and at length the courier enter’d the great hall. A stoup of hot wine was put into his hands, and this he drank off at a draught. “My lord,” he then said to Ferencz, “these from His Majesty.” And handed certain papers to my husband.

			When he had read them, frowning more deeply even than his wont, he pass’d them to me, but I could make small substance of them, darken’d as they were by bristling words such as “defense” and “border,” “the marauding Turk” and “loyal Magyar lords.” Looking up, I ask’d, “What mean these papers, Ferencz?”

			“They may be digested and distill’d to one hard word.” He turn’d to me, and I could see his gentle nature reinforc’d with manly steel as he, with sorrow, spoke that one word: “War.”

			The happenings of that night were swift and melancholy. I found myself helping Ferencz into his battle garb and gear, asking him tearful questions touching upon his return, but answers had he none, and I could see his thinking was already far from Nyitra and from me. Then, at the open portal, clad though I was but in my nightdress, my bare feet wet and cold upon the drench’d flagging, the raging elements all wild and out of tune around us, he bade me kiss him.

			This I did, in a frenzy, throwing my arms about him, crying, “Live, Ferencz! Live for me!”

			He smiled down upon my upturn’d face. “Little Bathory,” he said, “player with painted eggs and Cathay boxes. God’s my guardian, thou my guerdon: how else, then, can it be but I will triumph over Death and foe alike?”

			And, on these words, he rode into the whirling storm.

			I stood, I know not how long, in the portal, nearly naked, the icy rain pasting my nightdress to my body as ’twere a shining skin; until Ilona, rous’d from her sleep, clucking words of comfort, led me back to my bed, peel’d the dripping garment from me, warm’d me with blankets, and sat with me until I wept myself at last to troubled sleep.

		

	
		
			III

			AN ANGRY BURNING EMBER

			Now stretch’d a span of time berefit of bliss, like to an arid desert waste which one traverses without hope, on bleeding feet, one’s skin aflame, the flesh and humours parch’d beyond endurance, the very soul a festering cicatrix. Such was my lot, with Ferencz gone.

			By dint of tender arts, Nadasdy had, as ’twere, spread out for my delight a table heap’d with dishes exquisite and rare, delicious Afric fruits, pungent sauces, succulent meats, all hitherto untasted by my palate—cruelly to sweep away that feast with harsh abruptness, consigning me again to the flat gruel that had been my erstwhile fare.

			Cozen’d by heartless war, I pin’d, I mourn’d; the hours of my husband’s absence were like the heavy weights of the peine forte et dure, each more insupportable than the last, pil’d upon my bosom without pity by a tormenting fiend, until my heart was crush’d within my breast and I cried out in bitter anguish. Daytime was passing desolate; but in the night, my bed transmogrified into an hideous rack on which my aching flesh was torn, I writh’d and thrash’d upon the sheets, despairing and distrait, my teeth worrying the coverlet as might a bitch, my briny tears making the pillow sodden.

			From such nights would I wake dull, unrestor’d, and pale, with swollen eyes, my spirit bleak. In such sorry case was I that I would rage at the servants who brought my morning morsel, even at my faithful old Ilona; and at one such time she said, “What pains my lady?”

			“Love,” I sigh’d, “no other thing than love for my departed consort.”

			She took my hand. “It is as I have fear’d would come to pass,” she said, nodding her gray head. “Thou wast dry tinder till Count Ferencz struck his flint and spark’d thee; now, lacking his cool quenching, thou art an angry ember, my poor child; thou burnest.”

			“Oh, my old friend, indeed I burn!” I moan’d, tears brimming in mine eyes. “Red glowing irons sear me to the bone, impale me deep, plunge hot into my vitals. I am in dire distraction!”

			As if alone and speaking to herself, Ilona murmur’d, “Abandon’d thus to such a scorching fever, what fearsome, all-consuming blaze might not this child become?” Then, looking down at me, she said, “No other thing within this mortal sphere do I desire but thy happiness. There, there, my child, there, there . . .” And she strok’d my dry, hot hand.

			“Thou art so wise, Ilona,” I said, my head in her ample lap, “are there not medicines to avail against such sore distress?”

			“None, none, my lady,” she replied. “Fasting and prayer excepted, I know none.”

			“These have I tried, at the priest’s urging, but they are unavailing. Dost know of some diversions, then? Puzzles and games to tease the mind away from the throbbing wound?”

			“None, child; none that are wholesome.”

			“Are there unwholesome pastimes, then?” I marvell’d. “My fancy cannot picture pleasures that are vile. To be vile, yet pleasing? This surely is a paradox, Ilona.”

			“I chatter’d idly; think not of this,” she said. Patting my hand more heartily, she further spake: “Thou passeth thy days too much alone here, now that thy good Count is gone. None but serfs and servants, and cold priests, hold discourse with thee. This must not be, for thou art young, and have sore need of merriment. In attendance should be those whose arts would fain relume thy heart, as pipers, poets, minstrels.”

			“Sweet nurse, they are with their warlike masters, striking tabours, and bawling songs of brave exploits. All men of mettle or of mirth are far away.”

			“Then what of ladies?” ask’d Ilona.

			I pouted and pac’d. “The ladies hereabout are lackwits,” I rejoin’d, “who prate of naught but gowns and silly gossip.”

			Thus did it go, and thus I languish’d for full many a day, and word of my distemper spread slowly through all Nyitra. From time to time, but all too seldom, letters would be brought from Ferencz, swearing his love anew, importuning me to free my mind of worry. These messages would I press to my bosom, and to my thirsting lips, and place beneath my pillow when I slept.

			One morn, when I was lolling in my bath, Ilona, as she fetch’d my towel, disclos’d that there awaited in the adjacent chamber a lady, who, hearing of my drear existence, had forthwith come to cheer me.

			“Name her,” I said, with some alacrity.

			“Alas, I cannot,” said Ilona, drying my glistening limbs as I stepp’d from the tub, “and, indeed, I know naught of her station, or if it is meet that you have concourse with her. She is not, I think, a gentlewoman, and yet, in sooth, her aspect is most gracious and commends her . . .”

			“Ilona, leave off prattling! Go to the lady, use her with courtesy, ask what her name be, and—”

			“My name,” now spake a purring voice, “is Dorottya.”

			I looked up, undrap’d as I was, to see my visitant standing in the archway, tall, full-bodied, beautiful, attir’d all in black, her skin paler than mine, her tresses red as fire. It was one of the persons I had glimps’d, now and again, from out my window, quietly gathering barks and grasses. “Have I leave to enter, Countess?” she ask’d, most deferentially.

			I nodded, and she mov’d soundlessly into the chamber, her eyes not once leaving mine. Then, her glance flickering quickly down the length of my dewy frame, she enquir’d, “Is it my lady’s pleasure, after bathing, to be rubb’d with scented oil?”

			Once more I nodded, and Ilona held out for her to see the phial of oil with which she customarily anointed me. “With my lady’s permission,” said Dorottya, “May I proffer a balm of mine own concoction, distill’d of aromatic woodland herbs?” She pull’d the stopper from a tiny urn, and instantly the air was all infus’d with heady fragrance. “To soft skins such as thine, Countess, it is as sweet as lover’s lips,” she said.

			I smiled my approval, and Ilona reach’d for the urn, but Dorottya did not surrender it. “Let not rough hands perform this subtle office,” she urg’d. “Rather, if it please my lady, let myself be thine anointer.”

			Again I smil’d, words frozen on my lips by the unswerving eyes of my new friend, and discarding my towel, I reclin’d upon my bench to await the soothing unction.

			Dorottya knelt beside the bench, and pour’d the olent oil into her palm. “Leave us,” she bade Ilona.

		

	
		
			IV

			THE VILLAGE GIRL

			How shall I say what comfort Dorottya afforded me; what panacea flow’d from her, in the days that follow’d, to ease my loneliness? Her voice, as rich and dark as sable, was in itself a healing balsam; her gentle, stroking hands unparallel’d in smoothing cares away. To her, I felt that I could speak of all things: trifles, fears, delights, puzzles that piqued my curiosity, small vexing shames too delicate to confess even to Ilona. Dorottya was a vessel that receiv’d and understood them all. She assuag’d my fears, confirm’d my joys, bestow’d upon me peace and absolution beyond the gifts of any priest.

			Of herself, she spoke little. “Dorottya,” I asked her straight one day, “whence comest thou; what are thy people?”

			“I am a woman of the wood, Countess,” she said. “Some call us gypsies, others deem us fairies. Those who fear our wisdom and our crafts say we are witches.”

			“That is no answer at all,” I told her, laughing, “but let it pass.”

			She said, “I would not leave my lady unsatisfied.”

			“It is no matter,” I assur’d her, “but tell me this: are there others of thine ilk or kin hereabout?”

			“More than my lady might suppose,” she said.

			“Why do thy people keep their own counsel, and eschew the company of others?”

			“Our ways are oft misrender’d, and false readings put on what we do: out of such ill perceivings rise discord and strife.”

			“Do I misrender or misread thee, Dorottya? Doth discord come of these fair hours together?”

			“No, my lady. But thine affections complement mine own.”

			At first, Dorottya paid visits to the castle of an hour or more; these visits I persuaded her to lengthen; finally I gave instructions to Ilona that the woman of the wood was to be granted domicile in chambers next to mine.

			It must not be suppos’d that Dorottya’s ministrations dislodg’d all thought of Ferencz from my mind, or that my love for him had lessen’d with the lessening of my loneliness. Indeed, some of my new friend’s arts seem’d meant by fate to cleave Ferencz more close to me, and fan our love, and sanctify it with issue. For Dorottya’s discourse of herbs and vegetals and suchlike held me blandish’d: how ragwort and colewort do enliven virile humours, whereas chaste-tree and water lily quench the generative powers of the man; how mugwort, pennyroyal, fetherfew, and savine are most beneficent to the womb; how saffron is so priz’d for its medicinable effects that, in Nuremberg, if pharmacists adulterate or otherwise dilute it, they are some burnt and some interr’d alive. By this and other learned talk did Dorottya amuse me, likewise by suave anointings and by little games most easing to my nature.

			From all of this, Ilona drew away, her aspect clouded by disapprobation. Anger’d by this, I call’d her to task. “Fie, Ilona,” I said. “It speaks most ill of thee to mope thus.”

			“I beg my lady’s pardon,” she said coldly.

			“Was it not thee, Ilona,” I pursu’d, “who said that she desir’d, above all else, my happiness? Why, then, these frowns?”

			“My lady,” she said haltingly, “this gypsy woman is not of thy station . . .”

			“No more are thee.”

			“. . . And yet, ye twain are lock’d for hours together; I hear the plashing of thy bath, and laughter, and low talking, and strange long silences, and sudden cries . . .”

			“Dost decree, then, that I weep and groan, which heretofore has been my portion?”

			Ilona gabbl’d on, as if I had not spoken: “Such silences, such laughter, and such cries, as I was wont to hear more happily, when thou wert closeted with thy lord the Count . . .”

			“Enough of this!” I shouted in displeasure. “Thy brain is addl’d with thine age, and poison’d with ignoble jealousy! What, shall a married lady, the mistress of a mighty castle, be censur’d and diminish’d by her ancient nurse? Hath the fair structure and proportion of mankind been now inverted, dangled by its heels? Do lackeys reign, and servants sit in judgement? Oh, then is Chaos surely come!”

			So generous and open was Dorottya that, learning of old Ilona’s foolish opposition, she ventur’d to suggest a remedy. “Among my people, there are cordials, broths, and simples to charm away these cholers, and to lull and pacify such peevish minds . . .”

			“I would not drug the good old woman,” I said.

			“She will no more be drugg’d than is the fever’d, raving patient, when physick’d into calm by healthful draughts. I prithee, Countess, place thy trust in me and in my arts.”

			And so, with sprinkling of some powdery dust into Ilona’s nightly cup of mead, that source of sad annoy was purg’d. My nurse, quite cur’d of retrograde and waspish thoughts, was coax’d into a smiling mollitude, her eye no longer darken’d by unseemly doubts, but well-content and fix’d as on some distant blissful scene.

			“She is the happier now,” I was assur’d by Dorottya.

			“Yes, it is good,” I quite agreed. “I would not have the dear dame vex’d and sorrow’d.”

			With fresh zeal, then, did I address myself to all those revels which Dorottya had devis’d to fill my heart, made empty by my warrior husband’s fealty to the king.

			“What would my lady say,” croon’d Dorottya one eve, “if I were to bid welcome to such others as would cheer thee?”

			“Bid welcome here, dear Dorottya? What sort of others?”

			“Some, as myself, of gypsy breed,” she said. “Others, maybe, of different stamp—young village maids of jolly temper, whose rustic songs and dances would regale thee.”

			I thought upon this before answering, “I know not if such company would find favour with the Count.”

			“The Count?” laughed Dorottya. “I see no Count. Say, rather, if such company would find favour with the Countess.”

			I knew not what to answer: fill my husband’s home with wild gypsies and ungentle village girls, suffer rude songs and peasant gambols to taint these ancestral halls? I waver’d, said not yes or no; and Dorottya did not persist. “If thou art hesitant, I will not press,” she said, “for it is only thine own merriment, and my sworn duty to preserve it, that brought the notion to my thoughts. Let us say no more of this. At any rate, it is past time for my lady’s bath . . .”

			Never had I enjoy’d such frequency of bathing and oiling, save since the day Dorottya had come to me. Surrendering to her services, I let my imagination dwell upon the sport she had suggested, the singing and the dancing of the simple village folk, the carefree ways of gypsies. As Dorottya rubb’d me from head to foot with scented ointment (I sipping all the while from a chalice of wine she had mull’d for me), my presentments fell away, and in a drowsy voice I let her know that it would not be untoward if, at some time soon, she invited certain gay companions to the castle.

			“I would not do a thing the Countess thinks unseemly,” she replied.

			“Nay,” I said, with clos’d eyes, “do it, sweet Dorottya, I pray. I give you leave . . .” And, with this, I was asleep, warm’d by the wine, naked and bath’d and oil’d upon my bench.

			Whether an hour I doz’d, or more, I never knew, but when I awaken’d, I was irk’d to see a stranger in my chambers, a young girl, scarcely out of childhood, rudely garbed but comely. I reach’d out, startl’d, for my towel, and with it covered most of my nakedness, crying out, “Who art thou? What dost thou here?”

			“Please, m’lady,” the girl stammer’d, afrighted and distrait. “’Twas Mistress Dorottya commanded me to appear before thee . . .” And she look’d, with some trepidation I bethought me, over my shoulder, where, I now discover’d, Dorottya stood.

			“‘Commanded’?” I said to Dorottya sharply. “Dost now command here, gypsy woman?”

			“The girl is mewling,” smiled Dorottya. “She is but a village simpleton I had brought hither for thy diversion, Countess. For, sure, thou gavest leave to do so.”

			“I may have done,” I said, my brain still wrapp’d in foggy sleep, “I do not now recall. But whilst I am all ungirt, can it be meet?”

			“Faith, lady,” chided Dorottya, “are we not all women here, whatever our condition? No harm can come of such an audience, surely.”

			Dorottya’s words calm’d my first misgivings. “Thou are welcome,” I said, extending my hand for the girl to kiss. But she instead fell forward on her knees and kiss’d mine unshod foot.

			This much surpris’d me, and I giggl’d, drawing my foot away and saying, “Nay, foolish girl, I am no pope that thou must pay me homage thus.”

			“But Mistress Dorottya—” the girl began to say.

			“Silly wench,” said Dorottya, “dost thou so soon offend the Countess?”

			I interven’d: “But there is no offense. Arise, girl, do not kneel thus, as if at thy prayers.”

			“Truly,” said Dorottya, with a merry laugh, “we hope to be more jocund than folk are wont to be at vespers!”

			With this I did concur with all my heart, and ask’d of Dorottya, “What frolic, then, shall we try with our new friend?”

			“None at all,” said Dorottya, “whilst she is thus begrim’d with village dirt.” (And true it was, the girl was most uncleanly.)

			“What then?” I ask’d, still clutching at my towel.

			“Why,” said Dorottya, “would it not prove saucy sport for us to play at being handmaidens to the girl? To let this lowly person once enjoy the ministrations highborn ladies do?”

			“It is thy thought, then . . . ?”

			“But a passing thought, a vagrant fancy,” Dorottya answer’d with a shrug. “If thou likest it not . . .”

			“It suits me well,” I rejoin’d. “To bathe the girl, and then anoint her?”

			“For a beginning,” Dorottya made reply, adding: “Surely it is innocent, and Christian?”

			“So it is!” I laugh’d.

			And thus, with many a smile and slap and sportive cry, Dorottya and I stripp’d bare the girl of her mean attire, and lifted her into my tub. She squeal’d to feel the water, and howl’d as we scrubb’d her with the brush. Such squirming did she do that I was drench’d from head to foot, but this was no great matter for I was still unclad, and Dorottya, in concord with the occasion, had divested herself of her garments, as well.

			It was at this time that Ilona enter’d the chamber, was gaily told to be about her business and leave us young ladies to our play, but persisted, and through the girl’s pretty shrieks, at length made her message understood; it was none other than the news that, from the highest parapet of Csejthe, a vigil guard had seen and made known the approach of mounted men.

			“What men?” I laugh’d, still in the spirit of our romp. “We have no need of men!”

			“Count Ferencz and his retinue,” my nurse replied.

		

	
		
			V

			SINS WITHOUT FACES

			Ferencz! The mention of that cherish’d name at once restor’d me to my former self. “Dorottya,” I quickly said, “this girl must not be found here; secrete her where my lord will not come upon her . . .”

			“It will be done,” Dorottya replied, urging the girl out of the tub.

			“Ilona, dear,” I said, “fetch here my nightdress, remove the tub and blot away this water.”

			These things were swiftly done, and it was not long ere Dorottya, now dress’d, appear’d again within my chamber and assur’d me that the girl was safely hid away. “Is it my lady’s wish,” she ask’d, “that I, as well, hide from the Count?”

			“No, good Dorottya!” I said. “Thou art my trusted friend. Stand here at my side, for the Count will wish to meet thee, I am certain. Later, thou wilt be given leave to retire to thine own chamber, for the Count will wish to be alone with me.”

			“Oh, that is sure,” said Dorottya, with a tinct of slyness that made my cheeks all roseate with blushing.

			And, while my face was yet thus flush’d, my dear Ferencz, he gone from me these many weeks, enter’d my chamber. His face was made gaunt by weariness, and he walk’d with a halting step that spoke, with mute eloquence, of grievous wounds. I rush’d into his arms, and felt him crush me hungrily to his bosom; I wept with joy; and neither of us spoke for many moments.

			Then what a torrent of sweet words cascaded from us twain! What sighs, what vows, what bright renewals of our love! Until, at length, his eye first catching sight of Dorottya, Ferencz ask’d, “And this lady: who is she?”

			“A dear and valu’d friend, by name Dorottya,” I replied. “She hath done much to make my days less bleak.”

			“Why, then,” he said to her, “I am beholden to thee, mistress.”

			“Such duty is but pleasure, good m’lord,” said Dorottya. “But now I see thou’rt tired, and I beg leave to retire.”

			Ferencz nodded graciously, and Dorottya repair’d to her own rooms. This caus’d my husband to lift his eyebrows: “She dwelleth here?” he ask’d.

			“Sweet Ferencz, do not scold,” I said. “She is a kind and most devoted lady; without her, I fear I would have gone quite mad with sorrow. Pray let her stay.”

			“It matters not,” he answer’d, with a wan smile. “For a while, at least, she may stay.”

			Then did I help remove my husband’s battle gear, and rubb’d his wounds, and coo’d soft words into his ear as we lay upon our bed; and soon had brought him to a pitch of glowing love, and we did cleave as we were wont to do before his leaving.

			How happy was I then! how luminous! how tingling and alive!

			After a time, Ferencz turn’d to me and said, “Elisabeth, a secret hides behind thine eyes, a darkness. Tell me of it.”

			“I have no secrets from thee, Ferencz,” I replied, “and if a darkness thou divinest in me, it is the shadow of the loneliness I felt when thou wert far away.”

			“Is not that shadow now dispell’d by my return?”

			“It is, beloved husband, oh it is!”

			But still did Ferencz stubbornly persist.

			“This Dorottya,” he said. “What traffic does she have with thee?”

			“Friendship, gentle Ferencz, nothing more. Solace for my lonely hours. Am I to pine without companions? May no one cheer my heart when thou art gone from me?”

			He then did stroke my hair, and spoke more low, and call’d me his little raven. “Elisabeth, there are abroad in this world things thou know’st not of, such things that it were better thou shouldst be struck blind than look upon, struck deaf than bend thine ear to.”

			“What breed of things, Ferencz?” I ask’d, masking my fearfulness, for his voice had taken on a thickness much disquieting to me.

			“Things of black night,” he said, in hollow tones.

			“Thy words afright me, though I glean them not,” I said.

			“My little one, my pearl: in elder time, before Christ shed His blood for us, unholy joys were known . . .”

			“Why dost thou tell me of them, Ferencz, and in a voice so full of haunt that I am chill’d unto my marrow?”

			“I do not tell thee of them,” he said, “I do not. For these sweet ears, such stuff would not be meet. And yet, I do most earnestly abjure thee: pray to God, read deeply of thy Scripture.”

			“I do, I have; both prayer and Book have always fill’d my days.”

			“Let them fill thy nights as well, Elisabeth,” he said, “for there are sins without faces; sins that, in their shame, shun the glare of honest day and creep unseen into the soul. Such guileless souls as thine are lodestones to them. Therefore, pray; steep thyself in Holy Writ. Be mindful of that blessed Paul of Tarsus, and those of whom he wrote.”

			“Wrote what, Ferencz?”

			“Of those who ‘changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man,’” he answered, “‘and worshipp’d and serv’d the creature more than the Creator . . .’”

			“Ferencz, these words are naught but fumes to make me giddy! Desist, I do beseech thee, and let us talk of blither things!”

			Fatigue of battle took its toll, however, and soon Ferencz was in a deep sleep. I, rested by my earlier nap, and made still more awake by my returning warrior’s kisses, lay for a time, with open eyes, beside him. Then, sleep evading me, I arose and crept quietly into Dorottya’s rooms, thinking to talk with her if she be still awake.

			Her bed was empty. This was most curious, and I went in search of her. I walk’d through halls and antechambers, peeped within alcoves and nooks, and still I found her not. Then, from far off, I thought I heard a cry.

			So faint it was, that I at first deem’d it a figment or, at most, a passing bird. Then, as I turn’d into another corridor, I heard the sound again, more clearly and much closer, and knew with certainty it was a human cry; or more precisely, scream.

			Again it rang out: high and sharp and piercing, the scream of one so sore excruciated that all mark of sex or age was lost—man, woman, child, crone, any of these could have utter’d it in dire extremity.

			Downward I delv’d into the castle’s bowels, into dominions dark and rank with damp effluvium of must, on stone steps slick with parlous grume—and, of a sudden, very near to me, that scream reach’d shrilly out once more, and I was much afraid, for, turning, I perceiv’d that it had issued from no other place than that horrendous dungeon wherein, long since, despairing victims had been tortur’d unto death!

			Chill’d by fear, my flesh acrawl and prickl’d, I yet did muster courage and approach’d, on timorous feet, that evil room.

		

	
		
			VI

			THE SMELL OF PAIN

			The torture chamber’s heavy iron door was but an inch ajar, and yellow torchlight flicker’d out through this discrepancy. The screams had stopp’d, but now I heard another sound: the voice of Dorottya.

			“I will return to thee at dawn,” she said, “at which hour wilt thou be more acquiescent to my wishes. Indeed, by that time thou wilt beg, if need be, on thy knees for the privilege of serving me.”

			The door, with shriek of hinges, open’d wider, and I back’d into the shadows. Dorottya appear’d, her dark eyes smouldering, her face agleam with sweat. She turn’d to close and lock the iron door, but ere she did so, I stepp’d forth and challeng’d her by name. She spun around, astonish’d, then, making out my face in the half-dark, spake: “My lady here, and at such an hour?”

			“That question should be mine,” I said.

			“A matter of mere discipline,” she smil’d. “Nothing of such high import that it should trouble thee.” And, so saying, she began to lock the dungeon door.

			“No happening in this castle is too low of import for mine ears,” I said. “What dost thou here, Dorottya?”

			She sigh’d. “Why, then, I see thou art distrustful. It is no more than this: when, earlier, thou bad’st me hide the village girl in some recess where Count Nadasdy would not find her, I, in my haste, could think of no place better than these dungeons, where no one treads. I lock’d the girl herein, and charg’d her to be silent. Later, as I lay alone abed, I heard the silence of this night disturb’d by the foolish wench’s cries. Fearing the Count would hear them, I arose, descended hither, and abjur’d her to be quiet. She would not; she demanded I release her; I told her to be patient and she would gain thereby, with fair rewards and bounty; but the stubborn creature still persisted until, at last, I was oblig’d to chastise her. That, my lady, is the simple sum.”

			“How chastise her?” I ask’d.

			“Such trifling things must not concern my lady.”

			“How chastise her, Dorottya?” I repeated sternly.

			She stood unspeaking for a moment, her eyes as hard as flint. Then, smiling thinly, she replied: “By means most honour’d with long use and old tradition the world over, even in far-off heathen lands, and most particularly in the noble canons of thy Christian law.” She push’d open the dungeon door. “Will it please my lady pass approval on my handiwork?”

			I fear’d to step inside that place of ancient horror, but the steady eyes of Dorottya, narrow with mockery, goaded me, and with a shuddering breath, I took heart and pass’d through the iron door. In the erratic, twitching torchlight, I saw again the rack, the brazier of old irons and ashes, the cages, chains, the instruments of crushing and of tearing, the ghastly slab of the peine forte et dure. And then my breath caught suddenly in my lungs, as I saw the village girl.

			Naked from head to toe, she hung motionless and silent in this place that smell’d of pain. Her feet dangled inches off the dungeon floor. Her arms stretch’d straight above her head, and the weight of her small body, slight though it was, dragg’d upon her thumbs, purpled and swollen in the leathern thongs that bound them. Her back and nates were cover’d by a tangle of glistering welts. Briny blood ooz’d thickly from the freshest of these, making its sluggish way down the serpentine length of her body in thin rivulets, thence to gather into heavy droplets at her toe-tips and drip evenly into a pool of ruby slime under her feet. The metrical slow dripping of her lifeblood was the only sound in the dungeon, and the foetid air hung still as Death.

			I whisper’d in revulsion, “Oh, God in Heaven, Dorottya—hast slain this unoffending child?”

			“Nay,” Dorottya said, grinning, “she is but senseless from the blows. A little salt rubb’d briskly on her rawest weals, and she will shew thee life enough! Wouldst have me demonstrate?”

			“Pile one abomination on another?” I cried.

			“Tut, lady, ’twould be healthful to the wretch,” Dorottya rejoin’d.

			“This is a monstrous thing,” I said. “How dar’d thou trespass thus, and so abuse my confidence?”

			“My lady likes it not?”

			“Thou knowest well I like it not!”

			“My lady finds some flaw?” she said with a sneering lilt. “Some thing not done or poorly wrought? My lady would improve my efforts?” She thrust into my hand a coil’d black whip, still thick with blood: my fingers jump’d from it as they would jump from a venomous reptile, and the ugly length of hide fell to the floor. 

			Dorottya pick’d up the whip. “Wilt add thy signature to this piece of work?” she taunted.

			I dash’d it from her hand. “Art mad?”

			She cluck’d her tongue in mocking admonition. “So squeamish art thou, Countess?” And ere I could reply, she added: “So squeamish—and a Bathory?”

			“Thy words lack all concord and sense,” I told her. “In what wise does my name have aught to do with this?”

			“Oh, lady, ’tis a large and lustrous name, known far and wide, familiar to the ears of great and humble . . .”

			“Thou speakest wildly, Dorottya!” I said, and stepp’d forward to cut down the hapless girl.

			“Sayest thou so?” snapp’d Dorottya, seizing my shoulder and staying me. “Here is a marvel, then, indeed! What? Thou, a Bathory, unknowing of the fame that shineth from thy family’s escutcheon? This is surpassing modesty, my lady; innocence so pure, unspoilt, and rare that Reason’s own sweet self is ravag’d!”

			“Let loose mine arm,” I said, “and help me dress this poor girl’s sorry gashes, or thou wilt hang thus in her stead, I swear!”

			“Ah!” crow’d Dorottya in triumph. “Now speaks the true Bathory voice!”

			“What meanest thou, by this vain harping on my name?”

			Dorottya shook her head in wonderment. “Dost thou, in truth, not know?”

			My blank looks gave reply; and Dorottya, with a bestial snarl, look’d past me, toward the dungeon door, and said, “Enlighten her.”

			I swiftly turn’d, and gave a cry of sharp surprise. There in the open door of that vile chamber—not livid in disgust and loathing, not mouth agape and wide of eye with unbelieving awe, but, rather, with lips curving in a calm and curious smile—stood my husband.

		

	
		
			VII

			THE ENLIGHTENMENT

			Ferencz stood in the doorway for an unending moment, not speaking, his eye darting from me, to Dorottya, to the tormented victim hanging from the ceiling; then he advanc’d into the chamber, easefully, unhurried, his smile broadening the while. “Enlighten my little spouse?” he said at last. “Cast her out naked from that Eden of sweet ignorance she hath so happily inhabited? Crease that unlin’d brow? Darken those starry eyes? Bow those alabaster shoulders with the heavy, horrid burthen of knowledge? What saith Elisabeth: shall I indeed enlighten thee?”

			Terror and fearful portent rose like a freezing mist, enveloping my body, choking the words in my throat. My Ferencz, who was my world, my god, to look and speak thus cold, ironical, and strange? To be so alter’d and unlike his own fair self in every aspect? If this could be, then nothing in this sphere or in the vast eternal firmament was constant, staunch, or true. Heaven and Hell were, then, but painted pictures, and love itself a lie.

			Yet, though fear transfix’d me, my first words were of the unlucky village girl, for I said: “Enlighten me if’t please thee, Ferencz, but not until that blameless maid is loos’d from out her crippling bonds.”

			He look’d up at the hanging girl, and at her blackening thumbs, and said to Dorottya: “The purpose hath been serv’d, methinks, the lesson learn’d. Cut down the little drab.”

			With one of the sundry cruel blades that lay about the cell, Dorottya sever’d the thongs from the wall-hook whereat they were affix’d; the ceiling pulley squeak’d; and the girl slump’d to the damp stone floor, a silent, naked, bleeding heap of flesh.

			“Enlightenment hath been ask’d for,” Ferencz said when this was done, “and indeed it seems most timely. Enlightenment by dint of words; but first by dint of action . . .”

			What follow’d then was so abhorrent, that to think upon it even now, after the lapse of years, makes my gorge to seethe and rise within me.

			“Sit thee down,” said Ferencz, and push’d me into a chair affix’d with manacles, and these he lock’d upon my hands and feet. “Thou’lt not be much discomfited,” he said, “for I do not mean to light the pan of coals that lieth under the iron seat. This is but to assure thy fixity.” A kind of vise he tighten’d, not ungently, at my temples, saying: “And this to keep thy head from motion.” He then display’d two small iron rings, about the same circumference as florins. “And these?” he chuckl’d. “Why, these will make it certain thou’lt not miss the smallest trifle of the enlightenment.” He, quickly and with deftness, forc’d the iron rings around my very eyeballs, in such wise as to keep my lids from lowering, obliging me to stare, unblinking, at whatever lay before me.

			Ferencz then, to my mounting anguish, gather’d the gloating Dorottya into his arms, and kiss’d her with excess of zeal; and did not stop with kissing, that perfidious pair, but, unmindful of all decency, like ruttish beasts that lack the benefit of soul to guide them, did foully slake their lusts in that rank cell, amongst the cunning tools of agony, within an arm’s length of the insensate village girl, whilst I, unable to turn my head from the infernal scene, beheld, with stinging, bulging eyes, each moment of that union, unto its final hideous gasp.

			Arising then from his depravity, Ferencz walk’d over to the chair in which I was constrain’d to sit, saying, “My little wife is shaken by this entertainment, Dorottya: see, her face is all o’ercast with sickly pallor.” And he laugh’d. “What, Elisabeth? Hast lost thy pretty tongue? No epithets, no pious cries? Quite mum? Thine eyes do stream with tears—but whether they be drops of sorrow, or no more than that liquor Nature doth provide to lave thy parching orbs withal, I know not. Let me affirm my fondness for thee, sweetest chuck, and relieve thy lovely eyes of their hindrances.”

			So saying, he remov’d the iron rings, and I blink’d, my lids comforting my burning eyeballs like healing poultices.

			“Know, then,” Ferencz continu’d, “that I intend thee nothing hurtful, unless thou dost prove tiresome by stubborn protestations—yet this thou wilt not, I believe. Art silent still? ’Tis well, for thou hast much to learn, and it is meet that thou shouldst meekly listen:

			“This wanton, wise, and artful gypsy wight, this Dorottya, hath been my ardent mistress since before thine own fair beauty snar’d my heart. With her, I have known deep delights surpassing those pale, milky pleasures other folk enjoy. For most men and their dames are plodding, stale, proscrib’d, bound in by limitation, fear, denial, an host of guilty doubts and shames. To but a few is granted spirits broad and questing, undismay’d, which freely vault o’er petty confines, to range in unexplor’d demesnes; and such an one am I, for those of my blood have ever been impatient with the shackles other men clap round themselves. Thus, from an early age, I sought out bypaths little trod, and cleav’d to those whose passions match’d mine own.

			“Dorottya was one such, yet it is too small a thing to call her ‘one such’—rather, has she been the paramount and chiefest sharer of my joys: pupil and tutor both, purveying and receiving; yet not permitting jealousies to hinder her from being the avenue whereby I met with other congenial spirits.

			“Our pleasures were not look’d upon with favour when, from time to time, a whisper would escape from some disgruntled creature we had used; but I would quell such rumours with a show of piety, and all would then again be well.

			“But for how long would soothing words and seeming virtue still these grumblings? Not forever, surely. Much need had we to join our forces with those who, sympathetic to our tastes, would yet be sturdy shields, protectors, with blood alliances to noble ministers of mighty sway. ’Twas then we learn’d there liv’d, in a purlieu not far distant from our own, a fair young maid, in whose comely person nubility with nobility were conjoin’d; who counted cardinals and kings among her line; who was a most beloved cousin of that high-placed Gyorgy Thurzo, Prime Minister to His Majesty . . .”

			I found my voice at last. “Oh God! Myself!”

			“Thyself,” Ferencz confirm’d.

			“But . . .” I stammer’d haltingly: “didst thou not say, just now, that such highborn allies must needs be ‘sympathetic to thy tastes’?”

			“Ay, little wife. And art thou not of Bathory breed?”

			“I am, but what of this?”

			“Come, art so innocent? Dost thou not know full well the maim’d repute thy family bears—yet suffers not a jot of open censure, by reason of its powerful affiliates?”

			“’Tis slander!”

			“Truly? Is it slander, then, to say thy brother is an unsated ram who spends himself on young and old alike by main force, yet goes unpunish’d? Is’t calumny to recall to thee thine aunt, whose lusts consume the choicest youthful blooms her influence and riches can procure, distinguishing not betwixt their genders? Is’t falsehood to evoke that uncle who is call’d a warlock, concocter of dread alchemies, whose prayers are offered not to God, but Satan? And, dear Elisabeth, what of thy princely cousin Mad Zsigmond, he of Transylvania? Art thou indeed unknowing of his ways, of how, to entertain him whilst he sups (as others might be cheer’d by songs or stories) he hath serfs dragg’d before his table, that he may watch their coupling, and if he be not pleas’d with their performance, bids his varlets torture them to death, their screams concordant carols to his ears?”

			“Nay, these are lies!” I cried.

			He did not heed me, but went on. “And so, on Dorottya’s urging, I paid thee court, was welcom’d by thy father, found thee most beauteous, and set about persuading thee to wed me. Young thou wert, and as young mares must needs be broken to the saddle, so must young maids. During this time of tutelage, Dorottya did absent herself from Csejthe. Thine untried ardour soar’d, but still did I refrain from leading thee to arcane joys, for fear of shocking thee and marring all. The mask of sanctimony I put on, and prated like a monk, and anxiously awaited such a time when it would be propitious to bring Dorottya to thee, for different teachings. The king’s command well serv’d my purpose; I rode off to rout the Turk; thine unquench’d passions rag’d; and Dorottya, as was my plan, came unto thee to sate them.”

			“To . . . sate them?” I said. “Nay, Dorottya but calm’d me with anointings and sport . . .”

			Dorottya, long silent, threw back her head and laugh’d. “Is’t innocence or idiocy?” she said. “Wert thou indeed purblind, that thou wast unaware how interdicted and unlawful was our congress? Did not these ‘calmings’ and ‘anointings’ and our romps, from which thou didst derive such glee, not once seem contraband or guilty?”

			“Nay . . . nay, never!” I rejoin’d.

			Ferencz then spake. “I do believe it, Dorottya. For when, tonight, she lay clasp’d within mine arms, I did attempt to sound her, by talk of ‘secrets’ hidden from me, hints of things unholy in the world, righteous warnings of the faceless sins that ‘creep unseen into the soul.’ And not once was she disquieted by guilt or shame, she is so pure. I press’d the point e’en further, bade her read Scripture, spoke of Paul, recited verses that I hop’d would lead her on to fuller guessings.” He look’d down upon me, still manacled, by hand and foot, unto that chair. “Dost recollect, Elisabeth? Those pagans who, ’tis writ, ‘worshipp’d and serv’d the creature more than the Creator’? The Holy Book has ever fill’d thy days, thou saith. Then canst thou not recite the words that follow? ‘For this cause . . .’”

			In memory, the page of Scripture rose before mine eyes: For this cause God gave them up into vile affections: for even their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature . . . 

			“Then I . . .” My voice falter’d and broke.

			“Ay, little one,” said Ferencz. “Thou, either by the fault of too excessive innocence, or the strain of Bathory perverseness in thy veins, hath done things call’d uncleanly and corrupt.”

			Dorottya said, “Thou art now one of us, Elisabeth.”

			“Bound to us by bands stouter than the ties of blood,” said Ferencz.

			“Ay,” said I in hollow answer, “and likewise damn’d with ye.”

			“If that be so,” said Ferencz, “then let thine arms embrace damnation like a lover . . .”

			“And let us lead thee onward,” added Dorottya, “to keen delights far stranger and more bold than those thou hast already savour’d . . .”

			“Ay, wife,” said Ferencz, “and be thou Bathory not but in name, but in hot deed, as well!”

			“And let us seal this compact with a solemn pledge,” Dorottya said, “a ceremonial bath to signalize our fealty to sin.”

			“We three to bathe?” said Ferencz. “’Tis well. And what, of all thy unctions, Dorottya, shall we bathe ourselves withal?”

			“One richer far than all the others,” she replied, pointing to the girl who lieth, scourg’d and raw, upon the floor. “That which floweth in her veins.”

		

	
		
			VIII

			GREX SANGUINARIUS

			Thou knowest, Lord, that blood bath was the first, but not the last, in which I would immerse myself in all the years that follow’d. As if a gate of Hell had been thrown open, Ferencz and Dorottya, made confident by the bastion of my family name, now steep’d us all in reeking devilish rites, and vilest pleasures; whilst I, like unto one in whom the soul has died, became a stunn’d, obedient creature, sharing both dark lust and blame.

			Whether ’twas truly some streak of grainèd foulness in my stirps that made me such an unobjecting partner in those crimes; or whether disenchantment with my Ferencz and with all humanity had stifled gentler humours; or whether Dorottya’s cunning simples had a part in blunting my fair nature (as they had blunted poor Ilona’s), I know not. I only know that I became as despicable and perjur’d as Ferencz and Dorottya, for all of us would make a show of most devout obeisance when the village priest would call to say mass; and our confessions were but cynical recitals of small vices and transgressions, nothing more.

			As hideous vermin crawl from under lifted stones, now bloated, grinning cohorts stream’d to Csejthe, call’d hither by Dorottya. Thou wert long familiar with them, Lord: the sorcerers Ujvary and Thorko, the first a skillful crafter of new tormentry which far surpass’d in cruel genius those of rack or wheel or any hitherto invented; another witch, call’d Darvula, whose energies and hungers rivall’d those of Dorottya; two serving maids, Otvos and Barsovny, to tend my person, chosen by Ferencz for youth and beauty and total absence of all scruple; and troops of others, nameless to me now.

			Pitiful were those who came to Csejthe unwillingly: the blossoming young girls, who, in the mounting hundreds, were requir’d to fan and then appease our raging appetites. Entic’d from the village by pretty Otvos and Barsovny, who told of fair employment and reward at Csejthe; or drugg’d by Dorottya or Darvula; or overwhelm’d and beaten by the hulking Thorko or the slavering Ujvary; these pathetic creatures (all young and fair, for none else did we crave), were herded like swine into our cellars and our dungeons, to await the most deprav’d extremity of our pleasure.

			Dorottya told me once she was far older than she seem’d, and that she held the years in check and retain’d the youthful freshness of her skin by bathing in the blood of virgins. She bade me join her, and I did. If such a thing be horrible—the draining of young veins for such a purpose—how much more horrible, and to no purpose whatsoever, was the manner by which these hapless prisoners were put to death: not with the swift, blunt mercy that is dealt even to dumb cattle, but by prolong’d and calculated tortures, which I have not stomach to set down here, so degraded and inhuman were they.

			Inhuman, saith I? Nay: the beasts of the field and forest, lacking all humanity, e’en the most terrible among these, slay not by long deliberate slaying and for lust. Human, then, indeed, were those fell crimes.

			From time to time, my brain—like to a wanderer lost in fog which sometimes lifteth, showing clary sun, only to weave greyly ’round the stumbling wretch again—would comprehend the fullest, deepest horror of our acts; and I would then resolve to end them, by freeing our poor victims, allowing them to spread the tale of our decay throughout the village, till it was arous’d. But never did I this, and now, upon reflection, I do think it was somehow for love of Ferencz that I refrain’d; some shred of former feeling clung to me, and I could not bear to think of him haul’d up before tribunals and punish’d.

			Then, on one day, fate took that fear from me.

			Ferencz was summon’d to the battlefield again to fight the Saracen. As on that night years before, I bade farewell to him whilst cannonades of thunder boom’d through Csejthe and pelting rain curtain’d the countryside.

			“Dost recollect,” I ask’d him, “what words thou spake that other time thou left me for the wars?”

			“Nay,” he answer’d, “what said I then?”

			“Thou didst declare: ‘God’s my guardian, thou my guerdon: how else, then, can it be but I will triumph over Death and foe alike?’”

			“A pretty speech,” he said, and mounted his palfry.

			“Say it now!” I bade him.

			“Art silly still?” he scoff’d.

			“Say it, Ferencz!”

			“Nay, have done. Fare thee well, and—” (irony congeal’d his face) “—prithee, do not pine away in solitude!” He goaded his mount, and rode into the night.

			Less than a score of days from then, a courier deliver’d unto me the news: Ferencz was dead, “honourably slain in battle, by the heathen Turk who long hath ravag’d and lain waste our land.” The King himself had signed it.

			O fortunate husband! Dead with honour; whilst I still languish’d in a filthy sty of sin. ’Twas then I cast from me all caution, and conspir’d to let the world know of the foul blight Castle Csejthe had now become.

			One morning, my gore-streak’d companions still abed, so worn were they by ghastly revels in the night, I stole into the dungeons and unlock’d the shackles from the limbs of a single youthful captive, destin’d soon for torture and for death. I bade her flee to the village, and tell all—“Spare nothing,” I beseech’d her, “relate all horrors thou hast seen, all gushings of fair maidens’ blood, all gloating torments, all!”

			The frighten’d maid, at first, thought ’twas some trick, some game design’d to raise her hope, then dash it to the ground and thus torment her further. I begg’d her to believe me, trust in me (why should she trust in one who had partaken of such infernal rites?), and perchance for some sincerity that shineth from mine eyes, she believ’d me and did as she was bidden.

			She was not miss’d by Dorottya or the others (’twas for this reason I but set free a single prisoner), and word soon spread. Grumblings commenc’d to reach us at the castle; village girls no longer were so easefully accessible to our procurers.

			But there it stopp’d: rumblings and rumours; frighten’d glances cast toward Csejthe; a need by us of greater stealth; from the village church, veil’d sermons which, by indirections, weakly touch’d on a certain “bloody band” abhorr’d by God, yet even these pale warnings couch’d in Latin—“grex sanguinarius”—which the villagers could scarce divine. And still our base carousals went uncheck’d!

			Slowly, my dull mind fathom’d why: and, in its own way, the cause was far more crushing to my spirit than the grossest horrors we had wrought in Castle Csejthe.

			

		

	
		
			IX

			THE CURSE OF CATS

			For Ferencz had spoke true.

			My name was too refulgent, my family too high-plac’d: who dar’d chastise us? My cousin, Gyorgy, Prime Minister to the King, ignor’d all tales he heard of our debauches, so that his own escutcheon might not be stain’d thereby.

			When this execrable truth became clear to me, my heart sank. Was this humanity? Was this nobility? Was this the Christian glory that presum’d to hold itself above the heathen Turk? To suffer innocents be sacrific’d on an altar of corruption, merely that a lofty family be spar’d discomfiture? Oh, this was tenfold more abominable than the crime itself, that high authority should wink at it! Dismay’d, revolted, heartsick, I in that moment of black revelation forswore mankind, abjur’d all ties of family, renounc’d and disavow’d sweet Christ Himself.

			Why did I not, disgusted by the perfidious world, plunge with refreshen’d appetite into those hellish orgies? I know not. Some almost dead, not quite extinguish’d lamp of good, perchance, prevented me; and I instead sought out Ilona.

			I spoke to her as in far bygone days: “Sweet nurse . . . dear old lady, dost thou hear? Put by thy dreaming ways, and list. Nay, do not drowse—thou must needs hear me! I’ll give to thee a letter, which I’ll straightway indite, and this I charge thee carry to good King Matthias—ay, to His Majesty, Ilona! Dost grasp my words?”

			The good old lady nodded; the clouds lifted from her eyes. “What kind of letter, child?” she ask’d.

			“A document describing all heinous, dire iniquities that hath sprouted here like poisonous weeds. An humble, penitent confession of mine own part in them. A strong entreaty that His Majesty send troops to storm this castle and ensnare this whole foul company of demons! Such a letter shalt thou bear, Ilona.”

			The old nurse strok’d my hand, as she was wont to do of yore. “Dear child,” she said, “my little babe, thou wilt be tried before stern judges, put to torture . . .”

			“It is no matter. I yearn to be dismember’d on the rack, or disembowell’d, or burnt alive, to expiate my sins! No penance less will serve, Ilona; the time for pious mutterings of mea culpa is long past, it is too late! Thou must, dear nurse, do this thing for me!”

			“Send thee, Elisabeth, to such judgement? . . .”

			“’Twere best, Ilona. In thine own unblemish’d conscience, thou know’st it must be done.”

			My old nurse said no more, but obediently awaited my writing of the letter. This I did; and seal’d it with the signets of both Bathory and Nadasdy; and put it in her hand; and watch’d her until she was safe away from Csejthe.

			 • • • 
The rest Thou knowest, too, O Lord:

			How clement Matthias grew outrag’d, and made Gyorgy Thurzo storm my castle on the very eve of the New Year; how those captives left alive were freed; how all my despicable minions were put in chains and carried off to trial; how all, save me, were put to death.

			Ay, all save me: that mercy was as bitter gall to me, who crav’d atonement. I, who wish’d for rack and fire, wast but condemn’d to stay in solitude, wall’d here within my chamber for the remainder of my days—for even when the grisly truth was told, my cousin interceded for me, and my life and comfort spar’d.

			In all this tainted record, in all this sorry blot on privilege and authority, is there not one redeeming ray? One good and golden thing to shine in Heaven’s book and expiate, in some small part, this race of man?

			Verily, there is one. One who, from loyalty and love, could not endure to see me dragg’d before the seat of mortal judgement; one who, lest such a fate befall me, took all blame, all censure, all chastisement, said, “’Twas not the Countess brought these witches to the castle; nay, ’twas I, and only I.”

			Too late I learn’d of dear Ilona’s act: of how she made her way to His Majesty’s court, was recogniz’d as my old nurse and so admitted, and how she then (having destroy’d my letter) told the King an host of horrid truths, and one unselfish lie: her false confession.

			And, for that glorious sacrifice, which I neither desir’d nor deserv’d, the noble dame was grimly martyr’d: for though Ujvary, Thorko, Darvula, Otvos, and Barsovny were swift dispatch’d by the headsman’s axe, a most particular doom was meted out to those two thought the most despicable of that band: Dorottya and Ilona. Both luckless women (one a fiend, and one a blessed saint) were condemn’d to have their fingers, one by one, ripp’d off their hands, before they were conducted to the stake and burnt alive.

			And soon I, too, will die, for I have left untouch’d for many days the food that has been brought me. Before I die, O Lord, I ask that I be granted but one boon:

			I ask that Thou send cats—lean, vicious cats with teeth and claws as sharp as daggers—and set them on all pious souls who, when they knew full well what things were being done at Csejthe, sat idly by and mumbl’d orisons, and cross’d themselves, and did no other thing. On my too generous cousin, Thurzo, set these clawing beasts; on that o’ercautious priest down in the village, who water’d down his Christian zeal into an insipid broth; and on all others of their ilk, rain yellow-eyed, mad, scratching, squawling cats! Do this, O Lord, I beg!

			And, if Thou dost, why, when I see Thee soon, I’ll thank Thee. For what should such an inky soul as mine do in the jasper halls of Heaven? I am so dipp’d in blood of innocents that my intolerable stench would cause the angels to stop up their nostrils at me! And so, instead, I have consign’d myself to Thee, for in Thy realm I am assur’d of welcome. I come, then, like a mistress, to Thy terrible Arms, and offer up mine own immortal soul to Thee—my Sovereign Lord, great Lucifer!

			Thine own
Elisabeth

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Without exception, every person and place named in this story existed. The main lineaments of the narrative are reconstructed from events that did, in fact, occur. Elisabeth Bathory died, as close as can be determined, on August 21, 1614, in a walled-up apartment of Castle Csejthe, county of Nyitra, northwestern Hungary. After her death, the village priest testified that he had been savagely attacked by a multitude of cats which, after biting and scratching him severely, vanished like mist.

		

	


			Comet Wine

			
				[image: 48394.jpg]

			
			



	


 

			I’m a bloodhound. Ask anyone who knows me and they’ll tell you I’m a meticulous researcher, an untiring zealot, a ruthless bloodhound when pursuing facts. I’m not a professional musician, granted; not even a gifted amateur; but my fondness for music can’t be disputed and my personal fund of musical and musicological knowledge happens to be huge. All the more remarkable (wouldn’t you say?) that no catalog, no concert program, no newspaper file, no encyclopedia, no dictionary, no memoir, no interview, no history of music, no gravemarker has rewarded my efforts by surrendering the name V. I. Cholodenko.

			Such a person, it would seem, never existed. Or, if he did exist, became an Orwellian unperson who was whisked from this world as completely as were Ambrose Bierce, Judge Crater, or the passengers and crew of the Mary Celeste. I’m well aware of the transliteration problems regarding Russian names, and I’ve doggedly searched under the spellings Kholodenko, Tcholodenko, Tscholodenko, Shcholodenko and even Zholodenko, but to no avail. True, I haven’t had access to archives within the Soviet Union (my letters to Shostakovich and Khachaturian appear to have gone astray) but I’ve queried Russian musicians on tour in the United States, and to none of them is it a familiar name.

			Its exclusive appearance is in a ribbon-tied bunch of old letters, crisp and desiccated, purchased last year by me, along with items of furniture and art, at a private auction of the effects of the late Beverly Hills attorney, Francis Cargrave. They had belonged to his grandfather, Sir Robert Cargrave, an eminent London physician, to whom they are addressed, and all were written, in elegant if somewhat epicene prose, by Lord Henry Stanton, a fashionable beau and minor poet of the period.

			The curiosity, the enigma, lies in the fact that all the people mentioned in the three pertinent letters are real people, who lived, whose names and achievements are well-known—all, that is, but the name and achievements of Cholodenko. Even the briefly-mentioned Colonel Spalding existed, as will be noted later. Down to the most insignificant details—such as the color of his famous host’s eyeglasses—Lord Stanton’s letters can be substantiated (the only exceptions, again, being the references to the elusive Cholodenko).

			Is the man a fabrication? Was Stanton the perpetrator of an elaborate hoax? If so, I can’t in all honesty understand why. The letters were written to his closest friend, a presumably sober pillar of the medical profession. Both men were no longer youngsters, and undergraduate pranks strike me as uncharacteristic of them.

			But if it was not a prank, how can we explain the way Cholodenko has been ripped from history, his music not even a fading echo but a silence, a vacuum, completely forgotten, as totally unknown as the song the Sirens sang?

			I don’t presume to solve the mystery. I merely present the three letters “for what they’re worth,” and invite other bloodhounds to make what they will of them. Such bloodhounds will sniff out, as I did, a glaring discrepancy, for the very survival of these letters seems to discredit Lord Henry’s colorful insinuations—but he would probably counter our incredulity, if he were here, by urbanely pointing out that if God proverbially moves in mysterious ways His wonders to perform, might not His Adversary do the same? For reasons of scholarship and accuracy, I haven’t condensed or edited the letters in any way (except to eliminate the redundant addresses in all but the first), preferring to let even irrelevant or trivial observations stand, in the hope that they may contain clues which eluded me. I’ve also kept Stanton’s not always standard, though phonetically accurate, transliterations. In a few places, I’ve inserted short bracketed notes of my own, in italics. The letters bear month and dates, but no year. Stanton being English, I assume these dates conform to the Gregorian calendar familiar to us, rather than to the old Julian calendar which was still in use in Russia at the time. On the basis of internal evidence, such as the first performance of Eugene Onegin, I believe the letters to have been written in 1879.

			
			



	


 

			5 April

			Sir Robert Cargrave
Harley Street
London, England

			My dear Bobbie,

			No, do not scold me! I know full well that I have been a renegade and most delinquent comrade. If I seem to have avoided your home these many months; if I have neglected you, your dear Maude, and your brood of cherubim—one of whom, young Jamey, must be quite ripe for Oxford by now!—then ascribe it, I pray you, not to a cooling of our friendship’s fires nor to a crusty bachelor’s disdain for the familial hearthstone, but, rather, to my persistent vice, travel.

			I have set foot on divers shores since last I sipped your sherry, old friend, and greatly fear the proper Maude would frown prettily and tap her tiny foot with disapproval to hear some of my adventures—such as a certain scandal attendant upon my holiday in Greece, whither I journeyed to steep myself in the air Orestes breathed and tan my pallid English hide under the sun of Sophocles. Whilst steeping and sunning, it seems I was the agency whereby all three daughters of a prominent family were rendered enceinte, a feat of treble indiscretion that led to dreary judicial proceedings, an elaborate but unavailing defense which I delivered entirely in iambic pentameters, a large settlement upon the dishonoured daughters, an official request to absent myself from Graecian soil, and a rather good mot of mine which I think will wrench a chuckle from even your tight Harley Street lips. On the train that took me from Greece, I had the misfortune to meet an American cleric of bloodless aspect and the possessor of a pronounced squint, who, catching my name and having sniffed the gossip, lugubriously lectured me! This presumptuous parson had the gall to inquire what “lesson” I had learned from the experience! Fancy! Fixing him with the most icy of glances, I replied: “Beware of Greeks—bearing Greeks.”

			I write to you from St. Petersburg. Yes, I am cosily hugged by “the rugged Russian bear,” a cryptic creature, I assure you, warm and great-hearted, quick to laugh, and just as quick to plunge into pits of black toská—a word that haughtily defies translation, hovering mystically, as it does, somewhere between melancholy and despair. Neither melancholy nor despair, however, have dogged my steps here in this strange land. I have been most cheerful. There are wondrous sights to bend one’s gaze upon; exotic food and drink to quicken and quench the appetite; fascinating people with whom to talk. To your sly and silent question, my reply is Yes!—there are indeed ladies here, lovely ones, with flared bright eyes and sable voices; lambent ladies, recondite and rare. There are amusing soirées, as well (I will tell you of one in a moment), and there are evenings of brilliance at the ballet and the opera.

			The opera here would particularly captivate both you and your Maude, I am certain, for I know of your deep love of the form. How enviously, then, will you receive the news that just last month, in Moscow, I attended the premiere of a dazzling new opus theatricum by the composer Pyotr Chaikovsky. It was a work of lapidary excellence, entitled Yevgeny Onyégin (I transliterate as best I can from the spiky Cyrillic original), derived from a poem of that name by a certain Pushkin, a prosodist now dead for decades, who—my friend, Colonel Spalding, tells me—enjoys a classical reputation here, but of whom I had not hitherto heard, since his works have not been translated into English, an error the Colonel is now busy putting right. [Lt.-Col. Henry Spalding’s English translation, transliterated as “Eugene Onéguine,” was published in London in 1881. However, other Pushkin poems were published in English translations by George Borrow as early as 1835.] The opera is a shimmering tapestry of sound, brocaded with waltzes and polonaises.

			But St. Petersburg, I find, is richer in cultural life than even Moscow: I have been awed by the baroque majesty of the Aleksandr Nevsky Cathedral, chastened by the mighty gloom of the Peter Paul fortress and properly impressed by the Smolny Monastery and the Winter Palace. À propos of winter, I have also been chilled to the marrow by the fiercest cold I have ever known. “Winter in April?” I can hear you say. Yes, the severe season stretches from November to April in this place, and the River Neva, which I can see, moonlit, from my window as I write, is frozen over, and has been thus, I am told, for the past six months! It is a great gleaming broadsword of ice, cleaving the city in two.

			As for music: just last night, thanks to a letter of introduction from Spalding, I was received at a famous apartment in the Zagoredny Prospekt—nothing ostentatious, a small drawing-room, a few chairs, a grand piano, a table in the dining room loaded with the simplest food and drink . . . but what exceptional people were crowded, shoulder to shoulder, in that place. It was the apartment of Rimsky-Korsakov, who, I was pleased to discover, is not only a gifted and amiable gentleman, but speaks excellent English—an accomplishment not shared by many of his compatriots, whose social conversations are customarily couched in (or, at least, liberally laced with) French. The guests, myself excluded, were, to a man, composers and performers, some (I later learned) being members of a koochka, or clan, of musicians of which Rimsky-Korsakov is the nucleus.

			You will laugh when I tell you that, not five minutes after being welcomed into the salon, I committed a faux pas. Wishing to take part in the musical discussion, I minutely described and lavishly praised the Chaikovsky opera I had enjoyed so recently at the Moscow Conservatorium. My tall host’s gentle eyes grew cold behind his blue-tinted spectacles (which he wears because of ailing sight) and I felt a distinct frost. The awkward moment soon passed, however, and a dark young man took me aside to drily inform me that “Our esteemed Nikolai Andreyvich considers Chaikovsky’s music to be in abominable taste.”

			“Do you share that opinion?” I asked.

			“Not precisely, but I do feel Chaikovsky is not a truly Russian composer. He has let himself be influenced by bad French models—Massenet, Bizet, Gounod, and so on.”

			We were joined by a bloated, wild-haired, red-nosed, bleary-eyed but very courteous fellow who, after addressing me most deferentially, asked eagerly about the Chaikovsky work: “It is good, then, you think? Ah! Splendid! An excellent subject, Onyégin. I once thought of setting it myself but it’s not my sort of thing—Pyotr Ilyich is the man for it, there’s no doubt. Don’t you agree, Vassily Ivanovich?” he added, turning to my companion.

			That intense young man shrugged. “I suppose so—but to tell the truth, I am growing weary of these operatic obeisances to Pushkin. One cannot blame a composer of the old school, such as Glinka, for setting Ruslan and Lyudmila, but what are we to think when Dargomizhsky sets not one but three Pushkin subjects—Russalka, The Triumph of Bacchus and The Stone Guest; when you joined the cortège five years ago with your own opera; and when Chaikovsky now follows the pattern with Onyégin?” He threw up his hands. “May that be the last!” he sighed.

			“There is still The Queen of Spades,” said the unkempt man, mischievously. “Perhaps you will undertake that one yourself?”

			“Thank you, no,” snapped the other (rather irritably, I thought). “I leave that to you.”

			“I may just do it,” was the smiling reply, “unless Chaikovsky is too quick for me!” [He was: Tchaikovsky’s setting of “The Queen of Spades” or “Pique-Dame” was presented in 1890. And, later, Rimsky-Korsakov drew upon Pushkin for his operas “Le Coq d’Or” and “Mozart and Salieri” and Rachmaninoff also turned to Pushkin for his “Aleko.”] Elaborately excusing himself, the wild-haired man left us and began chatting with another group.

			“Talented,” my young friend said in appraisal of him after he left, “but he lacks technique. His scores are crude, grotesque, his instrumentation a disgrace. Of course, he isn’t well. An epileptic. And, as you may have noted, he drinks heavily. That red nose was not caused by frostbite, no matter what he says. We try to help him, but he makes it difficult for us. A group of us offered him eighty rubles a month, on the condition that he would finish a certain opera. He accepted. At the same time, unaware of our assistance, another group of friends offered him a hundred rubles a month if he would finish a certain other opera. He accepted that arrangement, as well, and, as a result, has finished neither. Still, somehow, he goes on writing music. There is a tavern in Morskaia Street, called Maly Yaroslavets—any night you will see him there, drinking vodka, scribbling music on napkins, menus, the margins of newspapers, feverishly, almost as if—” He broke off.

			“As if possessed?” I said.

			“A somewhat lurid allusion, don’t you think? No, I was about to say, ‘almost as if his life depended on it’—as I suppose it does, for his interest in music is probably the only thing keeping him alive. To look at him now, Gospodin Stanton, would you ever guess he was once an impeccably groomed Guards officer, of refined breeding, a wit, a ladies’ man?” He shook his head dolorously. “Poor Mussorgsky,” he sighed.

			Looking slowly about the salon, he then said, “The koochka is not what it was, sir. Do you see that pathetic creature sitting in the corner?” The gentleman indicated was indeed pathetic, a wraith who looked with glazed eye upon all who passed before him, responding feebly and mechanically to greetings, like an old man (although he was not old), then sinking back into motionless apathy. “That is, or was, the koochka’s vital force, its spine, its heart, its tingling blood. It was in his apartment we were wont to meet, he who held the group together, his the hands that firmly gripped the reins, his the whip that goaded us to frenzied effort. No man was more steeped in the classical scores, no memory was so vast as his. Now look at him. A coffin. His mind blighted by a mysterious malady. There he sits. His Tamara languishes unfinished. Music has ceased to interest him, he who breathed exotic harmonies every minute of the day.”

			We had been walking toward this pitiful wreckage, and now my guide leaned close and spoke to him: “Mily Alekseyevich! How is it with you?” The man looked up and blinked vapidly; it was quite obvious he did not recognize the speaker. “It is I, Vassily Ivanovich,” he was forced to add.

			“Vas . . . sily . . . ’Van . . . ovich . . .” A small, crooked smile of recognition twisted the poor man’s face for a moment, although the eyes did not kindle.

			“Allow me to present an honoured guest from England, Lord Henry Stanton. Lord Stanton, ily Balakirev.”

			The wretched fellow offered me a limp, dead hand, which I briefly shook; and then we left him, staring vacantly into empty air again. “Tragic,” my Virgil murmured; “and the final offense is that poor Mily, who once was the most vociferous of scoffers, now mumbles prayers and bends his knee to ikons.”

			“I hope you are not an unbeliever,” I said lightly.

			“I believe,” he said—a reply that would have satisfied me, had it not been for its dark colour, which seemed to imply meanings beyond the simple words.

			“Surely,” I asked him, “such ruination of body or mind are not typical of your group?”

			“Mussorgsky and Balakirev are possibly extreme examples,” he agreed. “But there, at the table, stuffing himself with zakuski,” he said, indicating a man in the uniform of a Lieutenant General of Engineers, “is Cui, who suffers from the worst disease of all: poverty of talent. And Rimsky, whose soul is corroded by his envy of Chaikovsky. As for Chaikovsky himself—he is not of our koochka, of course, being of the Moscow school—his sickness is so vile it scarcely can be spoken of . . .”

			I trust, Bobbie, that if you read my poor scratchings to Maude, you will judiciously elide those passages that you, a man of medicine, may assimilate without discomfiture, but which would not be proper for her unworldly ears. Suffice it to say that the man whose opera so beguiled me in Moscow this past month is, in plain fact, an addict of that shameful vice for which, we are taught, Jehovah smote the cities of the plain.

			This disclosure was so distasteful to me that I sought to change the subject of our conversation. The music of Yevgeny Onyégin still rang in my memory (though tainted now by that gross revelation) and I was therefore reminded of the poet on whose work the opera was founded.

			“You spoke of Pushkin some moments ago,” I said. “I have been told he was an extraordinary poet. Why do you hold him in low esteem?”

			“I do not,” he replied. “Pushkin was a genius. But suppose your English musicians persisted in setting only the plays and verses of Shakespeare, ignoring today’s English writers? This preoccupation with the past is stagnating most of Russian culture, and the music itself is as dated as its subject matter. Even Mussorgsky, whose crudeness is sometimes redeemed by flashes of daring, is being obtunded and made ‘inoffensive’ by Rimsky—a pedant who gets sick to the stomach at the sound of a consecutive fifth!”

			Does it strike you, Bobbie, that this chap was annoyingly critical of his illustrious colleagues? It so struck me, and a little later in the evening I had an opportunity to challenge him—but at this precise moment in our conversation, we were joined by our host.

			My initial “offense” regarding the music of Chaikovsky was now, happily, forgotten, and Rimsky’s eyes were warm behind the blue lenses. “Ah, Lord Stanton,” he said, “I see you have met our young firebrand. Has he been telling you what old fogeys we are, the slaves of tradition, and so on? Dear boy, for shame: our English visitor will carry away a bad impression of us.”

			“No, no,” I said, “his views are refreshing.”

			“He is our gadfly,” Rimsky said, with a diplomatic smile. “But we must all suspend our conversations—refreshing though they may be—and turn our attention to some music a few of our friends have consented to play for us.”

			We all found chairs, and a feast of sound was served. Mussorgsky provided accompaniment for a song sung by a basso they called Fyodr [Not Chaliapin, of course, who was only six years old at the time; but possibly Fyodr Stravinsky, the singer-father of Igor]; after which a chemist named Borodin played pungent excerpts from an uncompleted opera (“He’s been at it for fifteen years,” whispered my young companion. “Keeps interrupting it to work on symphonies. A chaotic man, disorganized. Bastard son of a prince.”). Next, Rimsky-Korsakov himself played a lyrical piece I found charming, but which my self-appointed commentator deprecated as “conventional, unadventurous.”

			I had, by this time, had a surfeit of his vicious carping. Taking advantage of a lull in the musical offerings, I now turned to him and, with as much courtesy as I could summon and in a voice distinct enough to be heard by all, said, “Surely a man of such austere judgement will condescend to provide an example of his ideal? Will you not take your place at the keyboard, sir, so that others may play at critic?”

			He proffered me a strange look and an ambiguous smile. A profound hush fell upon the room. Our host cleared his throat nervously. My heart sank as I realized that somehow, in a way quite unknown to me, I had committed another and possibly more enormous faux pas!

			But I see the dawn has begun to tint the sky, and I have not yet been to bed. I will dispatch these pages to you at once, Bobbie, and resume my little chronicle at the very next opportunity.

			Your peripatetic friend,

			Harry

			
			



	


 

			8 April

			My dear Bobbie,

			I left off, if I remember rightly, at that moment in Rimsky-Korsakov’s apartment when I committed some manner of gauche blunder merely by suggesting that a rather unpleasant young man, who had been so superciliously critical of his colleagues, play something of his own composition for the assembled guests. The embarrassed silence that fell upon the room thoroughly discomfited me. What had I said? In what way was my suggestion awkward or indelicate? Was the young man bitterly hated by our famous host? Unlikely, for he was a guest. Did the poor fellow have no hands? Not so: for, even now, he held wineglass and biscuit in long, slender fingers. I was bemused; I may have blushed. Only a moment passed, but it seemed an hour. Finally, the young man, still wearing the smirk with which he had greeted my challenge, replied, “Thank you, Lord Stanton. I shall play something of my own, if our host gives me leave?” He cocked an eyebrow toward Rimsky.

			Recovering his aplomb, Rimsky said hurriedly, “My dear fellow, of course. The keyboard is yours.” And so, raking the room’s occupants with an arrogant look, the young man swaggered to the piano and was seated.

			He studied the keyboard for a moment, then looked up at us. “I am in the midst of composing an opera,” he said. “Its source, you may be surprised to learn, is not a poem by the indispensable Pushkin or an old Slavonic tale. It is a modern novel, a book still in the writing, a work of revolutionary brilliance. It rips the mask of pretence and hypocrisy from our decadent society, and will cause an uproar when it is published. I was privileged to see it in manuscript—the author resides here in St. Petersburg. It is called The Brothers Karamazov. And this,” he concluded, flexing his spidery fingers, “is the Prelude to the first act of my operatic setting.”

			His hands fell upon the keys and a dissonant chord impaled our ears. Rimsky-Korsakov winced. Mussorgsky’s bleared eyes went suddenly wide. Borodin’s jaws, with a caviar savoury half-masticated, stopped chewing. The chord hung in the air, its life prolonged by the pedal, then, as the long fingers moved among the keys, the dissonance was resolved, an arresting modulation took place, a theme of great power was stated in octaves, and then that theme was developed, with a wealth of architectural ingenuity. The theme took wing, climbed, soared, was burnished with rich harmony, took on a glittering texture, yet not effete but with an underlying firmness and strength. The koochka and the other guests were transfixed, myself among them; Balakirev alone seemed unthrilled. Cascades of bracing sound poured from the piano. When the Prelude reached its magnificent conclusion and the last breathtaking chord thundered into eternity, there was an instant of profound silence—followed by a din of applause and congratulatory cries.

			The composer was immediately engulfed by his colleagues, who shook his hand, slapped his shoulders, plied him with questions about the opera. If I were pressed to find one word to best describe the general feeling exuded by these men, the word would be surprise. It was plain to me that they were stunned not only by the vigor and beauty of the music, but by its source, the young gadfly. I wondered why.

			My unvoiced question must have been written on my face, for at that moment Rimsky-Korsakov drew me aside and said, “You appear to be puzzled, Lord Stanton. Permit me to enlighten you—although, I confess, I am extremely puzzled myself. The fact is, you see, that this is the very first time young Cholodenko has shown even the dimmest glimmer of musical talent!”

			“What? But that Prelude—”

			“Astonishing, I agree. Daring, original, moving, soundly constructed. A little too dissonant for my taste, perhaps, but I have no hesitation in calling it a work of genius.”

			“Then how . . .” Incredulous, more baffled than ever, I stammered out my disbelief: “That is to say, a man does not become a genius overnight! His gifts must ripen and grow, his masterworks must be foreshadowed by smaller but promising efforts . . .”

			Rimsky nodded. “Exactly. That is why we are all so surprised. That is why I am so puzzled. And that, you see, is why we were so uncomfortable when you asked Cholodenko to play. Hitherto, his attempts have been painfully inept, devoid of any creative spark, colourless, derivative, drab. And his piano playing! The awkward thumpings of an ape!”

			“You exaggerate, surely.”

			“Only a little. The poor boy himself was aware of his shortcomings—shamefully aware. We tried to be polite, we tried to encourage him, we searched for compliments to pay him, but he saw through us and declined to play at these soirées.”

			“Yet he attends them.”

			“Yes, although his very presence has been a discomfort to himself and the rest of us. Music has a kind of insidious attraction for him; he is goaded by it as by a demon; he behaves almost as if . . .” He searched for words.

			“As if possessed?” I said, for the second time that evening.

			“As if it were food and drink to him. And yet, for some time now, he has been merely an observer.”

			“And a critic!”

			“A caustic critic. He has been an embarrassment, an annoyance, but we tolerated him, we pitied him . . .”

			“And now, suddenly . . .”

			“Yes,” said Rimsky. “Suddenly.” The eyes narrowed behind their cool blue panes as he gazed across the room at the triumphant Cholodenko. “Suddenly he is a keyboard virtuoso and the creator of a masterpiece. There is a mystery here, Lord Stanton.”

			And, at that, I burst out laughing!

			Rimsky said, “You are amused?”

			“Amused and appreciative,” I replied. “It is a very good joke—you have my admiration, sir.”

			“Joke?”

			“You had me completely gulled. An absolutely inspired hoax!”

			Rimsky’s brow now creased in an Olympian frown. “I do not waste time with hoaxes,” he said with dignity, and walked stiffly away.

			Determined not to be daunted by this, I pushed my way through to Cholodenko and shook his hand. “I am only a profane listener,” I said, “and have no real knowledge of music, but my congratulations are sincere.”

			“Thank you, Lord Stanton. You are most kind.” His demeanour had undergone a subtle change: victory and praise had softened the prickly edges of his character. How wrong, Bobbie, is the axiom of our mutual friend, Acton [Obviously, John Emerich Edward Dalberg Acton, Eighth Baronet and First Baron, 1834–1902]. “Power tends to corrupt;” he says, “absolute power corrupts absolutely.” This is bosh, and I’ve often told him so: it would be much truer to say “Lack of power corrupts; absolute lack of power corrupts absolutely.”

			The soirée was nearing its end. As the guests began to leave, my curiosity impelled me to seek out Cholodenko and accompany him into the street.

			The cold hit me like a cannonball. Nevertheless, I strolled at Cholodenko’s side, along the banks of the frozen Neva (the embankments, of Finnish gray and pink marble, were iridescent under the moon). Both of us were buried in enormous greatcoats of fur, but I was still cold.

			“Be patient but a few more days,” said my companion, “and you will see spring split open the land. Our Russian spring is sudden, like a beautiful explosion.”

			“I shall try to live that long,” I said, shivering.

			“You need a fire and some wine,” he laughed. “Come—my apartment is only a few more steps . . .”

			I was eager to learn more about this man, although custom urged me to make a token demur: “No, no, it is late—I should be returning to my quarters.”

			“Please,” he said. “I am wide awake from this evening’s triumph—I should not like to celebrate it alone.”

			“But I am a stranger. Surely your friends—”

			Cholodenko snarled bitterly. “Those vultures? They condescended to me when they felt me their inferior; soon they will hate me for being their superior. Here is my door—I entreat you—”

			My face felt brittle as glass from the cold. With chattering teeth, I replied, “Very well, for a little while.” We went inside.

			His apartment was small. Dominating it was a huge grand piano of concert size. Scores and manuscript paper were piled everywhere. Cholodenko built a fire. “And now,” he said, producing a dust-filmed bottle, “we will warm ourselves with comet wine.”

			His strong thumbs deftly pushed out the cork and the frothing elixir spewed out into the goblets in a curving scintillant jet, a white arc that brought to mind, indeed, a comet’s tail.

			“Comet wine?” I repeated.

			He nodded. “A famed and heady vintage from the year of the comet, 1811. This is a very rare bottle, one of the last in the world. Your health, sir.”

			We drank. The wine was unlike any I have ever tasted—akin to champagne, but somehow spicy, richer; dry, yet with a honeyed aftertaste. I drained the goblet and he poured again.

			“A potent potation,” I said with a smile.

			“It makes the mind luminous,” he averred.

			I said, “That heavenly wanderer, for which it is named, imbued it with astral powers, perhaps?”

			“Perhaps. Drink, sir. And then I will tell you a little story, a flight of fancy of which I would value your opinion. If you find it strange, so much the better! For, surely, one must not tell mundane stories between draughts of comet wine?”

			Of that story, and of its effect on me, I will write soon.

			Your friend,

			Harry

			



	


 

			12 April

			My dear Bobbie,

			Forgive the palsied look of my handwriting—I scribble this missive on the train that carries me from St. Petersburg, and the jiggling motion of the conveyance is to blame. Yes, I take my leave of this vast country, will spend time in Budapest, and will return to London in time to celebrate your birthday. Meanwhile, I have a narrative to conclude—if this confounded train will let me!

			The scene, you may recall, was the St. Petersburg apartment of Vassily Ivanovich Cholodenko. The characters, that enigmatic young man and your faithful correspondent. My head was light and bright with comet wine, my perceptions sharpened, as my host lifted a thick mass of music manuscript from the piano and weighed it in his hands. “The score of The Brothers Karamazov,” he said. “It needs but the final ensemble. When it is finished, all the impresarios in the country, in the world, will beg me for the privilege of presenting it on their stages!”

			“I can well believe it,” I rejoined.

			“After that, other operas, symphonies, concerti . . .” His voice glowed with enthusiasm. “There is a book that created a scandal when it was published three years ago—Anna Karenyina—what an opera I will make of it!”

			“My dear Vassily,” I said, only half in jest, “I see a receptacle for discarded paper there in the corner. May I not take away with me one of those abandoned scraps? In a few short years, an authentic Cholodenko holograph may be priceless!”

			He laughed. “I can do better than wastepaper,” he said, handing me a double-sheet of music manuscript from a stack on the piano. It was sprinkled with black showers of notes in his bold calligraphy. “This is Alyosha’s aria from the second act of Karamazov. I have since transposed it to a more singable key—this is the old copy—I have no further use of it.”

			I thanked him; then said, “This story you wish to tell . . . what is it?”

			“No more than a notion, really. Something I may one day fashion into a libretto—it would lend itself to music, I think. I would like your thoughts, as a man of letters, a poet.”

			“A very minor poet, I fear, but I will gladly listen.”

			He poured more wine, saying, “I have in mind a Faustian theme. The Faust, in this case, would possibly be a painter. But it would be patently clear to the audience from the opening moments of the first act—for his canvases would be visibly deployed about his studio—that he is a painter without gift, a maker of wretched daubs. In a poignant aria—barytone, I think—he pours out his misery and his yearnings. He aspires to greatness, but a cruel Deity has let him be born bereft of greatness. He rails, curses God, the aria ends in a crashing blasphemy. Effective, yes?”

			“Please go on,” I said, my curiosity quickened.

			“Enter Lucifer. And here I would smash tradition and make him not the usual booming basso but a lyric tenor with a seductive voice of refined gold—the Fallen Angel, you see, a tragic figure. A bargain is reached. The Adversary will grant the painter the gift of genius—for seven years, let us say, or five, or ten—and then will claim both his body and his immortal soul. The painter agrees, the curtain falls, and when it rises on the next scene, we are immediately aware of a startling transformation—the canvases in the painter’s studio are stunning, masterful! A theatrical stroke, don’t you agree?”

			I nodded, and drank avidly from my goblet, for my throat was unaccountably dry. I felt somewhat dizzy—was it only the heady wine?—and my heart beating faster. “Most theatrical,” I replied. “What follows?”

			Cholodenko sighed. “That is my dilemma. I do not know what follows. I had hoped you could offer something . . .”

			My brain was crowded with questions, fears, wild conjectures. I told myself that a composer was merely seeking my aid in devising an opera libretto—nothing more. I said, “It is a fascinating premise, but of course it cannot end there. It needs complication, development, reversal. Possibly, a young lady? . . . no, that’s banal . . .”

			Suddenly, a face was in my mind. The remembrance of it, and the new implications it now carried, I found disturbing. The eyes in this face were dead, as blank as the brain behind them; the smile was vacuous and vapid: it was the face of that living corpse, Balakirev. My thoughts were racing, my head swam. I set down my goblet with a hand that, I now saw, was trembling.

			Cholodenko’s solicitous voice reached me as if through a mist: “Are you well, sir?”

			“What? . . .”

			“You are so very pale! As if you had seen—”

			I looked up at him. I peered deep into the eyes of this man. They were not dead, those eyes! They were dark, yes, the darkest eyes I have ever seen, and deep-set in the gaunt face, but they were alive, they burned with fanatic fire. At length, I found my voice. “I am quite all right. A drop too much, I fear . . .”

			“Comet wine is unpredictable. Are you sure—”

			“Yes, yes. Don’t concern yourself.” I inhaled deeply. “Now then, this opera story of yours . . .”

			“You must not feel obligated to—”

			“Suppose,” I said guardedly, “that you invent another character. A fellow painter—but a man immensely gifted and acclaimed. You introduce him in Act One, prior to the appearance of Lucifer . . .”

			“Yes?” said Cholodenko quickly.

			“As the opera progresses, we watch an uncanny transferral . . . we see the gifts of this great painter dim, in direct proportion to the rate with which your Faustian painter is infused with talent, until the great artist is an empty shell and his opposite number is a man of refulgent genius.”

			Cholodenko smiled sardonically. “The Devil robs Peter to pay Paul, is that it?”

			“That is precisely it. What do you think of the idea?”

			“It is arousing,” he said, his dark eyes watching my face intently. “It is very clever.” Then, waxing casual again, he asked, “But is it enough?”

			“No, of course not,” I said, rising and pacing. His eyes followed me, flickering from left to right and back again. “There must be the obligatory finale, wherein Lucifer returns after the stipulated time, and drags the condemned painter to fiery perdition. Quite a scene, that! Think what you could make of it.”

			“It’s trite,” he snapped. “The weary old bourgeois idea of retribution. I detest it.”

			I stared at him, mouth agape. “My dear boy, you needn’t bite my head off. It’s merely an opera . . . isn’t it?”

			He mumbled, “I apologize. But that scene has been done before—Mozart, Gounod, Dargomizhsky . . .”

			I shrugged. “Then we will change it.”

			“Yes, yes,” he said, almost desperately. “We must . . . change it.”

			“What would you suggest? That your Faust be spared?”

			“Why may he not be spared? Must he be punished because he wished to bring the world great art? . . .”

			“No,” I said slowly, “not for that.”

			“Then for what? Why must he be damned for all eternity? Why?”

			We were facing each other across the piano. He was leaning forward, his hands gripping the instrument’s lid, his nails digging into the very wood. When I answered him, my voice was even and low:

			“Because,” I said, “of the man who was drained of his God-given genius to satisfy the cravings of your Faust. The man who was sucked dry and thrown aside. For that, someone must pay. For that, your Faust must burn in Hell.”

			“No!”

			The syllable was torn from his depths. It rang in the room. “Why must he burn for that? He had no way of knowing whence that talent came! Even if, later, he began to suspect the truth, if he saw the great master wane as his own star ascended, there was nothing he could do, no way he could stop it, the pact had been sealed! The Fiend had tricked him! Comprehend, if you can, the horror he would feel, the guilt, the shame, as he watched that blazing talent become cold ashes, sacrificed on the altar of his own ambition! He would hate and disgust himself, he would loathe himself far more than one would loathe a vampire—for a vampire drains only the blood of his victim, whereas he . . .”

			Cholodenko’s voice stopped, throttled by emotion. His face was a mask of anguish. Then he took a shuddering breath, straightened, and summoned the shadow of a laugh. “But what a very good story this must be, indeed, to sting us to such passion. I fear we are taking it too seriously.”

			“Are we?”

			“Of course we are! Come, hand me your glass . . .”

			“I have had enough, thank you. Perhaps we both have.”

			“You may be right. It has made us irritable. I’m sorry I burdened you with my problems.”

			“Not at all. It is stimulating to collaborate with a fellow artist. But it is really very late, and I must go.”

			I reached for my greatcoat, but he gripped my arm. “No, please, Lord Stanton. Stay. I beseech you. Do not leave me here . . . alone.”

			I smiled courteously, and gently extricated my arm from his grasp. I put on my coat. At the door, I turned and spoke. “That final scene,” I said. “You wish something different from the usual plunge to Hell. Here is something that might prove piquant, and is certainly theatrical . . .”

			Although he did not respond, I continued:

			“Lucifer drags your Faust down to The Pit, but the opera does not end, not quite. There is a little epilogue. In it, those lustrous paintings fade before the audience’s eyes and become empty canvases—I suppose that might be done chemically, or by a trick of lighting? And the poor chap whose gifts were stolen is restored to his former glory. As for your Faust—it is as if he never lived; even the memory of him is swallowed up by Hell. How does that strike you?”

			I do not know if he heard me. He was staring into the fire. I waited for a reply, but he said nothing and did not look at me. After a moment, I left.

			Please pass on to Maude the enclosure you will find herein. It is the piece of music Cholodenko gave me—Alyosha’s aria from Karamazov. Bid her play it (I am sure it is beautiful) and you will be the envy of London: the first of your circle to be granted a foretaste of a bold new opera that is certain to be greeted as a masterpiece.

			Your friend,

			Harry

			



	


 

			Lord Henry Stanton’s account of his Russian sojourn ends there. The other letters of his in the packet purchased at the Beverly Hills auction are interesting enough to possibly justify future publication, but all the material bearing upon what I may call The Great Cholodenko Mystery is contained in the three letters you have just read. To them, I can add nothing about Cholodenko, although I can supply some peripheral data available to any researcher willing to spend a little time digging into the history of Russian music:

			In the years following Lord Stanton’s visit to Russia, Mily Balakirev enjoyed a miraculous recovery. He returned to his abandoned Tamara, completed it, and in 1882 saw it produced to acclaim so tremendous that it secured for him, in the following year, a coveted appointment as Director of the Court Chapel. He again became an active host, filling his home with musicians and others eager for his friendship and guidance. He composed his Second Symphony and worked on a piano concerto. He conducted. He organized festivals in homage to Chopin and Glinka. He personally prepared a new edition of Glinka’s works. He energetically composed and edited music even into his retirement years, and outlived the other members of the koochka (with the single exception of Cui), dying in 1910 at the age of 73.

			A final curiosity: a yellowing sheet of music paper, presumably the one Lord Stanton mentioned, the page he said contained Alyosha’s aria from The Brothers Karamazov in Cholodenko’s own hand, actually is folded into his April 12th letter—but, except for the printer’s mark and the orderly rows of staves, it is blank.

		

	


			The Runaway Lovers
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			The runaway lovers were captured just before they reached the border of the duchy.

			They were dragged immediately before His Grace, the Duke, whose noble mien and halo of snowy curls lent him the aspect of a painted angel; and his face was sad as he looked reproachfully at his errant young wife, then at her troubadour lover, and then, with a great sigh and tears brimming in his soft old eyes, paid their captors in gold and turned the two prisoners over to his warder.

			The Duke’s curt instructions to the warder were surprising, for he enjoyed a reputation far and wide as a clement and a pious lord:

			The lovers were to be taken to the dungeons and severely punished for a total of seven days—one day for each of the cardinal sins—finally to be irrevocably demised upon the seventh. During this time, they were to be prohibited, by the most direct of means, from looking upon or speaking to each other, from proffering solace by either words of courage or glances of love.

			“The most direct of means,” chattered the genial warder as, keys jangling, he led the unhappy pair down into the subterranean dungeons. “Aye, that would be to remove your eyes and tongues.” They howled in outraged protest, but he laughed merrily and assured them it was a simple operation, done with pincers and hot irons in a few seconds.

			Still, all the world loves lovers, and the warder was a merciful man. He chose to postpone removing their eyes and tongues until the morrow, allowing them the night in which to see and speak to each other. See and speak, but not touch or fondle, for after stripping them he stuffed them into separate cages, tiny cages designed for minimum ease. Leaving one smoky torch flickering in a wall sconce, the warder took his leave of them. The lovers, squatting on bare haunches, their toes gripping the hard iron of the cages’ floors, were free to console each other as best they could with words and looks.

			The woman was the first to speak. “See to what a sorry state we have come,” she said through tears. “And all because of you.”

			“Of me?” the youth replied. “It was I who insisted you remain with your husband the Duke, for we could easily take our pleasure of each other under his sanctimonious old nose and he be none the wiser. But no—you had to run away.”

			“Any other course would have been ignoble. Running away was the only decent thing to do.”

			“You speak of decency? You?” he cried. “All hot and hungry mouth you were from head to foot, burning with thirst, parched from an old husband’s neglect, bold, unquenchable, depraved—”

			“Shut your vile lips! You are to blame for our foul fortune. I would not be crouching here naked, like a plucked peacock in a parrot cage, awaiting seven days of torture, if you had not made advances to me in the first place.”

			“Your memory is as tarnished as your virtue! It was you made the first sign toward me!”

			“You are a liar!”

			“You are a trollop!”

			She wept. Repenting a little of his words, he grumbled, “It well may be it is no fault of ours but of your hoary hymn-singer of a husband . . .”

			“Whorey? No, that is the very rub, he did not—”

			“You misrender me. His fault, I mean, to wed a wife whose years are but a third his threescore span. His fault to let her languish unslaked. His fault to throw the two of us so much together, telling me how much you loved my songs, telling you how much I loved your singing of them. His fault for living in such purblind holiness, such ignorance of fleshly wants, such idiot innocence that he could not foresee the natural outcome of it all. Yes, his the fault! All his! Ah, damn him for a prating prig!”

			She murmured tonelessly, “It was of latter days the Duke eschewed my bed. When first we wed, my youthful flesh so kindled him that his silver locks and holy ways were quite forgot, and he was less like monk and more like a monkey, or, as one might say, like goat or bull or stallion, what you will. Then, for reasons never understood but which I took for sad depletion of his aged energies, he grew mild and no more than a brother to me . . .”

			“Brother?” the troubadour scoffed. “Grandsire!”

			A dank draft of air tinkled the bones of an old skeleton that hung by dry wrists from rusted ceiling chains. It drew their eyes and their unvoiced wonderings: who had it been and how long ago and was it a man or a woman? For what had it died and how had it died—strung up with grim simplicity to starve, or had there been other things, less simple? The man shuddered and the woman wept afresh and both were silent for a while.

			Then he said, “Let us think clearly. In all his long life, has the Duke ever been feared for harshness? Has he condemned to torture even the most black-hearted malefactors? Has he so much as flogged the lowest churl? Is he not laughed at by lackeys for his softness? Sneered at as a weak and womanish wight? Is not his meekness the mock and marvel of the land? Is he not praised by priests and prelates for his piety, his charity, his unending orisons, his saintliness? Well? Do I speak true?”

			A stifled “Yes” escaped the crouched woman in the neighboring cage.

			He resumed: “How, then, can it be that such a man could visit hideous torments upon two human creatures, and one of them his comely wife?”

			She sniffled, her head crammed between her knees, her tears running in rivulets down her bare legs to glisten on her toenails. “You grasp at straws,” she moaned. “You heard him. Seven days of torture—”

			“Of punishment!” he crowed. “And what, pray, does he deem punishment, that lily-livered nun of a man? Fasting and kneeling and praying and mortifying the flesh? Hair shirts for seven days? Stern sermons, righteous rhetoric?” He laughed. “A little discomfort, humble show of repentance and a deal of yawning boredom! That is the ‘torture’ you fear!” He laughed again, rocking back on his heels as far as the cage would permit.

			The woman delivered herself of a despondent sigh. “You are a fool,” she said without rancor, as a plain statement of fact. “On the seventh day, we die. That was his command.”

			“Demised!” he said. “We are to be demised upon the seventh day!”

			“The selfsame thing . . .”

			“Not so! A word of many meanings! Chief among them: to be released!” He laughed louder. “Released! Can corpses be released? Can cold cadavers be granted freedom? No! We will but genuflect and beg forgiveness for seven short days—one day for each of the cardinal sins, you heard the pious dotard—and then we will be set free. Free! ‘Irrevocably demised’—released without revoke! Our worries are for naught!”

			Her eyelids, puffed and pink from weeping, opened slowly and her eyes sought his, scornfully, piteously. “Do you so soon forget? Is that thing within your skull of no more substance than a fishnet? Has fear so much unmanned you that your mind does not recall what else was said? A thing about our eyes and tongues?”

			He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it. Sick horror shadowed his face once more.

			She sneered, “Equivocate your way out of that!”

			Soon, he smiled. “For your unkindness and unpleasant words, I should allow you to continue thinking we will lose those necessary and delightful organs. Why should I comfort you, when for my pains I reap but snide rebukes?” He chuckled. “And so I will be mum.”

			A long silent moment passed. At length, she cried out, “Speak, wretch!”

			He laughed triumphantly. “Because I love you, sweetmeat, I will speak. And you will hearken. Call back to mind those dreadful words about our eyes and tongues. Recall who spoke them. Was it your saintly husband? Or was it a somewhat lesser lord, a slavering menial, none other than our lackwit turnkey?”

			She gave it thought. “My husband said . . .”

			“Your husband said we must not look upon or speak to one another. This is to be done, said he, by the most direct of means. Well, then. Gags and blindfolds! Are they not more direct than pincers and hot irons? Our stupid jailer was but wool-gathering, unlawfully elaborating upon your husband’s orders. Those orders, when they are carried out, will be no more stringent than the rapping of a child’s knuckles. Believe this, my saucy chuck—fear is a phantasm born out of air; it has not dam nor sire. Fret no further, dry your tears. A week of sackcloth and ashes, and we will be absolved, forgiven, and most magnanimously demised.”

			His words contained a certain logic. She began to be assured. “I pray you are right,” she said.

			“Trust in me,” he replied. “Your husband would not allow us to be either tortured or slain.”

			A little later, the warder, that kindly man, returned and greeted them with a cheery smile and sat down near them to eat a bowl of gruel, his meagre supper. Between slurpings and smackings, he spoke:

			“His Grace, the Duke, he says as how ’twould be unjust for you to dwell in ignorance of what is soon to come. Fair’s fair, he says, being no cruel man, no tyrant like some I’ve served, no fiend who would allow poor gentles like yourselves to fear that worst of all bad fates—that is to say, things unknown. Far better, says he, for them to know what lies in store for them, and certain it is there’s truth and wisdom in that, by bloody Christ’s own hooks, if my lady will forgive the language. So go, good man, he says to me, go back to them and tell them both each single thing that will be done to them, the seven things in seven days, and be not chary of detail, he says, for it is good they know the most, that they may fear the least and in serenity consign their souls to Heaven. Aye, he’s a fine man, a Godly man, is His Grace.”

			Wiping his lips and setting aside his empty bowl, the jolly fellow said, “Well, now, tomorrow is the first day of the seven, is it not, so at the brink of dawn, after the good night’s sleep I hope you’ll have, this is what will be done upon the pair of you . . .”

			When he told them of the First Day, they paled. When he told them of the Second Day, they groaned. When he told them of the Third Day, they cursed. When he told them of the Fourth Day, they wept. When he told them of the Fifth Day, they screamed. When he told them of the Sixth Day, they retched. When he told them of the Seventh and Final Day, a day that took almost a score of minutes in the telling, they fainted in the middle of it and he had to douse them into wakefulness with cold water, in order to finish it out. “And that be the whole of it,” he smiled, “after which there will be no vile heathen disrespect for the remains but decent burial and Christian obsequies for both. So said His Grace. Good night to you, then, my lady, young sir. Sleep well.” Humming a tune, he left the dungeon, closing the metal door with a dismal clang.

			The youth, maddened by despair, rattled the bars of his cage, beat his fists against them, clawed at the lock until his fingers bled. At length, he collapsed into a lump of quivering, whimpering flesh.

			She, her eyes blank with shock, mouthed disjointed words in a voice no stronger than a whisper. “Obscene . . . disgusting . . . more loathsome than I could ever dream . . . more horrible than all the agonies of Hell! Seven days! Each day unending! Oh God! To suffer thus? To undergo such foul abominations for a few moments of pleasure? No! No! . . .”

			Her lover looked up at her with a slackened face. He blubbered: “You must beg him, plead with him, entreat him! Tell him it was you who tempted me, and I, poor human clay, was sucked inexorably to the lodestone of your lust. Tell him that! Why should we both die so horribly? Why should I suffer for your unfaithfulness?”

			She shrieked at him: “Coward! Serpent! You would see me ripped and broken, to save your own skin? You must seek his mercy, tell him you snared my soul with devilish tricks and necromantic arts, rendering me a helpless slave to your cravings!”

			“I? Scream my throat to shreds for seven unthinkable days and nights—all for a wench? A pair of lips, and eyes, and—and—and—”

			His stammering tongue was impaled by something he saw outside his cage. He blinked. He licked dry lips. “Look,” he said, pointing with an unsteady hand.

			She looked. There on the stone floor, near the empty bowl, not far from the cages in which they were bent double, lay a heartlifting circle of hope: the warder’s keyring.

			“The k—” she began to shout, but “Shhh!” her lover cautioned, his finger to his lips. He whispered hoarsely: “Not a word. Not a sound. This is the Hand of Providence itself.”

			Also in a whisper, she said, “Stop prating holy hogwash like my husband and get it.”

			He stretched his arm out between the bars of his cage, but his reach fell far too short. He squeezed his naked shoulder painfully between the bars, extending his reach, but still his fingertips raked empty air, inches away from the ring of keys. Finally, exhausted, he went limp.

			Now she, from her cage, reached between the cold black iron of the bars, her tapering slim fingers writhing like little snakes in the attempt to grasp the keyring. Grunting indelicately, cursing vulgarly, she stretched her pretty arm still further, one round ripe fruit of a breast crushed cruelly against the bars. A sheen of sweat covered her whole body, despite the dungeon’s chill. But still her fingers did not touch the taunting keys.

			He, watching her efforts, whined, “No use . . . no use . . .”

			She was loath to give up so easily. Hissing an unladylike oath, she now unbent her shapely long legs and, wincing at the pins of pain that shot through them after the hours of squatting restraint, she forced them between the bars, toward the metal circle of keys that lay between them and escape. Her toes flexed and curled, reaching for the keys. Her legs stretched still further, as her full thighs now were scraped and squashed by the cage bars. Biting her lip, she gripped the bars with her hands and pressed her belly and loins relentlessly against the unyielding iron, almost splitting herself in two on the bar that separated her thighs, gasping in pain, her toes clenching and unclenching, the sweat streaming from her flesh, until, at length, with a moan of thanksgiving, her efforts were rewarded, her feet closed upon the ring, she felt the welcome cold shafts of the keys between her toes, and slowly, carefully, she drew her feet back toward the cage, reached out and seized the keyring in her hand, then fell back, slimed with sweat and the blood of scraped skin, panting, sobbing, victorious.

			Her lover in the other cage, eyeing the keys almost lasciviously, croaked, “The locks! Open the locks!”

			She inserted one of the dozen keys into the lock of her cage door. It did not fit. She tried the next. And the next. Both lovers cursed, despair flooding them again and filling the great space hope had excavated in their hearts, as she tried key after key.

			The tenth key worked. She swung open the creaking door of her cage and crawled out upon the stone floor of the dungeon. Slowly, agonizingly, she pulled herself to her feet and stood at her full height, magnificently, nudely beautiful.

			Then, walking past his cage, she went straight to the dungeon door.

			“Wait!” he cried. “Would you leave me here?”

			“Who travels light travels best,” she said, and unlocked the dungeon door.

			“Strumpet! Open this cage!”

			She laughed softly and blew him a mocking kiss.

			“You need me!” he screamed. “You need me to overpower the guards, to steal horses, food, clothing. If you leave without me, I will bellow my lungs out, awaken the entire castle, the warder and the guards will apprehend you before you reach the first wall!”

			She looked at him thoughtfully. Then, smiling, she walked back to his cage. “I was but teasing you,” she said, and released him.

			“I choose to believe you,” he growled, “bitch!”

			The two of them swung open the heavy dungeon door. Quiet and swift, hardly daring to breathe, they padded on bare feet up a narrow corkscrew of stone stairs to the armory.

			There, serried ranks of soldiers stood in wait!

			No: thus they appeared to be at first glimpse, but were soon revealed to be no more than empty suits of armor, the eyeslits as devoid of life as the sockets in the grinning skull below.

			Up more stairs they climbed, and skittered spiderishly along a pitch black, airless corridor so constructed that it seemed to grow narrower as they penetrated it, the ceiling built gradually lower and lower until they were obliged to crouch, the walls themselves so close together at one point they had to go in single file and then to crawl on their bellies through the foul air and impenetrable dark.

			It seemed upward of an hour before they felt cool air and, shortly after, crawled out and stood upright in a place no less dark but which felt to be a specie of tunnel. They ran blindly through what proved to be a vexing, labyrinthine network of such tunnels, often colliding painfully with hard stone walls, until they heard a liquid sound and knew the maze to be a system of drains or conduits or somewhat, for soon they were splashing in filthy, stinking water up to their ankles, then to their knees, then feeling panic seize them as the icy wetness lapped their naked backsides.

			An eternity of headlong splashing flight they suffered, hearing the chattering of rats and seeing their red eyes in the dark, before a pinpoint of light in the far distance brought harsh sobs of triumph from their throats and they ran toward it pell-mell, splashing, sliding, falling, scrambling to their feet again and plunging on toward the blessed beckoning spot of light, out of the noisome water that now fell to below their knees, then to their ankles, until they were running in dryness again, the light growing brighter and bigger until, with aching limbs and flaming lungs, they burst out of the tunnel and into—

			The dungeon. The selfsame dungeon whence they had escaped. For there were the cages, with the doors standing open, and there was the dangling skeleton, and there was their amiable warder, a truncheon in his hand, greeting them with a gap-toothed smile.

			“A trick,” the troubadour groaned, collapsing to his knees.

			“Aye, lad,” the warder nodded. “A trick to pass the time and take your minds off your troubles.”

			The woman shrieked, “A fiendish trick! A trick to raise our hopes and dash them down again! A gloating demon’s trick!”

			“Now, now,” the warder chided, “into your little cages, the pair of you, and quick about it or I’ll be obliged to break a bone or two with this . . .” He raised the truncheon meaningfully. Taking the keyring from her hand, he locked them in the cages again.

			“All wet, are you, all wet and bare and blue with cold?” the warder said, solicitously. “Take heart, there will be heat enough at dawn.” And, significantly, with broad winks, he opened a cabinet and took down a pair of branding irons which he placed upon a bench. “Aye, fire enough and heat enough,” he grinned. From the cabinet he also took two long sharp blades, like gigantic paring knives. “Fire and heat and other things as well,” he added, placing the awful knives next to the branding irons. He then closed the cabinet, squinted at the hideous equipment on the bench, and said, “That be enough. For the First Day, at least, it be enough.” Then, deliberately shaking the keyring and filling the air with its sour jangle, he walked toward the dungeon door, saying, “This time I’ll not be forgetting my keys, like a naughty knave. Good night, my lady, young sir, or rather, good morning, for dawn will break in less than an hour.”

			The door clanged shut.

			 • • • 
The Duke’s face wore an expression of shock. “Dead, you say? Both of them?”

			“Aye, that they be, Your Grace,” replied the warder, “and by their own hands. Behind my back, they reached out from their cages and took the blades Your Grace bade me put upon the bench for them to look at. The Lord have mercy on their souls.”

			The Duke crossed himself, dismissed the warder, and turned to the tonsured clergyman at his side. “You heard, Monsignor? Smitten by remorse, consumed by guilt, they took their own lives.”

			“And, as suicides,” solemnly said the priest, “plummeted straight to the fires of Perdition—there to suffer chastisement infinitely more severe than if they had died by your command.”

			“True, true, poor burning souls,” said the Duke. “I never, as you know, intended bodily harm to come to them.”

			“Of course not. Such cruelty would have marred the good repute you bear among all men.”

			“Those grisly tales I bade the warder tell them, those skeletons and other things, were but to harrow and humble their spirits for a night. Oh, I do repent me—”

			“Of those harmless tales and bones?”

			“Not they so much, Monsignor, as I repent my overtrusting nature that placed those two young people in temptation’s path. Is mine the blame? Is mine the hand that led them to depravity, discovery, and death?”

			The priest spoke firmly. “No! Your Grace’s guileless goodness cannot bear the blame for the sins of others!”

			“It is good of you to say it.”

			“You never could foresee or wish the death of your young wife!”

			“Oh, no.”

			“You never could desire to yet again become a widower!”

			“Heaven forbid.”

			“And dwell in mournful loneliness once more!”

			“O doleful day!”

			“No man in all the realm can blame you.”

			“I pray not.”

			“The hearts of all your friends, your faithful courtiers, the meanest churls, the highest lords, His Majesty, the Church itself—all these mourn with you in this heavy hour!”

			“Thank you, Reverend Father.”

			“But if I may, without offense, speak of your sudden sad unmarried state, I would remind Your Grace that a certain advantageous alliance is now possible with a family whose name is so illustrious I need not give it breath . . .”

			“At such a time as this,” the Duke replied, “one cannot think of marriage. But when I have composed myself, then we may have some words anent that prince to whom you have alluded, and whose sister is, I do believe, of fifteen summers now and therefore ripe for wedding. To you, Monsignor, I leave all small details of the nuptial ceremony, which must take place, I need not say, only after what is called a decent interval.”

			“A decent interval, of course,” replied the priest.
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		An undated letter, written by Lord Henry Stanton to Sir Robert Cargrave, a London physician, probably in 1876 or 1877, judging from internal evidence:

			Sir Robert Cargrave
Harley Street
London, England

			My dear Bobbie,

			Of all the news in your last letter, the item that has struck me most forcibly is your casual mention that “telephones” have begun actually to be installed in London, and that the serenity of even your own gracious home will soon be shattered by the shrilling of that vulgar novelty. In Venice, from which I write, we are still unsullied by such encroachments.

			The Byzantine domes of St. Mark’s are visible from my terrace, and with a glass I can bring them so close as to discern the cracks in the mosaics. I also can see a strip of shimmering lagoon, crowded with gondolas, and with San Giorgio rising far in the distance. Crystalline weather! Such un-English, un-clouded skies, of shamelessly vivid, unabashedly Italian blue. Morning haze; warm and starry nights. To go about in a gondola by day is jolly, but to do so by night is magical. Last night, I glided along the Grand Canal, past magnificent wraiths of fifteenth century palazzi, gaunt silent relics in the argent Venetian moonlight (yes, Venetian moonlight is like no other). No sound save that of the gondolier’s oar in the water. And then no light, either, as we turned into the Rio di San Luca and lost the moon, passing under arching bridges with feeble bracket lamps that did little more than emphasize the sudden darkness of the water, sliding beneath us like black oil.

			I live here in my rented palazzo like a Renascence prince, un gran signore, sipping old wine, strolling amongst the pictures and sculpture, looking out upon the city, listening to the songs of the gondoliers and poring over old books, such as a certain crumbling volume lengthily entitled Varie avvertenze utili e necessarie agli amatori di buoni libri, written some 160 years ago by the good Father Gaetano Volpi, priest and librarian. The book is before me at this moment, and for your delectation I will copy out a few passages of his advice on the care and protection of one’s library. He warns us not to emulate the example of Magliabechi, the famous librarian of Florence, “who read during meals and was known to drop a kipper amid the pages to mark his place . . . Nor use your library to hold meetings, for it is known that bookstalls have been found convenient—o tempora, o mores!—for gentlemen to relieve themselves . . .” Mark well and profit by those sage words, Bobbie.

			And do not think this is an ordinary palazzo in which I pass my days. It enjoys the distinction of being haunted; or perhaps I should say the reputation of being haunted, for I have yet to see or hear the shade of mad Count Carlo in these halls. I have heard his tale, however, recounted by the venerable person from whom I rent this palazzo—a remarkably well-preserved morsel of decayed gentry, 85 if he is a day (possibly older), yet still fond of food and wine and blest with that stamina which spinners of elaborate stories vitally require (to say nothing of their listeners).

			It was just yesterday, in the latter part of the afternoon, that he was here and I asked him about the Count. He fixed me with his still bright eyes, shook his great white-haired head in the negative; then, when I entreated him to tell, he gave a sigh, and seemed to relent, and said, in his somewhat quaint and stilted way (in Italian, of course, which I here translate): “So many tales are told, so much mendacious folly spread about, that it is good for such a one as I to loose his tongue and say such words that may (if God is good and you inclined to hear them) tell the bare, unpainted truth about those hapless folk . . .”

			I nodded eagerly, offering him a chair, pouring him more wine, urging him on.

			He sipped the wine, and waxed ruminative. “A single cold misgiving yet I harbor,” he said, “although I will not let it stay me. It is this: my poor, stiff words, ungarlanded by malice or invention, will yet disclose a tale more crammed with cruelty, and vile device, and dark profundity of horror, than any silly falsehoods you have heard. You wish me to go on, Lord Stanton?”

			Foolish question! “Certo,” I replied.

		* * *

		You will be relieved to know I have no intention of setting down the good old man’s words verbatim, in their admittedly colourful but convoluted and meandering original, for few of us have time for such bedizened narratives in this modern world of “telephones” and “talking machines” (have you heard of this latter?—an American named Addison or Eddisohn has spawned a devilish device that will abolish every opera house and concert hall in the world within a decade, I predict. A frightening and barbaric race, these Yankees). No, I will paraphrase my ancient host’s tale, which, I should guess, took place in the vicinity of 1790; at any rate, some time near the end of the last century.

			Count Carlo lived in this palazzo with a carefully chosen minimum of servants and retainers, and no other kin but his sister Fiammetta, who was as fair as he was plain. His skin was raddled, hers was opalescent; his nose was large and shapeless, hers was a dainty, demure, delicately modelled masterpiece; his eyes were small and piggish; hers large and dark and luminous and clear and shaded by the fine fringed canopies of her lashes. Many were the swains who came here to the palazzo to win her; who came, I say, but who were discouraged, turned away, repulsed, every one of them, by her brother the Count.

			“Why may not young men pay suit to me?” she often asked her brother. “Is it your plan to make of me a nun?”

			At such times, he would emit his dry cackle of a laugh. “A nun! Ah no, bella sorella—” he would repeat the phrase in a singsong, a kind of daft liturgy “—sorella bella, bella sorella! You are too fair, too fine, too rare a wine, in cloistered convent walls to pine, o matchless little sister mine!”

			“Matchless is well said, since you refuse to make a match for me!” And she would weep.

			Then he would calm her, and soothe her, and assure her he was but saving her for a suitor worthy of her beauty, grace and station, a mate of the proper blood.

			“What is this of blood?” she would wail. “These are no churls who have sung songs at my window, begging for my hand, swearing eternal love, but highborn fellows, all. Blood, indeed!”

			“Blood,” repeated the Count, and the word seemed to spur his whirling mind, to spiral it into another shower of dotty doggerel: “Sangue rosso, sangue caldo . . .” (Again I shall endeavour to render this into English.) “Blood is red and blood is hot; blood may seem what blood is not. Blood most innocent, if shed, hatred on that blood is fed . . .”

			“Oh, brother, leave off with these riddling rhymes, I pray you. They are sour to my ear.”

			“Sour?” And that would be enough to send him into another theme: “That which sweetest tastes of all may be changed to bitter gall. Adonis can a monster be, and songs of love—cacophony!” (Did you not tell me once, Bobbie, that there is a form of mental disorder in which the patient expresses himself exclusively in rhyme? Count Carlo seems to have been an early example.)

			There came to the palazzo one fateful day a traveller from Spain, a handsome young man of good family who sued to see not Fiammetta but Carlo. The Count, apparently impressed by something in the young man’s name or mode of approach, granted him audience.

			“Honoured sir,” said the Spaniard, “you see before you one whose life is dedicated to beauty. The beauty of dappled hills, of horses, of guileless children, of gleaming ripe fruits, of draperies; the sad and humbling beauty of timeworn faces; the cold beauty of silver, the warm beauty of gold; the unadorned beauty of man and woman in their perfection—all these and more I have captured upon canvas. For some time now, I have dreamt of a great picture, my dear conte—Mother Eve, alone in the Garden, in the innocence before the Fall, the world a glowing quietude around her, unblemished, undefiled. This picture I have sketched and sketched again more times than I can say—the composition and much of the detail, the trees and flowers, gossamer insects, playful tame beasts, the soft sky and gentle clouds above them. I lack but one element, without which all is nought. Eve herself escapes me—nowhere have I found her, not among living models or in the realms of my mind, and it is not for want of searching.”

			Carlo said, “You fascinate me, honoured guest. Pray go on and tell the rest.”

			“It was a friend of mine and sometime teacher,” the young man continued, “who put me on the scent, as it were. He is himself an artist of no small gifts, recently appointed pintor de cámara, Francisco Goya by name, and one day he said to me, ‘Ramon, when a man has painter’s ears as well as painter’s eyes, he notes things other men pass by. That talk we heard in taverns a month or two ago, and again this past week, those stories, rumours, about a young Venetian maiden named Fiammetta, whose beauty is the theme of songs and sonnets in her own land—might there not be some truth behind them? Do you not recall the ardour, the passion of the song we heard that sailor sing?—

			Divina Fiammetta,

			Bellissima giovinetta . . . 

			—is it likely the subject of his song is but a fiction? Where there is smoke, is there not likewise fire? If I, like you, were searching for an Eve; and if I, like you, were unencumbered and not saddled with a court appointment, I would get me straightway to Venice!’ So said my friend, and I am here, dear count.”

			Carlo, who had thwarted all others seeking interviews with Fiammetta, seemed to succumb immediately to the Spaniard’s blandishments. Even the thought that his sister, as Eve, would be obliged to pose au naturel did not perturb him. In his words: “Though men are ruled by lechery and lust, physician, priest and painter one may trust.”

			One small step had yet to be taken, of course—obtaining the permission of the lady herself.

			We have all heard that “Opposites attract,” but I have found this less true than the axiom that “Like speaks to like,” that beauty seeks beauty and grace calls out to grace—and surely this was the state of things when Fiammetta for the first time beheld Don Ramon José Villardos y Manadereña. For if she was a young goddess, he was a young god, a Grecian statue, a catalogue of perfections, reflecting her own beauty lustre for lustre, even to the opal glow that lit both his skin and hers. They were fated to fall immediately and furiously in love; lock and key seemed not more made to join together; and such elemental passions as theirs not hurricane nor holocaust, not puny Man nor Almighty God may tear in twain. Her permission, it is superfluous to say, was granted at once.

			And so it was that Fiammetta was left behind closed doors with Don Ramon while he blocked out the main lineaments of the huge canvas, and painted the first brushstrokes. Days went by, and weeks, and on every day of this time save Sundays, Fiammetta spent hours under the eyes of Ramon, as innocent of raiment as the Eve she represented.

			Are we to be surprised, then, that one morning Carlo stepped suddenly, unexpectedly into the room to find not only Eve, but also Adam, cleaving together not on canvas but in the living flesh? Behind them, like a fine theatrical cloth, stood the immense spectrum of colour that was the uncompleted canvas—the lush jungle of Eden, veiled in primordial mist, the leaves and grasses in every imaginable variety of green, the flowers a dazzling riot of vibrant scarlet, soft lavender, bright yellow, lush purple, the insects and birds almost audibly buzzing and chirping, the lion and the lamb asleep together; and, coiled sinuously in the branches of the focal Tree, the unblinking, watchful Serpent. The figure of Eve had hardly been touched—she remained a blurred charcoal outline—but this gaping cavity in the canvas was masked by the figures of the flesh-and-blood model and her painter who seemed to be part of the picture, but a part that stood out in breathtaking relief, like a masterly example of trompe-l’oeil.

			With a cry of shock, the young lovers drew apart and reached for draperies to cover themselves withal. Fiammetta trembled at the wrath she knew would come. Ramon, when his voice returned to him, gathered about himself as much dignity as the circumstances would permit, and said:

			“Sir, I alone am blameworthy in this. Here is my breast: draw your sword and slay me, for I know that you must, but find forgiveness for your sister and spare her life, I beseech you.”

			Carlo appeared to be confused by this speech, and asked for elucidation; whereupon Ramon replied, “In my country, you, as the lady’s brother and only living relative, would be compelled by custom to observe the pundonor, the point of honour, and slay the woman as well as the man, even though the woman be raped. Blood alone, the blood of both, can wash out such a stain—”

			“So may it be in Spain,” said Carlo. Then he laughed in a not unfriendly manner, and added: “Your ancient ways it ill becomes me to disparage, but all the punishment I plan for you—is marriage!”

			Nothing could have pleased the two young people more than this. They joined Carlo in laughter, and then and there, under the most—shall we say informal?—of conditions, made plans for a quiet wedding, to take place in one week’s time.

			It was a simple ceremony, attended almost entirely by the servants, conducted in the chapel of the palazzo by a simple padre of the district.

			Ramon took up residence in the palazzo, the old walls of which seemed to glow with the love of the newlyweds. Their life was an enchanted idyll, they lived in an Eden of bliss that paled the painted Eden of his canvas. The picture was at length finished: it hangs here now, in the main hall, where all may see and admire the beauty of Fiammetta-Eve, and the talent of her adoring husband.

			Some nine months after that embarrassing interruption that precipitated the hasty marriage, Carlo planned a supper for the three of them. Fiammetta was great with child, the midwife expected the infant to arrive the following day, so the supper was in the way of a celebration. The finest wines and cheeses were brought forth from the cellar, roasted birds and baked meats were proffered, fantastic pastries decorated the table. There was much laughing and joking, a deal of kissing, and Carlo and Ramon exchanged a great many stories of chivalry and brave exploits, thus delighting Fiammetta, who liked a good tale. Carlo asked Ramon if he did not perhaps know a story concerning pundonor, which would help him understand this strange custom of the Spaniards.

			“I do,” replied Ramon. “A story both true and terrible, a story close to me for reasons you will soon perceive. It is a story of a beautiful Spanish widow, the still-young mother of a boy not yet fifteen, who was seduced—nay, raped would be the more honest word—by a hidalgo of hot blood and cold cunning, grown bold by the recent death of the poor lady’s husband and protector. But he did not reckon with her brother, who, as guardian of the family’s good name, slew him—then slew the lady, too, his own sister, to satisfy the code of pundonor, which demands that both defiler and defiled must be slain.”

			“How cruel!” said Fiammetta. “That the lady, too, should die! It is a heartless code, this pundonor.”

			Carlo, agreeing with her in his jingling, jangling way, said that the Italian vendetta was much more sensible and fair than pundonor, since it would demand the death of the traducer only, not of the wronged woman as well.

			Placing a tender hand upon her husband’s arm, Fiammetta cooed, “My love, you said this tale was close to you . . . was the poor widow your mother, and yourself the lad of fifteen years?”

			“No, my sweet, I was ten at the time, but there is more to tell. The unhappy lady was my dear and saintly aunt; the brother who spilt her blood, my father. My cousin, the boy of fifteen, with whom I and my little sister were wont to play and gambol for hours together, so congenial were we—that dear cousin, that jolly companion, roiled by his mother’s death and by the manner of it, wrought a horrible revenge upon us.” Ramon shuddered. “Even now, across the span of years, the picture of that vengeance poisons me . . .”

			Count Carlo said, “But pray go on, although it chill your marrow—a half-told tale’s a bow without an arrow.”

			Ramon resumed: “One night, while we all slept, my cousin stole stealthily into our house, crept up to the bedchamber of my little sister, and then—with his father’s saber, which we found all bloody on the floor—hacked her into unrecognizable pieces!”

			Fiammetta sucked in her breath and recoiled. “Ah no!”

			“Butchered that four-year-old! Butchered her tiny blameless form as if she were a suckling pig—nay, one would not even chop a pig so much, so madly!”

			“Oh, my poor Ramon . . .” Fiammettta sought to solace him with tender kisses upon his cheek, so wrought was he with the reliving of the hideous event. “And your cousin?” she asked. “How did he fare? Was he caught and punished?”

			Ramon shook his head. “He vanished. We searched for weeks, for months, a year, but he was never found.”

			A silence had covered the table like a shroud. The setting sun cast a ruddiness upon the room that, at any other time, would have been lovely, but now looked like nothing more nor less than a film of blood. At length, Carlo rose from the table, stroking his chin reflectively, and paced, saying, “This haunted tale of hellish hate I might yet elaborate.”

			“Elaborate?” said Ramon, wonderingly. “That story?”

			Carlo nodded. “Suppose, by devilish design, indeed your cousin killed a swine, made of it a mincemeat mess, wrapped it in the silk nightdress of your sister and then fled, bearing her away not dead—not dead but very much alive, to such a place where she would thrive, and grow more beautiful each day, in a palazzo far away . . .” He turned suddenly to the puzzled Spaniard.

			“In a . . . palazzo?” said Ramon. “You mean in Italy?”

			Carlo nodded.

			“Strewed the gory pieces of a pig in her crib and left the saber there . . .”

			Carlo bowed.

			Ramon tried to smile. “It is an ingenious conceit, I grant, but . . .” His voice trailed off, uncertainly.

			Said Carlo: “That cousin of such horrid fame: tell me, may we know his name?”

			Ramon opened his mouth, then closed it again without replying, as if the requested name had frozen in his throat. His eyes flickered from Carlo to Fiammetta and back again.

			She, who had been silent through this, now said, “Ramon—what was your cousin’s name?”

			Ramon did not look at her. In a chilled voice, he said, “Carlos.”

			Carlo laughed.

			Fiammetta laughed, too, at what she knew not. Her laughter faded and died as her mind called back a line from one of Carlo’s past nonsense verses: Blood may seem what blood is not. Did it have a meaning? And: Blood most innocent, if shed, hatred on that blood is fed. What of that? Was it mere foolery, or something much worse? She turned to regard her husband—unspeakable suspicions were beginning to distort the sweetness of his face (or was it something in her own thoughts that was making his beauty ugly to her eyes?). That which sweetest tastes of all may be changed to bitter gall. Adonis can a monster be, and songs of love—cacophony . . . 

			Giggling hollowly, she plucked her husband’s sleeve and said to him, “This is but a mad jest, it is his peculiar way.” Turning desperately to Carlo, she cried, “Tell him it is only a foolish verse, brother!”

			Carlo was no longer laughing. He looked icily down upon her. “Nevermore call me your brother.” He pointed to Ramon. “Use that name upon this other.”

			“No!” she shouted, hoarse with disbelief. “Ramon my brother? This is your silly fancy!”

			Ramon howled, “It cannot be!” But he had grown pale. Now, rising, staggering under the full implication of Carlo’s words, he upset the table, sending chalices of wine clanging to the marble floor, their crimson contents gushing like sanguinary floods. “I am here of my own volition!” he cried to Carlo. “You could never have foreseen my coming!” His eyes glazed with a new thought and he reeled away from Carlo, saying, “And yet . . .”

			Fiammetta now spoke, her voice blanched by dawning horror. “And yet, did you not say that tales reached your ears of a maiden whose beauty . . .” She broke off, her voice strangled in her throat, her ivory bosom heaving with the pound of her heart. “Oh God! Those who spread the tales—they must have been his accursed minions!”

			Ramon’s whole frame was shaking. He took Fiammetta’s terror-stricken face in his hands, and studied it, and looked into her eyes as he said, in a voice all groan and whimper: “You do not resemble him . . . you are closer to me in likeness . . . to me!”

			Carlo had wandered out, onto the parapet, and was now standing with his head thrown back and arms outspread, looking aloft into the blood-red sky. In a frenzied, declamatory voice, he addressed an apostrophe presumably to the spirit of his hated uncle:

			“Slayer of my mother, see—I avenge that infamy! See your son and daughter wed, sharing a corrupted bed; see her swollen by his seed, soon to spawn a loathly breed! Thus Ramon and Fiammetta consummate my sworn vendetta!”

			His insane laughter echoed along the canals . . . 

			But I must bring this to a close, Bobbie, for my eye-lids grow heavy. I was kept awake last night by these confounded bells of Venice: the tolling of the enormous Campanile bell first, followed by that pair of sledge-hammermen on the Orologio, one of them always two minutes behind the other ever since 1497, I am told. In that two minutes there is no silence, however, for there is another, unidentifiable, bell in the vicinity of St. Mark’s to fill the vacuum. Promptly at six in the morning, the Campanile again shakes the town as its great bell calls the faithful to worship. And yet I love this glorious clangour! What is mere sleep compared to such a symphony? There will be sleep and to spare, for all of us, when we are laid in the earth.

			The rest of my story you can guess, or most of it. Ramon, driven by justified rage as well as by the dictates of pundonor, killed Carlo (or Carlos) and Fiammetta, and, finally, himself.

			This treble tragedy grows even starker when we consider the distinct possibility that Carlo’s little disclosure may have been a figment, made up out of whole cloth, just as Fiammetta fleetingly had hoped. His mad mind may have fabricated the whole thing for the first time when he heard Ramon’s account of those childhood horrors.

			And certain convenient facts relating to the resemblance between Ramon and Fiammetta may have seemed to corroborate Carlo’s story. But have you not seen two strangers more alike in looks than some siblings you have known? Have you not seen brother and sister quite unlike each other in appearance? As for the seeming prophecy of the earlier verses, which so terrified Fiammetta when she recalled them, did they really contain secret knowledge or were they no more than crazy Carlo’s cryptic word-juggling, meaningless jingles with obligatory classical allusions? I fear we will never know whether Carlo’s mischief was a fiendish plot stretching over many years, or merely a tall tale concocted that fatal night.

			My venerable host offers no opinion on this matter. When he left me yesterday, he merely added that Fiammetta’s child did not die (as one would assume) but was born at the moment of his mother’s death. You, Bobbie, are a physician, and will know if such a thing is possible. He further claims that this child is still alive. And he hints, rather broadly, that this offspring of a possibly unnatural, possibly quite natural union is none other than himself. I will admit he is old enough to be.

			Before I close, I must tell you that the great diva, Maria Waldmann, is here in Venice, preparing what will be her last opera season (she is retiring to marry Count Galeazzo Massari) and she has promised to write me a letter of introduction to her friend Signor Verdi, whom I hope to visit soon at his home, Sant’ Agata. He is searching for a subject for his next opera, and I propose to recount the above story and perhaps undertake the writing of the libretto—Ramon e Fiammetta, or possibly Carlo, Conte di Venezia, or better still: La Vendetta, un dramma di Enrico Stanton, musica di Giuseppe Verdi. What do you think? Please write, a good long letter, whenever you are not chattering on your “telephone.” And when you do write, please tell me if it is true what I have heard: that the Empress of Brazil has sent our dear Victoria a gown woven entirely of spider web. I prefer to believe it, but my preferences, as you know, have always been for the baroque.

			Your friend,

			Harry
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			“They say,” said the Countess, absently fondling the brooch at her young throat, “that he’s the devil.”

			Her husband snorted. “Who says that? Fools and gossips. That boy is a good overseer. He manages my lands well. He may be a little—ruthless? cold?—but I doubt very much that he is the Enemy Incarnate.”

			“Ruthless, yes,” said the Countess, gazing at the departing black-cowled, black-hosed, black-gloved figure. “But cold? He seems to be a favorite with the women. His conquests, they say, are legion.”

			“‘They’ say. Gossips again. But there you are—would the angel Lucifer bed women?” The Count snorted again, pleased at his logical triumph.

			“He might,” replied his wife. “To walk the earth, he must take the shape of a man. Might not the appetites of a man go with it?”

			“I am sure I do not know. These are delicate points of theology. I suggest you discuss them with a holy father.”

			The Countess smiled. “What did he want?”

			“Nothing. Business. Shall we go in to dinner?”

			“Yes.” The Count proffered his arm and they walked slowly through the tapestried halls of the castle. “He seemed most insistent about something,” the Countess said after a moment.

			“Who did?”

			“Your efficient overseer.”

			“He was urging more stringent measures with the serfs. He said his authority had no teeth if he could not back it up with the threat of severe punishment. In my father’s day, he said, the thought of the castle’s torture chamber kept them in line.”

			“Your father’s day? But does he know of your father?”

			“My father’s harshness, my dear, has ever been a blight on our family’s escutcheon. It has created enemies on many sides. That is why I am especially careful to be lenient. History shall not call us tyrants if I can help it.”

			“I still believe he is the devil.”

			“You are a goose,” said the Count, chuckling. “A beautiful goose.”

			“That makes you a gander, my lord.”

			“An old gander.”

			They sat at table. “My lord—” said the Countess.

			“Yes?”

			“That old torture chamber. How strange I’ve never seen it.”

			“In a mere three months,” said the Count, “you could not possibly have seen the entire castle. Besides, it can be reached only by descending a hidden stairwell with a disguised door. We’ll go down after dinner, if you like, although there’s really nothing there to interest a sweet young goose.”

			“Three months . . .” said the Countess, almost inaudibly, fingering the brooch again.

			“Does it seem longer since our marriage?” asked the Count.

			“Longer?” She smiled, too brightly. “My lord, it seems like yesterday.”

			 • • • 
“They say,” said the Countess, brushing her hair, “that you’re the devil.”

			“Do you mind?”

			“Should I mind? Will you drag me down to the Pit?”

			“In one way or another.”

			“You speak in metaphor?”

			“Perhaps.”

			“You are equivocal.”

			“Like the devil.”

			“And, like him, very naughty.”

			“Why? Because I am here in your boudoir and you are dressed in hardly anything at all?”

			“Because of that, yes; and because you counsel my dear husband to be a tyrant, like his father.”

			“Did he tell you that?”

			“Yes. And he showed me the torture chamber you advised him to reopen. How wicked of you! It is a terrible place. So dark and damp, and so deep underground—why, a poor wretch could split his lungs screaming and never be heard in the castle proper.”

			“Your eyes are shining. I assume you found it fascinating.”

			“Fascinating! Of course not! It was disgusting. That horrible rack . . . ugh! to think of the limbs stretching, the tendons tearing! . . .”

			“You shudder deliciously. It becomes you.”

			“And that dreadful wheel, and the iron boot . . . I have a pretty foot, don’t you think?”

			“Perfect.”

			“Such a high arch; and the toes so short and even. I hate long toes. You don’t have long toes, do you?”

			“You forget—I have no toes at all. Only hooves.”

			“Careful, I may believe you. And where are your horns?”

			“They are invisible. Like those your husband will be wearing very soon.”

			“Indeed. You think highly of your charms.”

			“As do you. Of yours.”

			“Do you know what struck me as most horrible?”

			“Eh? Horrible about what?”

			“The torture chamber, of course.”

			“Oh, of course. What struck you as most horrible?”

			“There was a cage. A little cage. It looked like something you might keep a monkey in. It was too small for anything larger. And do you know what my husband said they kept in it?”

			“What?”

			“People!”

			“No!”

			“They kept people in it, he said. They could not stand up straight, or lie down; they could not even sit, for there were only spikes to sit on. And they kept them crouching there for days. Sometimes weeks. Until they screamed to be let out. Until they went mad. I would rather be torn apart on the rack . . .”

			“Or have that pretty foot crushed in the boot?”

			“Don’t. That tickles . . .”

			“It was meant to.”

			“You must leave. The Count might walk in at any moment.”

			“Until tomorrow then, my lady . . .”

			Alone, smiling to herself, the Countess abstractedly rubbed the tops of her toes where he had kissed them. She had heard of burning kisses, they were a commonplace of bad troubadours, but until this evening she had thought the term a poetic extravagance. He wanted her—oh, how he wanted her! And he would have her. But not right away. Let him wait. Let him smoulder. Let him gaze at her in her diaphanous nightdress; let him, as she lifted her arms to brush her hair, admire the high beauty of her breasts. Allow him a kiss now and then. Oh, not on the mouth, not yet—on the feet, the fingertips, the forehead. Those burning kisses of his. Let him plead and groan. Let him suffer. She sighed happily as she turned down her bed. It was fine to be a woman and to be beautiful, to dole out little favors like little crumbs and to watch men lick them up and pant and beg for more and then to laugh in their faces and let them starve. This one was already panting. Soon he would beg. And he would starve for a long, long time. Then, some night when she thought he had suffered long enough, she would allow him to feast. What a glutton he would make of himself! He would try to make up for lost time, for all the weeks of starvation, and he would feast too rapidly and it would all be over too soon and she would have to make him hungry again very quickly so he could gorge himself again. It would all be very amusing . . . 

			 • • • 
“If I am the devil, as you say they say, then why do I not over-whelm you with my infernal magic? Why do I grovel here at your feet, sick and stiff with love?”

			“Perhaps it entertains you, my Dark Prince. Here: Kiss.”

			“No. I want your lips.”

			“Oh? You grow presumptuous. Perhaps you would rather leave.”

			“No . . . no . . .”

			“That’s better. I may yet grant you a promotion.”

			“Ah! my love! Then—”

			“Oh, sit down. Not what you call my ‘favor.’ Just a little promotion. Though I don’t know if you deserve even that. You want everything but you give nothing.”

			“Anything. Anything.”

			“What a large word! But perhaps you could indeed give me anything . . .”

			“Anything.”

			“But they say you demand fearful things in return. I would suffer torment without end, through eternity . . . Ah, I see you do not deny this. I do believe you are the devil.”

			“I’ll give you anything you desire. You have but to ask.”

			“I am young. Men tell me—and so does my mirror—that I am beautiful, a delight from head to toe. Do you want all this?”

			“Yes! Yes!”

			“Then make this beauty never fade. Make it withstand the onslaught of time and violence. Make me—no matter what may befall—live forever.”

			“Forever . . .”

			“Haha! I’ve got you haven’t I? If I never die, then what of that eternal torment? Do you grant me this boon, Evil One?”

			“I cannot.”

			“Wonderful! Oh, what an actor you are! I begin to admire you! Other men, impersonating the Adversary, would have said Yes. But you . . . how clever you are.”

			“I cannot grant that.”

			“Stop—I’m weak with laughing! This game amuses me so much! It lends such spice to this dalliance! I would play it to the end. Satan, look here: you really cannot grant my wish, even if I give you in return—all this?”

			“Tormentress!”

			“All this, my demon? In return for that one thing I desire? All this?”

			“The Powers of Night will swirl and seethe, but—yes, yes, anything!”

			“Ah! You disarming rogue, come take these lips, come take it all!”

			 • • • 
“You said he was the devil and now I am inclined to believe you. The treacherous whelp! To bed my own wife in my own castle!”

			“My lord, how can you think that I—”

			“Silence! Stupid goose, do you still dissemble? He left without a word, under cover of night. Why? And your brooch—the brooch of my mother!—was found in his empty room; in your bedchamber, one of his black gloves. Wretched woman!”

			“Indeed, indeed I am wretched . . .”

			“Tears will avail you nothing. You must be humbled and you will be humbled. Give thanks that I am not my father. He would have left you crammed naked in this little cage until your mind rotted and your body after it. But I am no tyrant. All night long, without your supper, you will shiver and squirm down here in repentence, but in the morning I will release you. I hope with sincerity you will have learned your lesson by then. Now I am going. In a few hours, you will probably start screaming to be let out. Save your breath. I will not be able to hear you. Think on your sins! Repent!”

			 • • • 
“They said he was the devil, but I place no stock in such talk. All I know is that he came to me directly from the old Count’s castle where he had been overseer or something, and gave me complete plans for the storming of the battlements: information about the placement of the cannon, the least securely barricaded doors, the weakest walls, measurements, location of rooms, the exact strength of the castle guard and a schedule of its watch . . . everything I needed. My forces had been on a one-hour alert for months. I attacked that very night. Thanks to my informant, the battle was over before dawn.”

			“You are to be congratulated, Duke. And where is he now?”

			“Gone. Vanished. I paid him handsomely, and just between the two of us, Baron, I was beginning to make plans for his disposal. A dangerous man to have near one. But the rascal was smart. He disappeared soon after my victory.”

			“And that head on the pike up there, with the gray beard fluttering in the wind—it belonged to the late Count?”

			“Yes. To this end may all enemies of my family come.”

			“I’ll drink to that. And what disposition was made of the old fool’s wife?”

			“The Countess? Ah. That is the only sourness in my triumph. I’d have enjoyed invading that pretty body before severing it from its pretty head. But she must have been warned. We searched and searched the castle that night. She was nowhere to be seen. She had escaped. Well . . . wherever she may be, I hope she gets wind of what I’m doing to her husband’s castle.”

			“Razing it, aren’t you?”

			“Down to its foundation blocks—leaving only enough to identify it—and building on that foundation an edifice of solid stone that will be a monument to its downfall and to my victory. Forever.”

			“Where do you suppose the Countess is now?”

			“The devil only knows. May the wench scream in torment for eternity.”
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