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Il semblerait en effet qu'il existe dans certains hommes un veritable instinct-bestial, pur et integre comme tout instinct, qui cree les antipathies et les sympathies, qui separe fatalement une nature d'une autre nature, qui n'hesite pas, qui ne se trouble, ne se tait et ne se dement jamais, clair dans son obscurite, infaillible, imperieux, refractaire a tous les conseils de l'intelligence et a tous les dissolvants de la raison, et qui, de quelque facon que les destinies soient faites, avertit secretement l'homme-chien de la presence de l'homme-chat, et l'homme-renard de la presence de l'homme-lion.
--Victor Hugo
It would seem, in fact, that there is in certain men a veritable bestial instinct, pure and complete, like all instincts, which creates the antipathies and sympathies that inevitably separate one nature from another, which never hesitates, never doubts, never holds itself in check, and never deviates, which shines brightly in the midst of its own obscurity, is infallible, imperious, refractory to all that intelligence counsels, to all the solvents of reason, and, which, whatever shape destiny takes, secretly warns dog-man of the presence of cat-man, and fox-man of the presence of lion-man.
PART 1
Chapter 1
I came upon these papers In the ruins of a fortress in Luxembourg, in the spring of 1897. I had been exploring the city throughout most of the day, and I had reached the citadel late in the afternoon.
I found the ruin irresistible, and I decided to linger for an hour or so. It was situated on a natural bridge of land that descends into a deep chasm gouged out of the rock by the Alzette River. From its bleak ramparts, one could see the sweep of the valley, with the medieval streets of the Grund off to one side, beyond the beige towers of the Eglise St. Jean.
Gazing upon this scene I found it easy to imagine Frankish artisans at work in their shops, crafting barrels for Moselle wine, or iron shoes for war horses.
I turned to the remains of the fortress with a sensation of pleasure, for It was here in 963 that Sigefroi, first count of the Ardennes and founder of the House of Luxembourg, built his castle.
As I examined the site, a sheet of lightning boiled out of the clouds. The sky grew progressively darker, and before long I could see very little between intervals of lightning. A few drops of rain splattered among the stones and soon I began to fear a long walk back to my hotel in a torrential downpour. No driver would venture out for the chance of a fare on a night like this.
I don't suppose I could tell you to this day what kept me there in the fierce vanguard of the storm. I remember vividly the great, forked bands of lightning, glimpses of towers and iron bars, and somewhere in the distance, the sound of a bell tolling.
The rain came and I huddled under an overhanging arch, getting what protection I could. And there, with the smell of wet stone and earth all around me, I stumbled on a battered tin box.
At first I thought it was the modern relic of a tourist, one of the breed that leaves its trash everywhere to spoil the beauties of the historical scene for those that follow. But on closer examination, I saw that a plaque had been affixed to it, with the Latin inscription:
Attendite a falsis prophetis, qui veniunt ad vos in
vestimentis ovium, intrinsecus autem sunt lupi rapaces.
I recognized this immediately as St. Matthew: "Beware of false prophets, who come to you in the clothing of sheep, but inwardly they are ravening wolves." Curious, I snapped the hasp with the blade of my penknife, and opened the lid. An acrid smell of preservatives and old cloth assailed my nostrils. There were sheets of yellowed paper inside, hundreds of them, each marked by the same, peculiar, crabbed handwriting.
A frontispiece gave the name of the author as Albrecht Morivania Von Dunkelfeuer, and the date as 1825. There was a letter attached in a different handwriting. This was in a peculiar variety of Latin, and I made it out with considerable difficulty:
"The manuscript contained herein was done at my request; it is a record of grisly and hideous events, all of which are true and marked down with great fidelity to the remembered past. I swear to you upon my mother's grave; nothing here is false.
I am the wretched man who keeps watch over this testimony of evil. In my ignorance and pride, I tampered with mysteries dangerous to mankind, and others have paid the forfeit.
By my hand were set free monsters that fouled and blotted the work of creation, and, to my immortal shame, murdered my fellow creatures. There can be no forgiveness for such a crime. My only wish is that others might take warning.
May God have mercy on my soul, and on the souls of those who come upon this history."
You can imagine how I felt upon reading this. I was eager to apply myself to the rest of the manuscript, but I had only a few matches, and darkness was growing upon me steadily. Forthwith I shut the box and made my way out onto the road, oblivious to the rain that beat down out of the windy sky, soaking me to the skin.
I had only gone a few paces when a burst of lightning threw the entire valley into high relief, illuminating the figure of a man standing not six feet away from me.
I say "figure of a man," but in that instant of blinding light, the deformities that set him apart were burned into the retina of my mind for ever afterwards. I see him clearly to this day--his neck bent to one side, away from a high shoulder, and his arm held at a peculiar angle, like the branch of a tree that has been broken by a wind and twisted backwards.
The lightning came again, and this time I could see his face clearly because he had moved to within a few inches of me. My heart was beating wildly in my chest, my breath caught in my throat. I thought some beast from the Apocalypse had been released into the world to take vengeance on all who crossed his path. His body was twisted horribly, his hands were enormous, and gnarled like the roots of an old tree.
But it was the face that terrified me, for it was covered in hideous sores. Patches of hair grew everywhere, like tufts of fur on a mangy dog. The wide, grinning mouth was filled with broken yellow teeth. A fang protruded from one corner like the puncturing incisor of a jungle cat. The ears were elongated and pointed at the tops, and the whole gruesome effect was capped by the yellowish tint of his eyes, which were fixed on me as though he wished to rend my flesh from my bones there and then.
I turned to flee, but a clawed hand prevented me, seizing my arm with the force of a madman. Desperately I tried to shake him off, but his grip held, and then a horrible, rasping voice commanded, "Be still! I will not harm you."
Immediately I ceased my struggles, and gave myself over to the kind of detached observation that takes its origin in despair. What could I do? He had the strength of a devil; even if I broke away he would have overtaken me with ease. There was nothing for it but to succumb and look for an advantage; so we stood there in the pouring rain, lightning flashing all around in intermittent frenzy, as though God himself had renounced the world and were about to destroy it in a new flood.
And then the creature said:
"You have the manuscript?"
I thrust it at him at once. "Take it," I said. "Had I known it belonged to you, I would not have removed it."
He shook his head at this.
"Keep it! Read it! You will find much in it to interest you."
And then he laughed, a thin, shrill laugh that frightened me out of what was left of my resolve and my dignity. I stood shivering in my cloak while he, in his tattered grey rags, with his twisted and contorted figure, laughed on and on, possessed by a fit of demonic mirth.
When it was over, he released his grip and said, "The manuscript belongs to no one! It is yours for the moment. Keep it and read it carefully; when you have finished, place it where another will be sure to find it."
"I shall do so immediately upon my return," I said. "I am your servant."
"If you fail me, if you do not read the manuscript, if you do not pass it along to another, I shall come in the night and rip your heart from your chest with my bare hands."
At these words, he held up his twisted, clawed hands and shook them in my face.
"Keep your part of the bargain," he said, "or I will rend the fabric of your mortal being and scatter the remains among the vermin of the gutters."
My throat went dry. I tried to speak, but my voice failed me utterly.
"I am the guardian of the manuscript," he said. "My task, my penance, is to follow it from hand to hand, from immortal soul to immortal soul. You are a link in an endless chain."
I made no pretense at understanding. I merely listened, shivering with the wet and the cold. He stared at me for a long moment, and if I could have shrunk myself under that pitiless gaze, I would have diminished myself to the size of a flea to escape.
Finally, after what seemed an eternity, he turned and strode rapidly away along the road.
I waited for the space of a few moments, half afraid he would change his mind and return like a wolf on the fold, but he was as good as his word, and I soon found myself alone.
And so I made off, walking at first, then running, my boots splashing in the deep puddles as the distant lights of the city beckoned through the miserable night.
There was a roaring fire in the hearth when I burst into the lobby, and a few guests were seated around its cheering warmth, sipping cognac and reading the local papers. They all looked up in astonishment as I entered, dripping water onto the fine Turkish rug, and the clerk ran out from behind his desk with a look of distress.
"Mon Dieu! But the monsieur will catch la grippe!" he said. "Arlette! he called, and a chambermaid came from out of the back room. "Go and see that the monsieur has a fire in his room, and a glass of the best Calvados. And warm towels." He took me by the arm as the chambermaid rushed up the stairs. "You must sit by the fire, monsieur, until the maid has prepared your room for you. Another moment and you would have drowned, is it not so!"
The clerk found me a chair in front of the fire and brought me a glass of apple brandy, warming it over a candle flame. But even then, with the comfort of a good hotel, a drink, the society of my fellow guests and travellers, I could not expunge the sensations of gloom and dread. It was as though I had stepped for a brief interval of time into the very depths of hell, and that single instant had provided me with a vision of eternal torment that would haunt me to the end of my days, making all people and things around me seem insubstantial.
Indeed, even when my room was prepared, I could not bear to be alone, and it was only later, with great reluctance, that I could bring myself to mount the stairs and face the new terrors of solitude.
I closed the door and put the tin box on the desk. A fire crackled in the hearth, and the light from an oil lamp cast shadows on the walls as I moved. I poured myself another glass of brandy and changed into dry clothing. At last, when I could put the matter off no longer, I seated myself at a small oak desk and removed the manuscript from the box.
From the moment I read the first words I knew that I was caught; nothing under Heaven would make me break off until I had finished the infernal manuscript.
Indeed, the sun was rising over the chill and haggard dawn of a new day before I had done.
Herewith, a fair copy of the manuscript, made by own hand over a period of several days, during which I feared at any moment a visit from the hideous stranger.
Chapter 2
It is said that fear is infectious and spreads like a disease of the flesh.
This may not be a universal truth, but it was certainly the case in my family, and I can remember no time in which we were entirely free of its grip.
The malady showed itself clearly in my father, though for what reasons I was not to learn until much later. He was the scion of a reclusive, and many would say, an infamous family that had lived for centuries in a castle in a remote part of Austria, near the Slovenian border and the village of K--, two day's journey from Villach. The castle had been erected during Charlemagne's reign by a ruthless feudal lord, who used it as a base for raids against the Avars. It was sacked twice and its inhabitants tortured in grisly fashion. My ancestors, descendants of the founder, managed to hide out during each raid in the catacombs beneath the cellar, and in the forests beyond, until one among them somehow found the strength to destroy the invaders.
Those of the Avars who surrendered were taken into the catacombs, where a terrible vengeance was extracted.
Little is known of the man who defeated the Avars--even his name has vanished into the mists of time, but there are dark rumors about how he obtained such great power.
His descendants tried to put an end to the rumors; nevertheless, my family's legacy from that time has been a strain of madness never entirely eradicated from generation to generation. My father kept all signs of this infirmity hidden when I was a child, but I have since discovered that, throughout his life, he endured periods of violent agitation, during which his powers of reason were besieged by some demonic force.
Before he met my mother, these episodes would continue for several days at a time. He would take himself out of the country and disappear until the fits had burned themselves out. When he returned, his face and looks bespeaking the nearness of death, he would refuse to utter a word on subject of what he had done and where he had gone.
Occasionally mysterious visitors would appear at the castle; strangers who rarely showed their faces to anyone but my father. Indeed, Ernst, the old manservant, long since gone to his grave, told me when I was a young boy that no one had ever desired to talk to these strangers, so vicious was their demeanor. The servants believed they had the evil eye, for when they came, they exercised a morbid influence on my father. He would take them down into the catacombs, where they would spend entire nights together, while my old, widowed grandmother would finger her beads and croak a few half-forgotten phrases in the chapel.
But there was a change, say the servants, when my father married. He found in my mother a little happiness, a brief respite from the agony of mind that had made ashes of his youth. When I was born, he nearly obtained remission of his sentence, so ecstatic was he. The villagers were invited to great feasts, and Schloss Dunkelfeuer rang with the unaccustomed sounds of dancing and pleasure.
Unfortunately, the mood did not last. My mother died a year after my birth. She endured a lingering, painful illness that baffled even the surgeons my father had brought in from Vienna and Paris. In her final moments, she spoke in a language that no one understood. Her arms were upraised beseechingly to a figure no one gathered around her could see, though her conviction of its presence was so powerful as to make everyone in the room feel it.
My father aged quickly after that, becoming a taciturn recluse. Even I saw little of him; I was looked after by a series of tutors, none of whom would stay very long in such a lonely and desolate place. The servants, too, deserted us, one by one, until only a few old men and an ancient woman remained.
Then, when I was sixteen years old, the strangers began visiting the castle again.
The one I despised most was the first who came. I had been out hunting boar most of the day, and now with evening shadows creeping out from among the trees, I was returning slowly along the path that wound up the side of the mountain from the village. I had not gone far when a dark figure, little more than a patch of mist, stepped out from between two pines, startling my horse.
I quickly dismounted, for a stranger along this remote way was a rare creature indeed, and must be treated with courtesy.
At first I took him for a monk, although he stood over six feet tall and showed the vigor of a woodsman in his every movement. He wore a robe and cowl of coarse grey cloth, and carried an oak walking staff, which was adorned with two carved serpents.
"Are you of Schloss Dunkelfeuer?" he said in a gruff voice.
I did not like his tone; I answered him in a brusk manner. "I am, indeed. My name is Morivania. My father owns the castle."
He moved closer, and I had the unnerving sensation that he was searching through every part of my being.
"I had not recognized you," he said at length. "Time has made a strong young man of the child I last saw." His voice was hoarse and unpleasant, and there was something about his manner that made me feel uneasy. As he drew near, an overhanging branch caught the material of his cowl, pulling it back, and I could not suppress a gasp at what I saw. The entire right side of his face had withered almost to the bone; only the eye was untouched. It was as though some malignant entity had drawn a line from the forehead to the chin, just to the right of his nose, and decreed that one side should be seared with the breath of hell.
The fellow smiled at my discomfiture, and replaced his cowl. "Permit me to introduce myself," he said. "I am Luther, an old friend of your father's." His grip was firm, but his hand was as cold as ice, imparting an odious sensation, as though one had been touched by a corpse.
"I have not been here for many years," he said, still holding my hand in his. "Your father must have thought me gone from the face of the earth. But a wolf never strays far from the pack." He stood very close to me, his breath smelling of the charnel house. His eyes were small and of a bright reddish brown color. He examined me with such penetration I felt as though my flesh had been stripped away to reveal whatever secrets lay beneath.
"You will take me to him, Morivania. I smell his trail now, and I grow impatient to see my old companion. I must see him." His grip tightened, crushing my hand painfully; then he backed away a little. It was at that point I noticed the peculiar boot on his right foot; the heel was higher than the left, and the whole boot broader and flatter. When he approached my horse, he limped, and I was confirmed in my belief that he had a deformed foot as well as a withered face.
It was with considerable misgiving that I took such a person to see my father, yet I had very little choice in the matter. I'm sure he would have compelled me to do his bidding by sheer force of will had I not agreed of my own volition. Nevertheless, I was soon to regret his presence, and before long I was casting about for a means to get rid of him.
We clattered into the courtyard and dismounted at the front door. Old Willi, the footman and groom, came to take the horse, but as he drew near, he spotted Luther on the front steps, and he shrank back as though he had been confronted by the very devil. His face went a sickly white, his thin hands fluttered in the air, and he mumbled a nervous imprecation.
"Attend to your task, Willi!" I ordered, not wishing to prolong the offense to our guest, but the old servant seemed paralyzed; nothing would induce him to move.
Then Luther turned and stared at him from the entranceway. The effect on Willi was astonishing; he covered his face with his hands, cried out in a shrill voice, and fell to his knees. I must say that I felt uneasy myself now; I glanced at Luther, catching a trace of a very ugly grin just as it vanished from his lips. I followed him up the stairs as I thought there was nothing to be done about Willi for the moment. The instant Luther entered the hallway, the terrified servant picked himself up and ran out of the courtyard like a boy of twenty, never to be seen again.
It was not a happy omen. I was of a mind to send Luther away upon the instant, but he had already passed, uninvited, into the great hall, where he found my father.
I will never forget the look on my father's face when he saw Luther that day. He had been examining some antique jewelry of my mother's, and his back was turned to us. The first he knew of our presence was the heavy clump...clump ...clump of Luther's peculiar boot, and I think that sound alone told him who had come, because he whirled around immediately, and stared uneasily at his guest.
"So, you are back!" he murmured, exhibiting such an air of resignation, I thought he had in that moment given himself up to the grave. His eyes were lusterless, the corners of his mouth drooped, and the weight of his head seemed too much for his bowed shoulders.
Luther said nothing. He merely examined my father, waiting until I was sent out of the room and the door was closed. What went on between them remains a mystery to me, though I have since managed what I consider to be a pretty fair guess.
My father held counsel with his visitor all that evening and through the night. In the morning, he would say nothing about him, except that he would be with us for some time. I thought that perhaps he might have wished to say more, but henceforth he was never to be out of Luther's sight, and this exercised some constraint on him. He seemed to want to convey a message to me, yet he feared the power of his guest.
As the days passed, however, I myself began to fall under the sway of this apparition. Time began to lose its meaning for me; visitors came and went, the last few servants went grumblingly about their lonely work, and the castle fell into even greater solitude than had been its wont. Only the occasional woodsman came near, and they soon left after taking a little water at our well.
Chapter 3
Shortly after Luther made his first appearance at Schloss Dunkelfeuer, I decamped for the University of Vienna. I left with considerable unease, because my father showed every sign of gathering infirmity, and I feared that he would not survive many more years unless some profound alteration took effect. However, he was still the master of his domain, and he forbade me to linger at his side. He had proved unequal to the forces within, he said; I must not in turn fall victim. Only through discipline and the society of enlightened men would I learn to master the demons that had challenged every generation of my family.
Luther was close at hand to bid me farewell on the day I set off, though I could have wished him elsewhere. He took my hand, gazed at me with his blood-tinctured eyes; and I felt yet again the overwhelming effect of his personality.
My father looked helpless beside him--a frail, pathetic man who had burned up his resources long before his allotted years had run out. I wondered at the intensity of the force that had consumed him; I looked from his heavily lined face to Luther's sharply etched features, and a supernatural chill went through my body. It was as though I had seen for just one moment the embodiment of a thing of evil that emanated from Luther, drawing the vital substance from my poor father.
"You will write? I asked my father.
He nodded and murmured a reply, his face as impassive as a sleepwalker's.
"I must have news of you, sir," I said. "If I hear nothing, I will presume the worst, and return here."
"No!" My father held out a trembling hand. "You are not to return. Not until your term is over."
I was taken aback by the sudden vehemence of his manner. The expression that I saw in his features at that moment haunts me even now. I turned my attention to Luther, on whose visage I saw the beginnings of a hard, cruel smile. I had no doubt that Luther's influence was at work in my father, that it was he who wanted me out of the way, though for what ghastly purpose I was not to learn until much later.
With great reluctance, I mounted my horse and made for the gate. I turned back once before leaving, but my father had gone back into the castle, and it was Luther who bade me farewell, his eyes harrowing me like the devil's own.
And then I was through the gate and away, out of his sight, out of his power, galloping down the mountain track towards the village. But his eyes lingered in my mind all the way to Vienna, coming back to me night after night in my dreams, watching me with the patience of the undead.
With such a background, I could not possibly enter fully into the spirit of the university, although I feigned enjoyment of student pranks in order to avoid being singled out as an eccentric. The university's emphasis on medicine and natural philosophy accorded well with my plans. I devoted myself to my studies, as I hoped to find in chemistry, botany and medicine some clue to my father's weakness.
Fool that I was, I dreamed as well of discovering a few principles of human nature that would explain every sort of conduct. I soon abandoned this goal, however--the perversity of mankind seemed as impenetrable as the fabled labyrinth of the Minotaur.
Each passing year saw my father weaken even more. The crisis came in my twenty-second year, when I had nearly completed my studies.
When I finally returned to Dunkelfeuer in the late spring of that year, I saw that Luther's power over my father had grown yet stronger, and I was all but shut out of his affairs. I had to content myself with moments snatched here and there from a routine of deep mysteries and conferences. The two of them would emerge from some business in the cellar, and call me to join them in the great hall, where we would talk briefly over a bottle of wine.
But these moments were rare, and I could do nothing to add to them; my every request was rebuffed, if not by my father, then by Luther himself, who could silence both of us with a single, piercing look.
At length, I resigned myself to this melancholy state of affairs, determining to spend the balance of my time at Dunkelfeuer in study and exercise. I read widely, hunted and fished, and wandered great distances through the mountain forest.
Then one night I was introduced to another of our mysterious visitors.
I was tired after a long day in the woods, and I had settled myself in front of the fireplace in my father's study, intending to peruse his copy of Montesquieu's De l'Esprit des Lois. It was a cool summer night, and the fire, and a glass of Medoc, had made me drowsy. I felt my eyelids grow heavy, the book slip from my hand.
Luther's voice startled me into wakefulness.
"Morivania. Here is someone I would like you to meet."
I made an effort to appear languorous and unaffected by him, though I was in a highly agitated state now. I turned slowly, and saw him standing in the doorway.
He stepped forward, leading a young woman into the room.
"This is Ingrid," he said. "She is related to a friend. I believe she would prefer the company of someone closer to her own age."
Before I could make any sort of response, he went out of the room again, and closed the door behind him. I got to my feet, bowed, and introduced myself.
Ingrid drew near.
She was a tall, light-featured woman of about twenty, with fine silvery hair, and eyes of an distinctly unnatural hue, like sunlit pewter. She wore a riding habit of black leather, with black boots and a red silk scarf about her neck. She had an aggressive, energetic air that made her look out of place in the study, as though she had been caged.
I offered her a glass of Medoc. She took it abruptly, stared at me for a time, then drank it back swiftly and held out her glass for more.
"You were thirsty," I ventured.
"I'm hungry too."
Her direct manner startled me. I offered her a plate of spiced gingerbread a servant had brought in earlier. Ingrid snatched up a handful of the little cakes, devouring them in an instant, all the while, her eyes never leaving off their intense, mocking scrutiny of my face.
"I suppose the long journey works up an appetite," I said.
"When I'm hungry, I eat." She turned her back on me then, glancing all around. "This room smells of books and mold; how can you stand it?"
"Books offend you?"
"Musty rooms offend me," she said, turning to fix me once again with her penetrating gaze. "What is so fascinating in that book?"
"Montesquieu believes, as I do, that a government should be organized in such a way that its power to do harm is limited. His discussion of--"
Ingrid silenced me with a gesture. "The strong will always command the weak," she said. "No one will ever change that."
In other circumstances, I might have been drawn into a conversation about the nature of power and authority, but Ingrid was no more interested in debate than she was in musty rooms or decorum. And yet she lingered, as though something in me attracted her against her will.
I suppose I should have found some means of getting rid of her within the first few minutes of our acquaintance, as her rough, incongruous manner irritated me. But there was an elemental power in her that fascinated me, and I soon found her irresistible.
After a time she began pacing the floor near the window, at length insisting that we go out of doors and take some air. By now, I was not averse to this idea, though I had the peculiar feeling that in agreeing to her proposal, I would be leaving my element and going into hers. I felt that I would be losing whatever control I had managed to retain.
She took my hand, clenching hers tightly about it, and we went out into the chill air. There was a full moon that night, but the glow it shed over the forest had an unnatural quality, as though it had been suffused with a blue tincture. A wind shook the pines, throwing moving shadows over the grounds.
"Come," said Ingrid. "There is little time."
I wondered what she meant by that, but I followed her as she led the way at a fast walking pace towards the trees. As we entered the forest, I could hear wolves howling somewhere in the distance, and a tremor passed through me.
"You are afraid," said Ingrid.
"Not at all," I replied, hotly. Uneasy as I might have been, I was not going to be taken for a coward!
She grinned at me, her eyes reflecting moonlight. "Good. There is nothing to fear."
"Do you often walk through the woods at night?" I asked.
"Always."
I thought this stretching the truth a little, and I hinted as much, but she merely laughed.
"You are like the others," she said. "You believe what you are accustomed to believe."
"But the winters...the snow."
"It is better in winter. The hunger comes then; it makes us savage."
"Us?" I gave her a sharp look, but she ignored my question. We had gone further into the trees now, and an urgency seemed to come over her. She became more and more agitated; when I walked too slowly for her, she showed her impatience plainly.
"I've had a long day," I said. "I'm fatigued; I don't think we should go any further."
"We will stop in a few minutes. There is a clearing."
"A clearing? How do you know that? I thought you were new to this place."
She made an abrupt gesture. "My friends told me of it."
I shook my head in disbelief. "Your friends must be woodsmen. No one else comes this way."
"Are you so sure of that, Morivania?" She gave me a contemptuous look, and lengthened her stride.
There was a singleness of purpose about her movements now that astonished me. I felt myself in the grip of an inflexible will, and I gave up all resistance. I was excessively tired, but there was something else beginning to stir inside me; something that moved in response to her. I felt a strange desire take possession of me.
By degrees I lost any sense of place, and I forgot the cold. The howling of the wolves seemed a little closer, the moonlight stronger. All at once the pines gave way and we were in an open space bounded on all sides by stands of silver fir. The moon seemed to grow in the sky until it was a harsh, shimmering form.
I turned my face to it, listening to the wind and the wolves. I was in a fever now; my very blood seemed thick and hot, and my breath came harshly.
"Morivania. It is time."
Ingrid's voice aroused flames within me. I turned to her and she gave a wild laugh, throwing back her head so that the moon illuminated her face. Her riding habit lay in a heap on the grass. She stood naked before me.
"Hurry!" she urged.
I was clumsy with a sudden, violent passion; my limbs seemed to move infinitely slowly, but at length I, too, was standing naked in that field.
"Now," she said. "Now!" And with that she bit me, drawing blood from my shoulder. I reached out blindly; she ran back. I plunged after her; she laughed and bounded away towards the trees.
Tormented beyond endurance, I raced across the intervening space and seized her. A low growl came from her throat, and she bared her teeth at me, but I was holding her now. I was maddened by the glow of her skin in moonlight, by the breasts that swelled against my hands. She growled and snapped at me and then she reached up and took hold of me.
Chapter 4
I know not how long it lasted. I remember coming to my senses on one or two occasions and making attempts to extricate myself, but always she pulled me back. It was she who controlled our love making; she who determined when it should finish.
The moon had gone when I at length rose to my feet and dressed. Ingrid had vanished. I spent a good two hours searching for her, although I knew with absolute certainty that she was entirely safe in the forest. Nothing here would harm her, not even the wolves.
I, however, did not share her immunity. The distant howling of a pack of wolves kept me mindful of my inadequacies on that score. Eventually, having stumbled through a great deal of the surrounding forest, I looked to my horse and set out on the return journey, making my way slowly through the trees, for I was exhausted, and I had discovered bites and bruises all over me.
I had not gone far when I detected movement on the path ahead. At first I thought it was Ingrid, and I called out, but there was no answer. I advanced cautiously, peering through the darkness. I called again, heard an answering sound, and stopped.
A wolf came from among the trees and stood watching me with glittering eyes. I had no weapons about me; I could do nothing but remain motionless and hope that it would move on.
It drew near, flowing over the rough ground, then it slipped back into the trees and was gone.
Upon my arrival at the castle, a retainer informed me that Ingrid had returned much earlier. I was neither surprised nor relieved. Evidently she had found me wanting, and gone to her chamber.
I went to bed exhausted and fell into a deep sleep, but I was awakened shortly afterwards by a strange cry outside my window. I listened intently for a time, though it was not repeated.
I returned to my bed, but I could not sleep again; I was animated by the lust that Ingrid had awakened in me. At length I could endure it no longer; I got up and dressed; I splashed myself with cold water from a porcelain bowl, and I went downstairs into the hall.
The castle was as silent as a crypt. I lit a taper in the great hall and remained there for a time, pacing the floor restlessly in front of the ashes of the fireplace. Ingrid's face swam before me more vividly than the portraits that hung on the pine paneling. I saw every feature of her body as clearly as if she were standing at my side. I lived through our wild love-making a hundred times. A revulsion grew in me; I felt shame and anger, and yet I burned hotter than molten iron.
I felt that nothing in life would ever touch me as indelibly as she had last night; I was branded, and the mark symbolized my enslavement to passions that seemed not entirely human. I despised Ingrid for her uncouth, savage ways, yet, I craved her more than life itself. I felt that reason and sense were being burned out of me, and I knew that I would have to wrench myself away from this attachment if I were not to be debased forever.
But how I craved that bestial contact! I paced the floor like a madman while the taper burned down, and the grey sky slowly yielded to the first aura of dawn.
And then, as the towers and stables of the forecourt began to distinguish themselves with greater clarity, I rushed out into the early morning light and lifted my face to the sky. Passion broke within me like a fever; I could feel it ebbing- I could feel reason growing stronger. I walked further, beyond the gate, into the field that separated us from the forest. And there I remained while the castle awakened to dismal life; the few old retainers left to us stirring rheumatically among the chickens, cows, and burnt-out embers.
I heard boots crushing weeds behind me; I turned, and there was Ingrid coming towards me, with Luther at her side. I stood there awkwardly, waiting; the memory of what we had done roaring inside me like a great furnace.
But there was no hint in her manner or her looks of shame or of a more than conventional familiarity. She smiled as demurely as any properly brought up young woman in the bosom of her family and said, "You are up early. I thought students were all late risers."
I bowed stiffly. "I could not sleep."
"I am sorry to hear that, Morivania. Were you ill?"
I was amazed at her coolness. How could she play such a role when only a few hours ago we were locked together in a violent embrace on the forest floor? I looked in vain for some trace of passion in her features, but she had composed her person as well as her mind. She wore a tightly buttoned up brown riding habit that gave away nothing of her insatiable flesh; while her long, silvery hair was done up in a severe style.
Luther, meanwhile, surveyed me with an ironic smile that betrayed secret knowledge, and I wondered if he had found some means of spying upon us. I despised him for it. I glanced at him only briefly, then turned away from his brutal figure.
"Our young host is preoccupied," he said in that hoarse, objectionable voice of his. "Dreaming of books. Wasting his mind on the collected gibberish of centuries of scholars."
"It is nothing," I said angrily. "Sometimes I cannot sleep."
Luther made an impatient gesture and turned brusquely to the forest. "You are one of the timid," he growled. "Perhaps Ingrid will teach you to be strong."
I bridled at this; I was not timid--I could face fear as well as the next man. And yet, there could be no denying; these two troubled my spirits.
I turned to Ingrid, who observed me with an expression that hinted at mockery.
"Do you construe what he means?" I demanded. "You are to teach me strength...."
She smiled and held out her hand; the touch of her gloved fingers sent fire through my veins. "Luther is always like this," she said. "His manners are crude."
I made no reply; I was too astonished by the transformation that had come over her. How could she look me in the eye and brazenly deny with muted gesture and voice, the passion that had consumed us last night? How could she speak of crude manners, when she had discarded her own manners as easily as she had her clothing?
"You will learn from Ingrid," said Luther. "There is more of the beast in you than you care to admit. A little thing can release it; a caress, the sight of a woman's beckoning form. You think yourself a civilized man, but you are not. No one is civilized."
With these words, he turned and strode away. A dozen retorts came to my lips, but the memory of how easily I had fallen prey to desire in Ingrid's arms silenced me.
Chapter 5
When Luther had gone, Ingrid took my arm and we walked slowly back to the castle.
"How long have you known Luther ?" I asked.
"Always," she said. "I was brought up by one of his friends. My mother and father were killed by marauders. I was found at the foot of their bed."
I turned to her in surprise. "But that's horrible!" I said. "You must have suffered terribly."
"I remember nothing of it. I was an infant at the time; I have been well looked after."
She seemed perfectly serene on the matter. I was a little shocked by her lack of concern, but upon reflection, it made sense to me. If she knew nothing of her parents, she could not have developed the feelings of affection that bind families together, making us so vulnerable to the inevitable wounds that fate administers to us.
We went on until we reached the gate. I wanted desperately to learn more about Luther, but I was afraid I might unearth yet another dismal memory. At the same time, I felt the lingering embers of the passion that had driven me wild in her embrace, images of her naked body tormented me, and for an instant, my vision was blurred with lust. I could see nothing; I could hear only the low groan that had escaped her lips in the heat of our embrace.
"You look ill, Morivania," she said. "You are perspiring."
Her voice brought me to my senses. I took her hand. "It is nothing," I said. "A consequence of last night."
"Perhaps we should go inside and take some refreshment."
"Yes...yes I suppose that might help." I felt myself growing weak with desire. How could she ignore the hint I had so plainly given her. I tried once more.
"I was left unsatisfied," I said. "I would have more."
"I understand completely. It is the same for me when I have not slept--"
"Ingrid; you know what I mean!" My voice came hoarsely, and I despised the sound of it. I loathed my crude, sweating hands, my trembling limbs. I fought with every shred of willpower remaining to me, but I was drawn irresistibly towards her. I placed my hands on her shoulders, around her neck. I kissed her and felt the moment of surprise, the sweet, moist lips that opened at first in astonishment, then in acceptance, and finally the hands that pushed me away.
"You are bold," she said.
"Bold?" I was nearly choked with lust. I stared stupidly at her, my arms hanging uselessly at my sides. I simply could not understand this change in her demeanor. Was she feigning surprise and indignation? Or had some profound transformation affected not only her personality, but her memory as well.
"You will forgive me," I murmured. "You are so beautiful...."
"Still, it is not very gentlemanly of you."
"For that I apologize. I can only plead the excess of your beauty in my favor."
Ingrid laughed at this and accepted my arm as we turned through the gate. "You are forgiven just this once," she said. "But don't think that it gives you an excuse to be distant with me. I shall want your flattery while Luther and your father are having their dreary meetings."
I was silent after this, my mind riven by conflicting images of her. Had I imagined our love-making? Was I as mad as a rutting hare? Was this some trick of Luther's to destroy my reasoning mind? Shame, fear lust and anger raged within me.
At the door, I held Ingrid back an instant.
"You will spend more time here?" I said quickly.
She gave me a sly look out of the corner of her eye. "Do you wish me gone, so that you might return to your books?"
"Ingrid...." I stopped her again with a gentle pressure on her arm. Many declarations were on the tip of my tongue; I would have pledged years of my life for a return of passion in her, and yet I held back. I knew I must not let such a desire gain mastery over me, for this woman was made in a way that I could not understand.
She watched me innocently, waiting for me to go on. Before I uttered a sound, however, a harsh voice startled me.
"The young lover is tongue-tied is he? That's what university life does for you."
It was Luther with his maddening habit of creeping up behind one and spying. I turned to him and said hotly: "You are lucky I did not shoot you. I am not accustomed to people who sneak up on one like a thief."
"I offended you?" he said, placing a hand on his breast and sneering at me. "At least I didn't catch you with your breeches down, Morivania. You would not have endured that."
I was so taken by surprise that I could say nothing in reply; I merely gaped at him with my mouth open, then turned to Ingrid to see what her reaction had been. But she was as calm as though nothing had been said. She waited placidly at my side, while Luther stared at me, his lips curved in an infuriating grin.
"Have you no respect for a lady? I said finally. "A gentleman does not use barracks room talk--"
"Barracks room talk?" Luther was laughing openly now, his eyes glittering with pin-points of light. "This is more of your civilization," he said. "You say one thing among men, another among women. But women know as much about male anatomy as you do, my friend, and perhaps more. I know a lady who would take your member in her hand and read the wrinkles the way a fortune teller reads lines in a palm. When she had finished, she tell you how you were going to die."
I was speechless. If Ingrid could hear this talk without blushing, then she was the same person she had been the night before. I looked to her, only to find her expression blank, her eye abstracted as though she had been transmuted into a sort of puppet.
Was this Luther's doing, I wondered. Did he have such power over her?
"If you were not my father's guest, I would challenge you," I said to Luther.
"You would be killed for it," said Luther coldly. Then he turned and strode away, leaving me sputtering with impotent fury.
"Do not underestimate Luther," Ingrid said, taking my arm. "I once saw him kill a dozen brigands with his bare hands."
I did not doubt the truth of it, though I knew I would challenge him soon, whatever the consequences. My loathing for the man was so intense now, I would force the matter even if it meant my own death.
We went into the solarium, where a servant had opened the windows, and sunlight poured in with a rush of fresh air. Ingrid sat demurely by the window while I poured tea from a samovar.
"You must take me on a hunt this afternoon," she said. "The forest looks so inviting."
She refused the tea. I took it eagerly, like a drug, and felt a degree of sanity returning.
"Do you hunt often?" she asked.
"Very often You may take my horse. He knows the woods as well as I do."
"We shall go soon?"
"As soon as you like. After we have breakfasted, if it pleases you."
"It does, Morivania. More than you know."
I was surprised by the eagerness in her voice. Lust rose in me once again like a dark tide, sweeping all before it, even my injured vanity.
Chapter 6
Breakfast was an ordeal. Luther had resumed his obnoxious humor, and my father was in low spirits. He presided dully at the head of the table while the servants brought in platters of sweet buns, bread, ham, and boiled eggs.
Luther was the only one to drink. He held up a goblet of red wine, saluted my father, and tossed it back as though it had been water from a stream. Then he turned his gleaming eyes on me.
"You have no appetite, Morivania," he said. "Appetite is life. When we cease to hunger, we die."
"There is a difference between appetite and gluttony," I said.
"Gluttony is a word invented by the rich to restrain the appetites of the poor."
I watched him tear into the food that had been placed before him; he ate with astonishing speed, gorging himself as though he had been starving for three days. All the while he made such a disgusting noise, slurping the wine, smacking his lips, and belching, that he sounded like an army at table.
Once he had finished, he broke wind thunderously and grinned at me.
"In front of a lady!" he said in a mocking voice. "Do you think me wrong, Morivania?"
"I think you disgusting."
"Do you believe your precious Ingrid never farts or belches? Do you think she sleeps on a bed of roses at night, and breathes nothing but perfumes and spices during the day?"
"She is better mannered than you."
Luther threw back his head and laughed.
"And you sir, what do you think of your son's delicacy?" he asked, slapping my father heavily on the back.
My poor father glanced at me, then looked away.
"Morivania was raised by tutors and governesses," he said. "I'm afraid they weakened him in some respects."
"Ha!" snorted Luther. "So they made him a lamb, did they! A young milk-sucker who thinks a woman is something to kiss and worship and put on a shelf in a boudoir."
I really could not understand the point of his offensive raillery; he seemed to wish to offend everyone present, though it had no effect on Ingrid, who had given her attention to the window and the mountain slopes that lay beyond.
At length, with much relief, I took my leave of my father, ignoring Luther, and escorted Ingrid out of the castle for our hunt. I saddled our horses myself, as the servants were nowhere to be seen.
In short order we were trotting away from the castle, towards the forest.
Ingrid was silent for a time, until we had penetrated quite far into the trees along a woodsman's path. We were moving higher up the slope of the mountain, towards a crest that led between two peaks into a valley.
We had the hounds with us, and their ecstatic chorus of barking and yelping reached us from all sides as they followed the scent of hare and squirrel.
But we found nothing that morning, and by noon we had gone quite far into the valley. We had passed beyond the region I knew so well; I had travelled this way once or twice before, years earlier, but I could remember little of the area; the game trails were a mystery to me.
Ingrid, however, seemed at ease in this setting. I noticed that there was more color in her features, and her manner had become more alert, as though a natural vitality, which had been pent-up inside her, were now coursing freely through her veins. I began to think of her as she had been on the forest floor, and I found myself hoping beyond measure that lust would take possession of her once again.
We stopped to share a bottle of Riesling and a meal of cold pork and buns. The air was heavy with the scent of pine and silver fir, and we could feel the hot sun on our backs. Ingrid looked more inviting than ever; I was intoxicated by her scent, by the silken feel of her hair as I reached out for her. But in that instant she seemed to hear something; her features went rigid as she lifted her head.
I listened, but could hear nothing more than the distant chorus of the hounds. I was about to chastise her for an over-active imagination, when there came a sound that chilled my blood. It was a prolonged, savage note, like a blast on a trumpet stretched out to an impossible duration, yet it had been made by something that lived and haunted the woods; it was not the work of a man-made instrument.
Seconds later, the dogs had stopped their perpetual howling. They were onto the spoor now, running as swiftly and as silently as vengeful angels.
With an explosive animation that astounded me, Ingrid tore across the rough ground to the oak tree where we had tethered the horses. In the space of an instant, she had freed her mount and was racing off along the trail. I was hard put to follow her, though I can testify I am not a sluggish or a weak man. I drove my horse as recklessly as I dared, though even so, Ingrid distance herself from me. Faster and faster we went; I was sure my poor horse would stumble and break a leg at any one of a hundred obstacles along the path, but the most I could do was to hold my ground at a considerable distance behind Ingrid, catching only occasional glimpses of her through the trees.
There was nothing to guide us now; the hounds would be silent until they closed on their prey. We galloped blindly in the direction from which that wild note had come, but Ingrid rode with the certainty of one who knows exactly where the quarry is running.
At one point I lost sight of her for an extended period of time, and I felt myself entirely alone in a part of the forest that was new to me. This was a region of tall beech trees that cast heavy shadows over the trail, and for the most part I was riding through a sort of twilight. The ground was a mass of thick roots, and glacial spill; I was afraid at every instant that my horse would fall and throw me headlong into the side of a rock, or against a tree trunk. I slowed pace a little, and listened.
There was no sign of Ingrid, not the slightest noise. I resigned myself to following the trail until I should catch up with my huntress and find her steeped in the blood of her prey. Thoughts of our passion returned to me, and I had the sensation that all the air was filled with a mist of blood. I looked over my shoulder and saw the sun slanting a little towards the west; the peaks were high around me and soon they would cut off the sun like great rock screens, throwing a curtain of darkness over all this part of the forest.
I came to a fork in the trail and stopped my horse. The ground was covered with a fine rubble that made it difficult to determine in which direction the chase had gone. I got down and examined the area, looking for some clue, but the brush on either side was clean, as though it had never been touched by raging hounds, and whatever it was that fled from them.
I went a little way along the right fork looking for a bare spot where a print might have taken hold, and while I was occupied thus, I heard the rapid thump-thump-thump of something charging down on me at full speed.
Without a second thought I led my horse off the trail, and took my musket from its saddle holster. I was screened by a clump of juniper; I crouched behind this and took aim through the matted branches of an aging pine. I remember the heavy fragrance giving me a peculiar sort of pleasure, as though it were a wine that had gone to my head and liberated my every desire.
The noise increased; I could hear a rough panting; I peered through the shadows falling across the trail, and all at once I saw a figure burst into view, travelling at the speed of a fleeing stag.
I could not believe what I saw. At first I thought I had gone out of my mind; I squatted there like a carved wooden statue with my musket useless in my hands, my eyes staring.
A bear-like form of gigantic proportion hurtled down the path. The creature was enormous; it seemed as large as a peasant's hovel. I could hardly credit my senses; I was half-convinced I'd gone mad.
I made no move until the monster was almost level with me, when I sprang to my feet. This action distracted rather than startled it, and rose up on its hind legs, roaring with fury.
I raised my musket to my shoulder and took hurried aim. Just before my finger squeezed the trigger, however, the first of the hounds raced around the bend giving voice to a blood-curdling howl.
The rest of the pack followed directly behind their leader, and a thunder of hooves warned me that Ingrid was close on their heels.
The huge bear dropped to all fours again, lumbering away through the brush, but I could see now that it was exhausted. The hounds would soon close with it, although I doubted many of them would survive this encounter.
Ingrid galloped past me as I was mounting my horse. I called out to her but she didn't offer me so much as glance; she was too intent on the kill.
As it turned out, however, the chase lasted much longer than I would have thought. The creature seemed to draw on some incredible reserve of strength, and just as the hounds were about to close on it, broke away along a narrow trail that was strewn with sharp-edged rock. Two of the hounds leaped on it, but they were hurled aside with the blow of a clawed hand that gutted them. I remember turning away from the whimpering remains that I saw at the side of the trail, and wondering what would happen when Ingrid caught up with such a beast.
The trail grew more and more difficult, until my horse could manage little better than a scrabbling walk. I had lost sight of Ingrid again, but I knew she could not be far as I heard the bark of a hound from time to time. I felt that if I could only move a little faster, I would come within hailing distance of her, and I grew impatient.
It was two or three hours, however, before I closed the gap, and then it was only to find that she had left her horse to proceed on foot. I gazed irritably down the trail. My own horse was overtired. I felt as though every muscle in my body had turned to wood, and as if to compound my difficulties, the sun had long since declined behind the peaks, leaving a steadily increasing shadow over the forest. I don't know what made me continue on; perhaps it was some residue of the force that had driven me the night before. At any rate, I forced my poor horse along another stretch of the trail, and I had fallen into a walking sleep when I heard the wild barking that meant the hounds had something at bay.
I approached at a maddeningly slow pace, fearing my horse would collapse at any moment. The trail was now so indistinct that on more than one occasion I lost it and had to cast about amid great roots and boulders for some sign of it.
Finally it was the noise more than the trail that guided me; the howling had become so intense, it served as an excellent beacon, and I could dispense with searching the ground.
Then, as we came around a last stand of trees, I broke into a clearing, and there, at the far end of it, was the corpse of the monstrous bear. The hounds were gone. In their place, a pack of wolves swarmed over the kill, snarling viciously, tearing great chunks of dripping meat away from the body.
My horse nearly threw me; the smell of the wolves terrified it, and I was hard put to keep it from bolting. I looked around fearfully for Ingrid, but she was nowhere to be seen. Darkness seeped down among the trees, obscuring them, but directly in front of me, an eerie, shifting light seemed to float like a mist on the air, drifting among the wolves and their prey.
I knew that I would have no chance against such a pack; my every instinct was to flee, and yet I could not think of leaving Ingrid.
I called as softly as I could. One of the wolves in the pack lifted its head and turned to me. I could see its eyes glittering through the strange, fitful light, and something about the shape of its head worried me. I urged my frantic horse a little closer, and as I did so, the light intensified enough that I could see the wolf clearly.
It was still watching me, and now, as I got a better look at it, I felt the blood congeal in my veins.
The wolf had distinctly human features! I stared hard, unwilling to credit this, but unless I had gone mad, I had to accept the evidence of my own senses. The apparition looked as though it were a half-formed man, some botched attempt by demons in hell to make of the merely bestial a higher form of life. Worse still, there was something familiar in its visage, hints of a face that I knew, although I could not bring it to the surface of my waking mind.
Was it Luther? Had he transformed himself into a man-wolf? Or was it someone else, someone much closer to me….
I shook my head. A wolf can't be a man, I told myself. It couldn't be Luther, nor anyone else I knew--it was only a trick of the eerie, inexplicable light conjuring up a faux resemblance.
More of the pack turned to stare at me now. I was having trouble breathing; I found myself struggling to take in a few burning gasps of air. My vision blurred. I saw one of the wolves loping easily across the field towards me as though it planned to kill me with the greatest nonchalance in the world.
I took aim with my musket. A voice cried out to me--Ingrid's voice-- but I was beyond anyone's reach now. A cold fear had taken possession of me and I could see nothing but the beast drawing near. I fired; I saw it fall back on its haunches. I made to reload, and in that instant it dragged itself away, limping, into the brush.
I looked back to the pack, expecting a sudden rush, when, to my astonishment, I observed that they had all vanished. Only the corpse remained, stripped of most of its flesh, its bones projecting here and there like the ribs of a stranded wreck.
Once again the voice called, and this time I saw Ingrid. She stood within that supernatural light, her silver hair streaming behind her, and her face as pale as moonlight on frost. In a moment she was at my side, urging me to dismount.
My horse seemed terrified of her, it pawed the ground, struggled against the reins, and kicked sideways. I fought it to a standstill and brought it up against a mountain ash, where I tethered it.
Ingrid took my hand in hers, and I noticed how cold her touch was. She led me across to the corpse. I bent to examine it, expecting to find once again that remotely human face, but I saw only the head of a black bear. I wondered if I was losing my senses; I wondered if all that had passed over the last few days had been nothing more than a fever dream.
Ingrid licked her lips and I saw blood on her teeth. I recoiled, but she gripped my hand all the tighter. "I always take a little of the blood," she said. "Luther tells me it is a specific against old age."
"But you were nowhere near the corpse!" I exclaimed.
She gave me a puzzled look, then drew me away towards the center of the field, where we sat in the midst of that cold, shifting light.
"Now tell me why you fired a shot," she said. "The bear was already dead. You might have killed someone."
"The wolf," I said.
"She put a hand to my face, gazing into my eyes. "Are you so afraid, Morivania?"
I cupped my hand over hers; I felt feverish now, and could not arrange my thoughts. "I cannot believe the things I've seen," I said. "Have I gone mad?"
"Luther says it is our beliefs that play tricks on us, not our eyes."
"Then I believe I saw a pack of wolves here. And I wonder where you were."
"I was here, Morivania. Did you not see me."
"But where? The field was empty of all except--"
"You imagined the field was empty." Her hand moved down my throat to my shoulders. All at once, to my utter astonishment, I felt lust flowing through my veins yet again. I saw the change in her eyes, in the color of her skin. Her hands went up behind my head, pulled me towards her, and in the same instant I reached around her back. Her flesh was warm now. I kissed her, and drew away as she moaned. I wanted to observe her, I wanted to mark the change as it came over her, but she forced me back and soon I could no longer resist. I tore the clothes from her back. I forced her down in the weeds and grass; my hands went to her hard nipples. I could hear her breath exploding in my ears.
I cannot explain the fear that came over me in that moment. It was as though in the last instant of abandonment, some hidden part of my mind broke through the thickening mists of desire and cried out a warning. But a warning against what? I was beyond the voice of reason; every portion of my body was alive and sensitive to the flesh beneath me. I heard one frightened voice deep within myself, and that was all. Immediately afterwards, I gave myself entirely, matching Ingrid's passion with my own.
Chapter 7
I have no idea how long we remained there. I can only say that in my frenzy I acquired more than human powers; and the embrace that had begun late in the afternoon did not cease until night had fallen. I awoke as if from a dream to discover welts and scratches all over my body.
Ingrid stood over me with a mocking look, her matted hair stirring in a breeze that had picked up from the north. She had not bothered to put her habit on, and her skin seemed to take on an unnatural glow.
I heard voices and I got up awkwardly to look across the field. My brain was filled with a warm mist, and my vision was blurred; I peered stupidly at a blaze of light near the end of the field until, at length, I realized that I was gazing at the flames of a bonfire.
I could see figures moving close to it. I rubbed my eyes and tried to make out individual faces.
"You don't recognize them? said Ingrid.
I shook my head. They were like figures from hell.
"Come. We'll join them"
She moved to go, but I held her back for a moment.
"We can't go like this," I said, gesturing at our nakedness.
"Ingrid laughed harshly. "Why not?"
Still I resisted, hanging back like a shy school boy. Ingrid turned irritably on me. "You fear too many things, Morivania. I shall grow weary of you."
I was unable to think of a reply. The changes in Ingrid's personality threw me off guard, and besides; I was too conscious of our nakedness. I was no longer completely given over to the frenzy that had possessed me, and I had begun to feel ashamed.
All at once Ingrid's hand went to my loins, and with the touch of her fingers, she restored the full heat of my desire. My arms went out to her, but she slipped away, laughing.
"They are waiting for us," she said. "They will be disappointed if we don't join them."
I no longer thought of the spectacle that I made; I no longer cared to ask who these people were or how they had come to this place. It was as though all of my waking mind had been concentrated into one tiny point of white hot fire, which was centered on an image of Ingrid.
"Come," she said, mocking me. "You are too slow, Morivania."
I lunged at her disappearing form; I chased her across the field, and always she mocked me with a leer that expressed the basest, most degrading instincts. The more she did this, the more intense my desire became, until I was nothing more than a blind, rutting animal with an insane craving. I would have killed anyone in my path.
In time I could not even see properly; I lost all sense of who I was. I drew closer to the fire. I remember hearing a terrific growl, and realizing later that it was my own voice. I heard laughter all around me. I saw vague shapes; I reached out blindly and felt the maddening touch of her skin, of her hair, but all eluded me.
At last a shape presented itself to me. I was very close to the fire now; I saw the flames leaping out at me as though they possessed a malevolence of their own. The heat scorched my eyebrows, singed my flesh.
The figure of a woman touched my hand and moved away. I clutched at a retreating arm, grunting like a swine. There was more laughter. I saw the face now; it was a dark face, with stiff red hair that bristled in the wind like fine wire. The eyes were small and red. The hands reached out for me, then slipped back, cupping themselves under protruding breasts.
It was not Ingrid, but I no longer cared. Madness roared inside me like a wildfire. I followed this woman back across the field, into the darkness..
Voices chanting all around me confusing me. I could feel mist on my face, the sharp rocks cutting my feet. Laughter rose from among the trees, clamored in the air.
We raced into the forest plunging blindly through gaps in the spruce and larch. Branches tore at my face and arms. Suddenly I caught the woman by her hair; she snarled and went down in the weeds. In my madness, I jumped on her, grasping her shoulders, struggling to throw her over onto her back, but she bit deeply into my hand.
I broke free and wrenched her over onto her back. I was about to straddle her when something happened to me; it was as though the hand of God tore away a veil that had been covering my eyes, and I saw everything with a damnable clarity that nearly destroyed me.
An old woman with a gaunt and withered face grinned up at me, showing blackened teeth. I stared at her in fascinated horror, too astonished to even cry out. How could this be? Where was the vigorous young woman who had led me here?
A thin hand clawed at my face. I sprang to my feet and backed away from her in revulsion. Gone was the fever that had driven me, gone the lust. Only the shame of what I had become remained with me. I shook my head in disbelief; I turned to walk away, but the woman called to me in the honeyed tones of someone much younger: "You're not leaving now, are you, my dear? Not after such a chase. You've earned me, Morivania. I belong to you now."
It was unthinkable, what she was, what I had become. I ran back towards the field. I was desperate to get away. I never wanted to see Ingrid or Luther again. I wanted to cleanse myself, expunge the corruption, burn it out of my soul!
I had no difficulty finding my way back through the trees as the fire was still burning bright, and the glow pervaded the forest for some distance. I dressed hurriedly and fled that place, tormented by what I had experienced there.
I had craved her with the urgency of a rutting animal.
And she had led me to a repulsive hag.
Were they one and the same?
I knew what I had to do. There was something of Luther coiled inside me, as it lay coiled inside all humanity, but I would fight it.
I would fight it until my death if need be, never giving in, never yielding.
Fine thoughts! Laudable resolve!
Thoughts and resolution, however, are inconstant, while the demons within us, as I was soon to discover, are as tenacious as jackals.
Chapter 8
I was in a pitiful, trembling state when I rode back to the castle; the least noise would set my teeth to chattering, and when I heard the howling of a pack of wolves somewhere in the distance, I was filled with dread. Perhaps it was only my imagination, but I felt that I was being closely watched; I shuddered at the touch of overhanging leaves, and cried out aloud when an unseen branch whipped across my face.
After an interminable journey, I came out onto a crest and saw lights burning in the window of my father's library. I grinned wildly with relief and urged my mount into a more rapid descent, but as I approached the courtyard, I noticed that there were lights in the stables, and the grooms were up. This was highly unusual, as the few retainers we had managed to keep would ordinarily be in their beds at such an hour.
The noise of hooves clattering on the stones of the courtyard brought the stable-master out. He peered at me through the darkness for an instant, and then as I drew near, stared at my torn and bruised features with open mouth.
"What's happened to you sir?" He asked as I jumped down.
"I had a fall."
The stable master looked as if he didn't believe this, and I could hardly blame him, as I must have shown in his eyes like a half-dead survivor of some great battle.
"Why is everyone up at this hour?" I asked, gesturing to the lighted stables.
"It's your father, sir. There's a surgeon with him, up from the village. He's been shot."
"Shot?" A wave of apprehension passed through me, and I forgot my debilitated condition. "Is it serious?"
"No sir. The surgeon says I am to tell you it's just a graze. The baron took a musket ball in his leg. He lost some blood, but it passed clean through the flesh without doing any damage."
"In his leg, you say?" I thought uneasily of the musket ball I had fired in the woods. "Where did this happen? Was it an assassin?"
"It was an accident, sir. He was in the forest with the monk and his friends." The servants often referred to Luther as a monk; they could never bring themselves to pronounce his name.
"Who told you of this?"
"Your father told us as he was brought in. He said it was nothing. Someone fired his musket at a wolf and missed his shot. The monk's friends brought him back. It wouldn't have bothered an ox like me sir, but your father's not as strong as he used to be. So I took the liberty of sending for a surgeon."
I was suddenly filled with terrible misgivings, remembering the wolf I had shot at, the human face, the features that seemed to resemble someone I knew. But this chain of thought was too horrible to contemplate; I thrust it out of mind as soon as it had arisen.
"You did well," I said, touching the servant's arm.
He recoiled at once, as though I were the very devil himself.
"What in the name of God is wrong with you?" I shouted at him. "Does my presence offend you, man?"
"Please forgive me, sir." The stable master made an effort to control himself, but he was visibly afraid of me
"Go and sleep," I said. "You have lost your wits."
"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I don't know what came over me. Sleep is what I need."
I watched him turn away from me and hurry back to the stable, looking over his shoulder once as though he expected a knife in his ribs. But I had no leisure to contemplate his strange behavior. I was worried about my father now, and I rushed across the courtyard towards the main door.
I saw a figure in the hallway as I went inside; it was an old woman from the village, a dealer in herbs and superstitions. She crouched back into the darkness as I came near, and I seized her arm.
"Who summoned you, Mother Gretzel," I demanded.
"The stable master, sir," she croaked. "It was my remedies he wanted."
"He showed you in?"
"One of the servants let me in, sir. I was to make a tea with hellebore and thymes, and put out a sprig of garlic. But the surgeon ordered me away."
I held her by the arm, and the stench of her unwashed rags sickened me. Her grey hair was sparse and long; her visage blighted with tumors.
"Why were you called?" I demanded. "My father has need of a physician, not a superstitious old hag."
"An ounce of protection sir--"
"To the devil with your protection, woman! What do you do here? What is your purpose?"
"I was called to break a charm, sir. But I am here too late. It's been too long a time now; your father has become one of them.
"One of whom?" I shouted.
The old woman quailed at the sound of my rage.
"One of Luther's, sir," she said.
"Witchcraft and superstition!" I growled, shoving her out of my way. "How dare you compare my father to Luther!"
I turned my back on her and was part way up the stairs when her awful voice cackled and said: "Like father, like son, Morivania. Luther has made a beginning here. He will not be satisfied until you are one of his."
I looked back at her, fearing what she might say next, for I had been made uneasy by a strange premonition.
"Ask your father where he was shot, Morivania. Ask him what he was doing when he was shot!"
There was an abrupt silence. I remained on the stairs, my hand on the balustrade, and when her evil voice came again, it went through me like cold steel.
"Like father, like son, Morivania. Ask him about the children stolen from the villagers. You will be like him soon."
"Get out of here!" I commanded. "Get out before I have you thrown out."
"Haaa!" The old woman uttered a screeching laugh as she opened the door. "You will be the next, Morivania."
I heard the door creak on its hinges; the hag had nearly gone when she called to me once again. "Ask the baron who shot him, Morivania. Was it a stranger? Was it you, in the field this evening?"
The door slammed shut and the latch fell. I stood as still as a stone on the stairs, while the echo of the old woman's voice shattered my brittle soul. I could not allow myself to think on what she had said; I made a tremendous effort of will and put it all out of my mind. I must not allow myself to believe.
I went to my father's room, where I discovered him sleeping fitfully in his bed. The surgeon, really the barber from the village, was a fat, bald man dressed in a pea green waistcoat and blue knee breeches. He had drawn a chair up to the bedside, and had gone through most of a bottle of Moselle when I entered. He saw me as I came near the bed, and gave a start.
"Oh it's you, Morivania," he said. "You should not come upon a man like that, It's bad for the heart, you know." He put his hand to his chest. "I've had a hard time of it, coming up here in the middle of the night, and that stable master of yours would tell me nothing."
I knelt by my father's head and studied his sleeping face. He was groaning and thrashing about as though possessed by a demon."
"Can't you do nothing to soothe his nerves?" I asked.
"I am not a magician. I've done my best, and I hope to be remembered for it. There are very few who would come up here at this time of night, you know. So many people have been killed by wild animals lately, and there are tales of wolves as big as stallions. You know how the villagers talk. It's hard to get people to venture up here by daylight, but at night." He looked towards the window and gave a shudder. "I don't know how you stand it up here," he said.
"The wound," I said. "Is it bad?"
"It is nothing, Morivania. He will make a full recovery...from this at least."
"The stable master said it was a musket ball."
"Yes--in the left leg. Someone was shooting at a large wolf. There was much loss of blood, but he will live. I have not practiced all these years for nothing, you know. Mind you, it was a great inconvenience to come all this way in the middle of the night, but I was honored, all the same. We do not see your family often in the village, Morivania."
"You shall be rewarded," I murmured, watching my father. He looked on the verge of death; the color had entirely drained from his features; and he groaned with every movement of his limbs.
"You can do nothing more for him?" I asked.
The surgeon shook his head. "Matters of the spirit are beyond my skill. I shall of course remain here as long as you wish. I am honored to be of service to you."
"You are certain he will live?"
"Nothing in this vale of tears is certain, Morivania. But I am willing to devote myself to watching over him until he is well. I require only food and a good blaze in the fireplace to keep me warm."
"And a bottle," I said sarcastically.
"Surely you do not begrudge a man a little consolation for the terrors of the night! I can tell you I would not go through that journey again for all the treasure in Persia."
Suddenly my father seemed to become aware of my presence. His hand reached out, his fingers closed with mine.
"Morivania," he murmured.
"I am here, father."
"You must fly this place. Leave here...."
"I intend to, but not without you."
"No!" He gave a harsh cry, and his eyes flickered open. "I cannot leave."
"Then I will remain at your side."
At these words, he became extremely agitated; he held my hand with both of his and he struggled to keep his eyes focused on me. "I am your father," he said. "I command you to.leave. Go to Vienna, to Paris… go before it is too late for you."
"I insist that you come with me father. We can sell the land and move to Vienna. We'll have enough money."
"No..no...no." He shook his head violently. "I cannot...."
"Then get rid of Luther. Send him away."
"Luther must stay," he said. "You understand nothing of this, Morivania. You cannot."
"I understand Luther has the power of a devil over you. He's destroying you, father. I beg of you; come away with me!"
"My continued existence depends upon Luther. If you send him away, I will die. Do not interfere in things that you do not understand, Morivania."
His voice was so desperate, so filled with dread lest I disobey him and rid the castle of his precious Luther, that I was taken by surprise. I stared at him, observing the increasing agitation in his features, the pallor that seemed to deepen even as he held my gaze.
"You must try to understand," he said. "I have no more strength of my own. I am.kept alive by Luther."
"By Luther!" I felt amazement and indignation at one at the same time. "You cannot believe this father! It is one of his stratagems; he has insinuated himself; he has made you think this."
"No, Morivania!" I would give life itself if that were true, but it is not, and I cannot avert my eyes from the facts."
"He has worked upon your mind."
"Only because I encouraged it."
"But he has made you believe this, father. He has made it seem as though everything came from you, not from him."
"It is no use…." My father waved one arm in a feeble gesture. "These are matters that I cannot expect you to understand."
"Let me try! Let me hear what you have to say."
"You must not."
I could not bear this secrecy when I believed my father to be so infected by Luther. I was convinced that I could help him if only I could get him to talk. I clamped my hand to my forehead, trying to strike some sort of order into my diffuse thoughts. In that moment I detected a sound behind me; it was the surgeon retrieving some item he forgotten on a side table.
"Leave us," I commanded, turning on him. "You will be summoned when we need you."
He blanched at the harsh sound of my voice, and I have no doubt my looks gave him a fright.
"Very good sir," he murmured. "I shall await you in the hall."
"You may call upon the servants to make a fire there."
He bowed and withdrew, his face colorless.
"And now will you explain what has happened?" I asked my father.
But he only shook his head, as fixed in purpose as an eagle protecting its young "You will leave this accursed place," he said. "That is my command. There is infection in the very air here. It is a damnable, poisonous estate, reeking with the depravities of our ancestors. Get out! Get away before you feel the bite of the serpent!"
"Father--"
"That is my command."
His expression had altered, becoming hard and stern, and I knew I had lost the battle; nothing short of brute face would remove him from Luther's influence.
Nevertheless, I was marshaling my forces for one last attempt at persuading him, but of a sudden, my father's expression changed. He lost what little color was left to him, and his eyes widened as though he were staring at some grim and frightful aspect behind me. Involuntarily I turned, and my startled gaze fell upon Luther, who stood watching us from the doorway.
Chapter 9
Ingrid was at his side. She had once again taken on an air of abstraction, like the emotionless figure of a puppet.
"You enjoyed yourself tonight?" Luther said to me.
When I did not answer, he advanced into the room and glanced at my father.
"Your father is not seriously hurt," he said. "Someone mistook him for a wolf, I believe."
"You are not wanted here," I said. "Pack up whatever possessions you have and get out."
Luther made a mock bow. "As you wish," he said. "My work here is finished "
I could endure no more of this. I approached Luther and stood blocking his way. At once, Ingrid came out of her self-absorption and snarled at me.
"Be still, my child," Luther said, reaching out to her. "He is young, and knows nothing. The time is not right."
"Will you force me to act?" I demanded, gripping his arm now, prior to thrusting him out of the room.
Luther broke free of my grip in a single, violent motion.
"You are impetuous," he said. "It is a virtue only when you have the strength to follow through."
"You will soon discover my strength," I said, and struck at him with my free hand, catching him a sharp blow on the temple.
This had no more effect than the wind. He simply walked past me to my father's bedside, ignoring my presence.
"You shall come with me this night," he said. "The hour is upon us."
My father said nothing, but he rose stiffly from the bed, animated by a sudden access of vigor.
"You must not go with him, father!" I said.
My father motioned me to silence. "Leave!" he said, his voice much stronger now. "It is past time for you to be on your way."
"Come with me," said Luther. "We shall finish our journey tonight."
"Not while I'm alive!" I said, rushing on him. I had moved suddenly, and I struck him in the back of the neck before he could get out of the way. It was a blow that would have brought an ordinary man to his knees, but Luther merely staggered forward a pace, keeping his balance. I hit him once more, then he turned on me, lifted me off the ground as easily as if I were nothing more than a bundle of clothes, and threw me against the wall.
My head struck hard. I felt darkness come over me. I attempted to get to my feet, but there was not strength enough in my limbs, and my head seemed to spin. I was only dimly aware of the figures before me--Luther calling to one of his own, my father sitting up now, and Ingrid watching me.
A servant appeared, set down a platter of meat on a sideboard, and left. I saw as if in a dream Luther present the dish to my father, who accepted it greedily. Only then did I realize the meat was raw, and dripping with blood. I watched my father set to it with a ravenous appetite.
I tried once again to rise, but my head was filled with a spinning vortex of light and shadow and I sank back at once, wracked by pain.
Ingrid presented me with a glass of wine. Had I been in a better state I would have refused it, but I took it and drained it, hoping to put an end to the dizziness that afflicted me.
Moments later, the last shreds of awareness were extinguished in me.
Chapter 10
When I came to my senses, I found myself seated on a stone floor with my back to a wall. Beyond me, Luther, Ingrid and my father were huddled around a taper, which gave off barely enough light to pick out the details of our surroundings.
We were in the catacombs.
You can imagine the effect of such a place on a mind already turbulent with pain and with what I knew now had been drugged wine. All around us, amid the coffins and bones of my ancestors, were the skeletons of poor wretches who had been made to suffer for one crime or another.
Luther had observed my wakefulness, and gave me time to feel the presence of these things. Then he laughed sharply, his long teeth showing yellow against the grey of his skin.
"Do you begin to understand," he demanded of me. "Here is your origin, Morivania! You are one of us."
I was disgusted and horrified. I had never seen this odious part of the castle before. I had always known certain of my ancestors had been ruthless and brutal, but to see with my own eyes evidence of their unnatural cruelty was insufferable. I refused any part in their crimes, and yet their blood ran in my veins; their riches, torn from the bleeding fingers of people less strong than they, trickled down through generations of my family into my own hands, putting food in my mouth, clothes on my back.
Their crimes lived on in me.
Luther watched me for a time, a mocking grin on his lips; I was convinced he knew precisely what was going through my mind.
At length, he brought out from the folds of his robe a short sword with a blackened hilt, upon which were inscribed symbols from an alphabet unknown to me.
"The blood of your ancestors flows in your veins," he said. "They see with your eyes, they speak through your mouth; they think with your mind!"
He stood in front of me now. I struggled to rise, but the drugged wine was still at work in me; I was weak and suffered from a confusion of the senses. Luther's voice penetrated my troubled thoughts, imposing his own order on them, reaching down into my very soul.
I felt feverish. I could no longer distinguish between substance and shadow. I was lost in a world of specters, of suffering and agony brought to life.
Forms materialized around me, shadowy at first, but rapidly gaining definition, until at last I saw, gathered in a circle around me like visitors from the very jaws of Hell, the figures of creatures who were both men and beast, whose features were distorted with blood lust and rage, who yet retained hints of the lineaments of my ancestors, of the cruel visages I had seen in the portraits lining the hallways of the castle.
I felt myself drifting away from my own humanity, becoming as one of these. I heard Luther's voice: "You have found your pack, Morivania. They have been waiting for you. It is blood lust that holds them here, and you must satiate that lust with your own actions. Take the sword."
A groan of despair rose to my lips, but I found, as though in a dream, the sword in my hands.
Luther stepped back, grasping at a fragment of heavy damask hanging from an opening in the wall.
"You must join those whose blood runs in your veins, Morivania," he said. "What they did, you will do. They have given you the gift of great power."
I shook my head, but the sword was clenched firmly in my hands, and I could feel a rising excitement within. Once again, my strength of will proved as ineffectual as a lamb in a wolf's jaws.
"Good and evil do not exist!" said Luther. "There is only blood and strength!"
With these words, he tore away the damask curtain, exposing the figure of a young woman, hardly more than a girl, bound with a chain around her waist to an iron ringbolt.
She was half-mad with terror. She raised her arms in supplication.
"Take her!" commanded Luther. "Cleanse your weakness in her blood; release the power within you."
To my horror, I felt a lust for blood rising within me. It filled the passageways of my mind like a red mist. I was sickened by this sensation. Where had this come from? How could Luther's words have gained such sway over me? I swore to myself I would not yield to this monstrous blood lust; I would plunge the sword into my own heart before I harmed a single hair on that young woman's head.
My hands were slippery with sweat. The muscles in my arms were locked in combat with I know not what. I felt as if I must burst and split into two, and yet I fought on.
"Kill her!" roared Luther.
"I will not!" I shouted, and I thrust the sword as hard as I could at the stone wall.
The blade snapped; the hilt fell from my hands and clattered to the floor.
I heard a cry of rage. I turned slowly, caring little what revenge my ancestors would take on me, but they were gone. The young girl was gone. Only Luther and my father remained.
All of the strength had left my body. I stood facing Luther, trembling with the effort of what I had done.
I don't know what I expected from him: a quick death at his hands, or perhaps a chain around my waist, affixed to an iron ring in the wall. It hardly mattered, I would fight him with whatever of life remained in me. But even as I resolved this, my legs betrayed me and I sank to the floor. Whether it was the wine, or the way my head had struck the wall earlier on, or some accursed influence of Luther's I have no idea, but darkness threatened me once again.
Chapter 11
When I at length regained my senses, I discovered I was alone, and the door was locked. Fear and anger restored me a little, and I took stock of my situation.
There was a flickering torch set into a bracket in the wall. No doubt it had been placed there by Luther so I might better appreciate the chamber of horrors which was now my prison.
Nevertheless, the torch was friend as well as foe, my only defense against the darkness crouching like a hungry beast, waiting for me.
In a trice I had descended the stairs and snatched up the torch, wielding it like a sword against the encroaching darkness.
My ears picked up every sound; the squeal of rats swarming across the crumbling stones, the drip of water, the echo of my own boots muffled by the green slime on the floor.
My one thought was to get out of that wretched place as fast as I could. I started once again for the door, and then some imagined noise, a cry or a groan, paralyzed my limbs. I thought my heart would burst in my chest, so terrified was I. Slowly I turned my head towards of the source of the moan, which had diminished now until it was little more than a drawn-out whisper. I listened, and again it came. My skin tingled all the way down my back and arms; I felt such a craving for open air that I could almost smell the dark juniper boughs outside the courtyard.
The whispering grew louder, and this time I heard my name! Something was calling my name!
I moved a few paces back into the catacombs. I searched the chained skeletons one by one, while moving shadows gave them a spurious animation.
There! In the far corner, between two narrow, rusting cages, a figure that inspired the utmost dread in me.
No! It was not possible….
And yet, there before me, lying face-up on the stone floor, was the corpse of my father!
Half his face had been seared with a brand, and his throat had been slashed from ear to ear, exposing white cartilage.
How can I convey to you the feelings that swept through me as I stared at that figure! Only moments before he had been with me; I had heard the sound of his voice. I had felt the touch of his hand on my shoulder as he supported himself coming down the worn steps.
A black rage fumed inside me. I would burn Luther alive for this; I would make him suffer as my father had suffered.
My poor father! I rushed towards his maimed corpse with the intention of bringing him out of the catacombs so that at least he would have the benefit of a priest, and burial in a Christian graveyard, away from this devil's lair.
But I had not gone more than a few paces when something flew past my ear, bouncing away from the wall with a terrific clatter.
An axe! Someone had thrown an axe at me. Fear took possession of me once again; I heard voices; I heard the babblings of some wild service. Crouching low to the stones I looked round desperately, but there was no one else in the room! I had only embalmed figures for company.
The voices grew louder and I heard the rattle of chains--but where was it coming from? I saw nothing moving, nothing alive, apart from the rats.
Moments later, my name was whispered, then called. I could make out a hissing sound, as of many voices.
By this time my teeth were chattering and I had very little control over my limbs. I was never a coward, and yet, who can face terrors that fly out of nowhere, that never show themselves except as the elements of destruction.
A new sound came to me as I stretched my neck to peer through the gloom. It was a rough, scraping noise, as of metal against metal. I held the torch high, shedding its light as far as I could, and it was then I observed a small door set into the wall beyond an ancient iron maiden.
With a cry of terror I leaped to my feet, ran across the slippery stone floor, and snatched at the door.
It resisted my efforts but I attacked it with the energy of a madman and at length, with a groan as of a living creature, it slowly ground open.
Utterly unmindful of what might lay in wait on the other side, I plunged through the gap and escaped.
The voices were all about me now, echoing along the walls, laughing with the abandon of the deranged. Still I could see no one. Only human remains, and the gloom of centuries met my eye.
There was yet another door to be made. I made my fearful way through the catacombs, expecting at any moment to feel the blade of an axe sink itself into my back.
But frightened as I was, I was completely unprepared for what happened next. I had nearly reached the end of these morbid rooms when I heard the swift padding of feet behind me. I whirled around and I suppose it was my desire to see that saved me, because I lowered my torch and held it in front of me, just below the level of my face. Something leaped at me, plunging head first into the torch; there was a howl of pain, and then a large, black wolf limped away, its tail between its legs.
But now my torch spluttered and went out. Instantly the catacombs were plunged into utter blackness. I could not see my hand in front of my face. Every sound was intensified by the darkness, crashing over me like the roar of a cannonade.
I was close to the stairway that led up to the door I had seen. I had an idea of where it was, but my limbs were trembling so much, I doubted I could make it up the stairs. I moved slowly towards them, my hands held out in the darkness. When I reached the point where I thought they should be, I explored the area with my foot, but I could find nothing. I retreated a little further, repeating the exercise. Still my feet encountered nothing but the irregular expanse of the floor.
Voices gathered around me in the darkness. I felt something touch my face; I felt someone's breath on my skin. What were they waiting for? Why didn't they kill me then and there, and get it over with?
I backed away once more, and came up against the wall. I had missed the stairs!
But where were they? To the right or the left? I could see nothing in that tomb; I had no hint of the direction to take, and I knew that a miss would prolong my torment. I feared that I could not stand up much longer.
Fingers touched my arms, swarmed over my face, my chest. Something took my hand, then let it drop. I trembled violently now, as though in the last stages of an ague.
The only thing I could do was to follow the line of the wall until I reached the stairs. If I moved in the wrong direction, I would of course not find anything in my path but bones, and would have to retrace my steps. The thought of that eventuality nearly paralyzed me, but I set out, resolved to continue as long as I was left alive.
I tripped over something, nearly fell, and pulled myself up again. A hand applied something wet and sticky to my face. Fingers pulled at my hair.
At last the stairway! I had found it. Perhaps I would escape after all. Perhaps Luther only meant to terrify me, to show the extent of his power.
I forced myself to ascend slowly. The tormenting hands were gone now, along with the whispering voices. Nothing interfered with my progress as I tried the broken surface, and then reached the door. With a deliberation that took every particle of willpower I had left, I tried the latch and pushed the door.
The infernal thing resisted, just as its mate had at the other entrance. I began to think I had been sealed into a common grave, and yell as I might, no one would ever hear me. Luther had stopped me at the very threshold of freedom, in a gesture that would break the will of a god.
Then it was, while my spirits were at their lowest, I heard the padding of feet behind me.
Many feet!
Wolves, I thought. Luther has unleashed a pack of wolves, intending I should be torn to pieces, there, on the doorstep.
In a frenzy I attacked the door again, putting my shoulder to it. The heavy thing gave a fraction of an inch and jammed. I stuck my fingers in the gap, levering desperately at it.
The wolves had stopped. Someone close behind me called my name. I turned slowly and saw two eyes glinting in the darkness.
With the energy of a maniac I forced the door; it gave in a sudden rush, and I leaped through the opening into the dank cellar, tripping over a pile of bones as I made my way past the wine casks.
There was a half-light at the end of this room; it came trickling down from a single high window, but it was enough to illuminate my escape route. I went up the stairs, out through the door, and burst into the hallway, where the rich morning light poured through a stained glass window.
An overwhelming lassitude came over me then, but I fought against it with as much will as remained to me, for I was resolved not to spend a moment longer in the castle than necessary. I entered the great hall and took pistols from a case near the mantel. These I charged with powder and balls, and thrust into my belt.
Once I was armed I felt a little better, though I was convinced that ordinary weapons would have no effect on the creatures that had come so near to destroying me in the catacombs. My next step was to gather what money and possessions I could carry in one leather case. I worked with clumsy haste, and could not remember where I had put many of my things.
At last I was ready. I rushed out of my room, pistol in one hand, case in the other, and took the stairs two at a time to the hallway. I looked behind once, just as I opened the door, and imagined that I saw shapes near the entrance to the great hall.
That was all the spur I needed to my flagging strength. I ran across the courtyard to the stables, and found my horse. The poor animal was in a high state of unease, stamping and snorting wildly.
I led him out, saddled him, and urged him away at a flying gallop, his hooves throwing off sparks from the rough paving of the courtyard. I did not slacken until I was half way down the track that led to the village, and indeed, my horse seemed as anxious as I to get away from the castle.
An hour later I had reached the first farmhouse. The road widened, and within a few minutes I had approached the inn, where my foaming mount was taken in hand by a startled groom, and a servant took my case. I asked for a glass of brandy the instant I had signed my name to the register, and when I downed this, I felt that I was in an imminent state of collapse. I was helped up to my room, and there requested the presence of the head man of the village.
He was fetched from his shop upon the instant, and soon stood nervously by my bed. I offered him a drink, which he poured himself, and I motioned to him to take a chair.
My thoughts were in a wild state of disorder, and I was exhausted after my ordeal, but I felt it imperative that I communicate my story to someone. Now that I was free of the castle, I began to think of revenge, and I had half-formed a plan for returning with a party of villagers to secure Luther and remove my father's body from the catacombs.
But I could see by the expression on the head man's face that I would get no help from these people. He was a big, slow fellow of about forty, with a thatch of brown hair cropped close, and deep-set grey eyes. He crossed himself repeatedly as I related the events of my ordeal, and when I had finished, merely stared at me, his eyes wide with fright.
"Well Herr Heinrich?" I demanded. "Will you form a party with me?"
"A party, sir? To enter Schloss Dunkelfeuer?"
"That is what I intend, Herr Heinrich."
"You want the men of the village to go up there, sir?"
He looked so incredulous and slow that I became impatient. "Of course I want the men of the village," I replied. "Do you expect me to return there alone? What is the matter, man?"
His face blanched, and he looked the type of every dull-witted, superstitious rustic I had ever encountered. "There is no one here who will go with you," he said slowly. "Not if God and all the saints were there to watch over us. It is a devil's hole."
I sank back on my pillow, desolated. There was no use in arguing with the fellow; I saw that immediately. I knew that all the other villagers would follow his example, and that I would undoubtedly have to go to Vienna to hire men to return with me. Yet how could I blame these creatures for their fear? They had not even the advantage of my education; they still lived with the superstitions of their barbaric ancestors, in spite of their rosaries and their crosses. To ask them to enter the castle would be an exercise in futility.
"You may go," I said at length to the head man. "I must have sleep now."
"I am truly sorry that we cannot help, sir." Heinrich rose and stood awkwardly near the bed. "But everyone in the village is afraid."
"I know that, Herr Heinrich. I can't ask the impossible of you."
"If I can help you in any other way, sir...."
"There is nothing you can do. Leave me to sleep."
He bowed, and withdrew. The innkeeper came into the room to see if I wanted anything, but I sent him out, too, and, shutting the door after him, abandoned myself to sleep.
Chapter 12
My dreams were hideous, and my groans, so the peasants told me later, could be heard in the tavern below. Indeed, the priest was called in to perform an exorcism, but he dared not knock on my door and disturb me; he merely waited in the lobby with the innkeeper.
At length, someone did work up the courage to rap at my door, though for a different reason. I came awake slowly, and opened my eyes in twilight. As the knocking persisted, I called to whoever it was to enter, and meanwhile drew the curtains. I had slept the entire day, and was now gazing out at the first stars of the evening sky.
A woodsman burst into my room and cried out: "The castle, sir. "The castle is burning."
"Burning!" I pushed past him, ran out of the room and down the stairs, and rushed into the lobby. From here I could gaze through the big front window at the slope that led up through the trees to the castle.
A dull red glow filled all that part of the sky, and I could see a column of smoke rising above the pines. Schloss Dunkelfeuer was in flames!
The innkeeper moved nervously about me, making little clucking noises like a hen. I could see the fellow was afraid of me; indeed, all who were in the lobby cringed at my approach, as though I were an agent of darkness come to mete out the same fate to the village that had taken the castle.
I know not how I spent the remnants of that night. I returned to my room, and I am told that I made the noise of a thousand tormented souls. The priest scattered holy water on the steps outside my room, though he could not be persuaded to enter. Upon waking at dawn and sticking my head out the door, I found a sprig of garlic attached to the lintel; an old peasant artifice to ward off evil spirits and vampires.
I suppose I should have taken offense at this, but I was in a confused state, and I desired to return with all possible haste to the site of the castle. Still no one would accompany me; however, a breakfast, and my two pistols gave me heart for the journey, and without more ado, I took my horse and rode up the track.
The smell of ashes was on the air long before I reached my ruined home. As I got closer I could see that a few trees had been touched here and there by sparks blown on the wind, however the dampness of the forest had prevented the flames from spreading. Otherwise the village itself might have been engulfed in a sheet of fire rolling down the side of the mountain.
The first I saw of the castle itself was the blackened curtain wall; the heat of the blaze had cracked some of the stones in the battlements, and pieces had fallen to the ground. But that alone could not account for the extent of the damage I saw. It was as though an earthquake had shaken the foundations. Portions of the wall had simply fallen into the moat, and in some cases the piles of stones rose above the dirty green water.
From my position a short distance away, I could see through gaping holes directly into the gutted interior. Nothing combustible had survived. The floor itself had gone up in a rush, and the roof had been burnt to cinders when it fell through.
The cellars and the catacombs, open to light for the first time in centuries, had been sterilized by fire. Small, charred things littered the stone floor, and these were all that remained of the gruesome figures that had once kept me company.
My horse pawed the ground and snorted nervously, anxious to be away from that relic. I urged him a little closer, but I had lost my resolve, and no longer cared to explore the burnt stones. I thought sadly of my father who must be little more than funeral ash; I would at least have preferred to scatter his remains among the trees of the forest, but he would be indistinguishable now from everything else that had been left behind.
I was on the point of turning away when I saw something out of the corner of my eye that revived all of the terrors I had felt during my ordeal in the catacombs. It was little more than a shadow flitting among the blackened shapes in the courtyard, but I had recognized it immediately.
My horse wheeled, and in that instant, the shadow emerged from a gaping hole in the wall.
It was the biggest wolf I had ever seen; its coat was the color of charred wood, and its eyes were a peculiar yellow hue that seemed to burn with their own light. In its mouth was part of a human torso, with the head still attached.
Before I could react, my horse had reared, throwing me back over the saddle. I clung desperately to the pommel, still half-turned towards the wolf, which was now advancing towards me. For an instant, I thought I could make out the lineaments of a human face on the creature, but I put it out of mind immediately as my horse galloped away down the track, and I wrenched myself back into the saddle. I knew even then I must never allow myself to think whose face it was, because if what I had seen was truth and not fantasy, I would need more than human help to survive. And yet, as I held on desperately while the horse plunged down the treacherous path, my father's image haunted me, and for the first time in my life I prayed with absolute sincerity: I prayed that it was not his torso I had seen clamped between the jaws of a wolf.
I made it back to the village in a bruised and troubled state. The innkeeper spotted me from behind his desk as I entered the lobby, and I could see the color drain from his features.
"I'll be leaving on the next coach to Vienna," I said. "Make up my account, please. I'll take my lunch in the dining room."
He swallowed, murmured something in a guttural voice, and nodded. I went up the stairs, and when I turned back for a second, before reaching the landing, I caught him staring at me with a look of undisguised fear.
"You can have the priest exorcise my room," I shouted to him. I was in a bitter mood now, and I cared little for what these stupid villagers thought.
But when I entered my room and made to pack the few things that I had brought with me, I happened to glance at the mirror over the chest of drawers, and I saw what had frightened the innkeeper.
During my ride up through the woods, I must have come close enough to a charred tree to have been touched by one of its boughs, because my forehead was streaked with soot; and what is more, the pattern it formed was that of a hand with four fingers.
At the sight of this thing, I astonished myself by giving vent to a wild burst of laughter. On and on I laughed; loudly, raucously and without the slightest trace of humor. The poor creatures downstairs must have been terrified, because when I descended there was no one to be seen. The entire inn seemed deserted.
I counted out some change, left it with a note on the innkeeper's desk, and went out to the porch to wait for the coach. My business here was finished; I never wanted to see the village of K-- again, and as for the ruins of Schloss Dunkelfeuer: I wished devoutly that the castle had never existed.
I waited perhaps an hour outside. I saw no signs of life, either in the street, or in the few houses that bordered it. I could only assume that the innkeeper had rushed out like a frightened goose and repeated his story to everyone he met, until all the people of the village had fled.
After a time, the silence began to prey on my nerves. I needed the comforts of human society: I needed music and laughter to put my ordeal out of mind. Instead, I was given space for reflection; and I had to endure the confused, frightening images of memory, as well as a steady desire for revenge that threatened to unbalance my faculties.
Chapter 13
At length the coach arrived, rumbling down the main street. The driver got down stiffly, demanding to know where the devil the stable hands were; and when I told him there was no one around, he swore violently.
"I expect I'll have to feed and water them myself," he complained, glaring at the six horses. "What's happened to the villagers? Plague?"
He had merely been indulging his black humor when he asked that question, but as he turned and searched the deserted street, I could see a hint of fear in his eyes.
"Where the devil is everyone?" he growled, raising his voice to keep up his spirits. "They're not all hiding, are they?"
"I've seen no one," I replied. "When I came down from my room in the inn, the village was like this."
The driver eyed me narrowly. "You wouldn't know the reason of it, would you?"
"It's a mystery to me. I came down expecting a breakfast before my journey, but there's no one to cook."
"The innkeeper? Old Tomas?" The driver put his arm out to steady the lead horse. "First time they miss a coach that I heard of." There was an edge to his voice now, and he regarded me with me suspicion.
"And who might you be sir?" he demanded.
"Morivania."
He wiped his forehead with the back of his bare arm. "You're of the castle;" he said.
"Schloss Dunkelfeuer burned down last night," I said. "I'm the only survivor."
"Burned down you say? I'm sorry to hear it, sir. But that's the lot of a man in this life, isn't it! No sooner does he get a little fortune scraped together than the devil comes along and pisses on it. But what of the villagers? Did the fire scare them off, slack-bowels that they are?"
"I wish I knew," I said. "I'm hungry, and I want hot water for a bath."
"It's no matter, sir," said the driver. He was having a hard time of it now, trying to calm the horses, and his great oaths had no effect on them. "A bath would only give you the ague, and you've had trouble enough by the sound of it." He gave up on his work finally, and came to me with a puzzled look on his face. "I don't like it," he muttered. "A man that's been burned out in the night; a village as empty as a witch's udder; and my horses frightened of their own shadows. The devil can break wind on this place for all I care; let's get clear of it, sir."
"I couldn't agree with you more. See if you can find some food for yourself in the kitchen; I'll wait for you out here."
He waved away my suggestion. "It's the horses I'm worried about, sir. They've had a long haul already; they can't go on."
"I'll help you change the team," I said, anxious to do anything that would hasten my departure.
The driver was astounded. For all his rough ways, he had enough of civilization in him to feel the breach that separated our ranks. "You would help, sir?" he said stupidly.
"Of course, man! I'm as anxious to get out of this place as you are. Let's be done with it."
The driver still seemed reluctant, but I turned my back on him and strode towards the team. That settled his mind quickly enough, and he joined me as I led the horses around to the stables.
The silence of the village was only accentuated by the clatter of hooves on packed ground. It began to prey on our nerves, and we spoke little to each other until our task was finished.
The driver brightened, however, when we had made ready, and offered me a seat beside him on top of the coach. I know not whether it was for want of companionship on a lonely road, or because the deserted streets had filled him with unease, but he pressed the matter, and I soon climbed up beside him.
With an oath and a crack of the whip he got us on our way, and in short order we had left the village of K-- behind us. Our familiarity reached a peak when he offered me a pipe of tobacco, but I was in no mood for a smoke that day. Fortunately the driver was a taciturn fellow, and once he had his pipe going, he left me pretty much to myself.
I fell to brooding on the events of the past few days, my spirits laid low by the loss of my father, and I was by turns filled with shame and disgust at the darker side of my own nature, and with rage at Luther's actions.
I conjured up Luther's withered face, and tried to work out the nature of his hold on my father; I had ruled out blackmail, and could think of nothing else that would have allowed him to hound my father to the end of his days, unless fear itself. That seemed the most likely, for the man was an expert in the devices that had wrought my father to such a pitch of nerves and, indeed, had nearly unhinged my own mind. Perhaps the two had met during one of my father's bouts of insanity; a bond had formed, and Luther had used it for his own advantage.
But what advantage was there in tormenting a man, and then murdering him in such a grisly fashion? He had got no land out of it, and no money as far as I knew. The only practical result of his devil's labor that I could see was the cold hatred and desire for revenge that he had inspired in my breast. I would have him: I vowed revenge in the name of my father. I would pursue Luther as long as I had eyes to see and limbs to work my will.
I had been absorbed in these reflections for some time, when the driver said with the stem of his pipe clenched between his teeth, "There's something following us, on your side, in the trees."
I turned abruptly, searching the ground beneath the close-set firs, but we were moving at a pretty good clip, making it hard to distinguish anything in the shadows.
"It's nothing," I said. "You must have seen a bird or a fox."
"I tell you there's something in the trees, sir, keeping pace with us." He had taken the pipe out of his mouth and was knocking the bowl against the wooden seat. "It was ahead of us when I saw it, about fifty paces."
I knew the driver to be uneasy and I was convinced that he had merely fixed on one of the disordered phantoms of his own imagination. Although we had emerged from the cleft rock of the mountains and the land had opened up around us, the trees were thick on either side of the road, and the way would be hard. I gave myself over to a desultory examination of the woods just ahead, while I thought of Vienna and my father's one friend there. Perhaps in the company of a man who had known him, I might find a way of making sense out of what had happened. At the very least I might learn something of Luther's true motives.
Nothing, however, would shake me from my resolve to wreak vengeance on the fiend.
All at once the driver gave a shout and gestured to the trees a short distance in front of us. I stared hard at the spot, but at first could see only moss-covered rocks and matted spider webs.
"There!" he shouted. "There! Sweet mother of God, what in the name of Heaven is that!"
And then at last I saw what had frightened him. It was an enormous grey wolf, identical in every respect to the beast that had come out of the ruins of Schloss Dunkelfeuer with the remains of a torso clamped between its jaws. It flowed among the trees like a ghost, seeming hardly to touch the ground. Once it cast a backward glance at us, and I felt its glowing eyes penetrate me with a strange, bilious light.
The driver had nearly let go of the reins in his agitation. I clapped him on the back to bring him to his senses, and drew one of the pistols from my belt. At this range there could be little chance of scoring a hit, but I thought at least to take some sort of action. I had had enough of being the victim; I would decide the course of events for a change.
The driver took heart at the sight of my pistol and worked his team up to a gallop; our coach bounced and rolled so wildly I thought it would break an axle and send us flying into the woods. But with this sudden increase of speed, we began to draw near; I could see the creature's coarse fur as it glided in and out of the shadows, now exposed, now half-hidden by the trunks of the trees.
I took aim, holding my weapon as steady as I could under these conditions, and waited as inch by inch we closed the gap. At length we were nearly abreast of him. I held as firmly as I could to the edge of the seat and fired.
The ball caught the animal in the hind quarters; it broke stride, turned to give us a savage look, and before I could take aim with the other pistol, limped away under cover of the trees.
The driver gave a shout for joy and took my arm.
"That was wonderful to see, sir! You caught him fair in the haunches from a bouncing coach. He'll think twice before he shows himself again. Praise God and the devil, sir; it was a pretty shot."
I thanked the fellow modestly enough, though I could barely contain my elation. This was my first crack at Luther's party, and though I had not killed, I had drawn blood. It was proof that I could hurt them, and I had reasonable hopes now of running Luther himself to the ground.
My jubilation lasted only a moment, however, before reason took hold and I began to wonder why the beast had been keeping pace with us. Was Luther tracking me by means of his bestial friends? Why had he not simply done away with me when he had me at his mercy? It would have been an easy task for him. Was it possible he had wanted me to escape? Did he have some purpose in mind for me, some evil design too deep, too intricate for me to comprehend?
Against these thoughts, my simple desire for revenge began to seem very small indeed. I had engaged a devious and powerful enemy; I would do well to proceed carefully against such a foe, no matter how pressing my desire for to avenge my father.
I must also consider the hitherto unsuspected darker side of my own nature, which seemed to respond of its own volition to Luther's imprecations, as though I were in fact not one, but two people. I must needs remind myself I was fighting not one, but two enemies, and one of them, perhaps the most dangerous, lay coiled within my own breast.
"Will you take a schnapps with me at the next village, sir?" asked the driver, filled with a new respect. "I'd be proud to say that I shared a table with a man who did what you did."
"Nothing would please me more," I said. "I've endured enough of dark places and darker thoughts. But you must let me provide the drink."
The driver would have none of it; I had saved him from being torn to pieces, he said, and his life was at least worth the price of a bottle, if not more.
We reached the next village without incident, and the driver soon made my fame in that place. There were many who begged to touch my hand or my cloak because I was a man who could scourge the devil, as they said. Just before I left on the next coach, an old woman hobbled up to me, supporting herself on a stick, and grinned broadly, showing blackened stumps of teeth.
"You'll be marked by the powers of evil, good sir," she croaked. "They don't like them that hurts one of their own."
Her breath was foul, and it was all I could do not to give offense by turning away from her.
"You be on your guard, she said. "They come in the night." Here she waved her stick at the forest beyond the inn. "I hear them in the trees when the moon is full."
"They're only wolves, Mother Kranzer," a big, strapping blacksmith ventured.
"Wolves!" She turned and thrust her stick at the fellow's chest. "What do you know of wolves, you fool! Have you seen them make off with a neighbor's child as I have? Have you seen them at night, their eyes glittering like the devil's jewels among the trees?"
Her sharp, rasping voice silenced protest. She stared her man down for a moment or two, then gave her attention to me again. "And you, good sir; don't take on so much with what you've done that you forget to bar the door and lock the window at night. For they won't forget! Not them!" Her eyes shifted to the woods again, then back to me, and all at once she thrust out her hand, offering me a small bag made of cheesecloth.
"Take it," she cried. "Inside are garlic and horehound. There are herbs that these fools know nothing of. Take it and keep it about you to the end of your days."
I accepted the bag from her, offering a few coins in return, but she refused them.
"I never took money for saving a poor traveller from the spirits that would defile his body and soul."
I thanked her again, promised to keep the bag about my person at all times, and had turned to go when I felt the end of her stick in my back.
"I never took money," she said. "But an old woman gets thirsty, sir, and there's some that would deny her a bottle of schnapps to burn the ague from her bones."
"You shall have your bottle, Mother Kranzer," I said, and I called upon the innkeeper who was among the crowd there, giving him money for the purchase. "See that she is supplied until the money runs out," I said.
At this the old woman gave a fearful cackle, unlike anything I have ever heard before, and executed a peculiar sort of hopping dance with the aid of her stick. I left her there, and climbed up into the waiting coach, where I discovered two fellow passengers. The driver shook the reins, the team started away, and the old woman called out to me, "Keep the bag about you, young sir. Don't let it out of your sight."
I waved to her and she fell back with the crowd as we rolled down the narrow street towards the coach road. In a few moments we were rattling and shaking towards the capital at a good speed, and I gave myself over to conversation with my fellow passengers, who had heard something of my story.
I told them a little, keeping the worst of it to myself. I felt the need of a true confidant now; a man whose wisdom would help me discover a path out of the darkness enfolding me.
Chapter 14
Vienna restored my spirits a little; in fact, it never failed to inspire me, accustomed as I was to the desolate and wild shapes of the mountains. Every aspect pleased me: the tower of St. Stephen's Cathedral soaring gracefully above the city walls; the great mass of the Karlskirche dominating the pleasing symmetry of the Schwarzenberg Palace; the Imperial Palace of Schonbrunn glittering in the slant rays of the afternoon sun, and beyond it, the line of hills sloping to the Danube.
Even at this hour there was a great deal of activity as citizens approached the gates. It was a comfort to me to see so much of human enterprise, yet even here, among such a multitude, I felt the effects of some implacable evil within.
We crossed a fine bridge over the Wien river and, entering the walls of the city, were immediately plunged into streets as narrow as any I have seen in Europe. Every sort of conveyance competed with us for right of way, from lowly milk carts to the landaus of great families, and yet there was remarkably little of bad temper or of jostling and sharp words. Unlike the people of the mountains, the citizens of Vienna had such a regard for order and tranquility that they would endure with a degree of patience the most formidable tangle of coaches.
Our progress was slow, and it was not until evening had advanced upon us that we were set down at the Gross Klammer Inn, a structure that rose, like its neighbors, to a height of some seven or eight floors, and kept all of the light from the narrow thread of a street below.
I took a room, arranged for a quick bath and a hot supper, and debated whether to call upon Herr Loidl, my father's old friend. At length I made up my mind to see him despite the lateness of the hour, as I was consumed with a desire to take action while I still retained the power of independent thought.
A servant cleaned my cloak and boots; and, dressed in fresh linen and a good Paris cravat, I set out. The carriage took me out of the twisting streets of the old part of the city into a region of fine houses and walks lined with elms. Herr Loidl's family occupied a magnificent, grey stone structure entirely surrounded by elm and linden, and set off in front with a cluster of weeping willow. A man servant showed me into an alcove, and then Loidl himself came out to take my hand, showing me all of the warmth that had been my father's in time past.
He was an older man, of less than average height, with a broad chest and a thick waist. He had left off his wig, and his grey hair showed sparsely, accentuating the effect of age and care in his face. His skin was sallow and pouchy; indeed, I felt no little concern when I saw these things, but he soon put me at ease, informing me that he had just emerged from a hard period, and could breath easy once again, having salvaged his estate from an unlucky investment.
"And your father," he said, offering me a seat in his study. "How is he now? There was talk of an illness,
At this my face betrayed the gravity of my thoughts, and though I did not answer him at once, he anticipated my words.
"Something has befallen him? Tell me everything; I'll do whatever I can."
I cannot account for what happened to me now except to say that the human heart is wonderfully strange; I had thought to have gotten over the worst of my trouble, and yet now I burst into tears before this man, and sobbed like a schoolboy.
He came to me upon the instant and did what he could, until by degrees I regained control and was able to tell him all that had happened these last few days. When I had finished, he covered his face with his hands and sat thinking for some time.
At length he sighed heavily and, getting up to stoke the fire, said, "I would like you to regard me as your friend and protector, Morivania. You are welcome here for as long as you care to stay. I hope you will entrust your affairs to me, as your poor father did before you."
"I would not like you to go to any trouble sir--"
"There is no trouble in it, my friend." And then he came and offered me a brandy and sat near me.
"I tried to help your father," he said. "But he was under this creature's power, and there was nothing I could do to set him free. The bonds were made long ago; in fact, it is a lucky thing that you too were not drawn into the web."
"I intend to pay Luther back!" I exclaimed. "I hope that you may assist me on that score, as I know little of the monster; only that he has devised some monstrous scheme of which my father was only a small part."
Herr Loidl gazed into his brandy for a time, and I could see that he was debating something with considerable energy. When he finally turned to me, he seemed worn and frail.
"Your father committed certain of his experiences to paper in a letter which he entrusted to me," he said. "He wished me to keep it safe until such time as he passed away; where upon I was to present it to you. He urged me to dissuade you from seeking any contact with Luther or his kind. He said that he hoped his letter would serve as a warning."
"I need no warning," I said. "I've felt the power of the fiend. But I will have revenge; nothing will deter me from that; not even my father's words."
"You don't know truly dangerous he is," Herr Loidl said. "You are fortunate to have escaped. It may be he has no interest in you--"
"I believe he does," I said. "I was followed for a time by one of his beasts, until I shot it."
At these words, Herr Loidl became agitated. "Then fly, Morivania!" he said. "Leave Vienna! Get as far away as you can. Take ship to London." He gripped my shoulder, and gave me such a look of concern as touched me to the heart.
"I thank you for your advice," I said, "But I will not rest until Luther lies dead at my feet."
"I cannot urge you strongly enough to leave. You have money; you have youth and strength. Get away while there is still a chance for you. Once Luther determines on a course of action, there is no stopping him."
"I fled from him once," I said. "I will not do so again."
Herr Loidl shook his head and regarded me with infinite sadness. "I was afraid of this," he said. "You have something in your blood that draws you to your own destruction; it is a characteristic of your family." He turned and walked slowly to the door. "Perhaps the letter will convince you, if you are prepared to heed a voice from the grave."
I watched him cross the room to a small, lacquered table. Unlocking a drawer, he extracted my father's letter, contemplated it for a moment; then, with a heavy sigh, offered it to me.
I took it with trembling hands, the sight of my name written in my father's hand stirring too many memories, invoking a sudden, bitter grief.
Herr Loidl was about to retire from the room when I bade him stay.
"I will have no secrets from you," I said.
He nodded his acquiescence and took up a seat by the hearth, gazing into the fire with a melancholy air while I turned my attention to the letter.
It was a large envelope sealed with wax.
Chapter 15
The manuscript consisted of several pages of close writing. I extract from it here:
"My dear son,
"By now my mortal remains have been disposed of in a disgusting fashion, and my soul watches over you as the living father never did. I ask you to forgive me the distance that grew between us; I can only say in my defense--and a pitiable defense it is--that I had allowed myself to fall under the spell of a destructive creature, and I wished to spare you the sight of my torment.
"I write to you now when I know death to be near because I have hopes that you will learn from my mistakes, rid yourself of the family possessions, and take up residence in a distant land. It is your only chance. Do not think of revenge, for that is impossible. If you wish to put my soul to rest, then leave this place and save yourself, else I will have committed a far greater crime than that which already burdens me; I will have entrained my only son in the path of my corruption.
"I leave you a medallion which I enclose separately; it bears Luther's device, and I would have you fix it in your memory for all time, that you may shun those who carry such a thing about them.
"Finally, I commit you to Johannes Loidl, who will serve you as well as he has served me these last years. Heed his advice. Sell what remains of our lands and possessions, and make a clean break with your past. Only when you have begun anew, in a distant land, will my soul find the peace it yearns for.
"Your unhappy father....
The rest of the letter was taken up with a journal, which recounted events that I might at one time have taken to be the visions of a madman; however I was now disposed to credit them for truth. There was also a medallion wrapped in a piece of cloth. It was about the size of a pocket watch, and it bore a face that resembled Luther's, with a fine line dividing healthy from withered flesh; except that in this case the flesh had entirely melted away, so that the figure was half a face, half a skull.
I contemplated the loathsome thing for a moment, then slipped it into a pocket of my waistcoat and gave my attention to the journal, impatient to read it through.
The entries were undated, still in my father's hand, but in a rougher style, as if produced in haste and agitation:
Could not sleep again. Noise, like a scratching at the bedroom door, but when I stuck my head out, no sign of anything. However, just as I was turning back, I heard something downstairs in the great hall. I lighted a rush lamp and went down, and this woke the dogs, who clamoured at me from the alcove. I let them in and together we explored the hall, but again, nothing to be found.
The dogs eager to be let out, as there was a full moon and the air clear. I debated the matter, and while I stood near the entrance to the hall, there was an...emanation...a sound that came over me very softly, and with an indescribable melancholy that turned everything in life to ashes. I remained there as though in a trance, unable to move. The dogs heard it too because they stopped their barking and fell silent, with cocked ears.
All at once the emanation was gone. The dogs surged towards the door in a frenzy to be out, and I followed them, half in curiosity, half in fear. The door had opened just a crack when they plunged through into the courtyard. They barely stopped to sniff the trail, so certain were they of their quarry. By the time I had reached the front gate, they were already across the field and into the trees; I could hear their baying very distinctly in the still night air.
I took a few paces into the field. Of a sudden the violent sounds of chase gave way to a shrill yelp of agony; there was a howl, and one of the dogs came
flying back through the trees, its tail between its legs. I called to it, but it wouldn't stop, and I caught a glimpse of a frightful wound in its shoulder as it passed.
Then my attention was taken up by a figure emerging from the woods. To my astonishment, I saw it was a woman dressed in a habit of coarse black cloth, with a hood of the same material drawn closely over her head.
I stood in mute amazement--what manner of woman ventured out alone into the woods, at this hour!
As she seemed disinclined to come any further, I approached her, and it was then I could see that she was a great beauty, though none of her features made such a distinct impression as to engrave themselves on my memory.
The effect was troublesome. I felt the compelling attraction of her beauty, and yet, so indistinct were her individual features, I found myself constantly straining to see her clearly. She was as vivid as a full moon on a clear night, and as insubstantial as vapor.
I moved closer still. Her eyes seemed to glow and change color from black to a sulphurous brown.
A thousand impressions went through my mind; was she a witch? A demon from Hell? A mad woman who had broken out of her confinement to wander like a ghost through the woods?
Then a pungent odor assailed my nostrils, and I heard a low growl emanating from somewhere close at hand, and as I searched frantically for the source, a large wolf padded silently out from between two great oak trees and stood at her side, watching me.
I admit to being afraid.
There were stories in our family of apparitions, of evil things drawn to our castle by the great crimes that our forebears committed. There were old women who said the very grounds had soaked up the blood and anguish of the men and women who had been tortured and murdered in our dungeons.
I was not of a superstitious nature, although I had my share of nightmares.
But now, in the presence of these two figures who emanated a supernatural aura, it was not so easy to be a skeptic. I felt the touch of evil, and I shuddered.
And yet, there was something so compelling about the woman that I found myself rooted to the spot, unable to break away, or even to speak.
I was a man possessed.
After a moment or two, she uttered something unintelligible in a deep, guttural voice, and snatched up my hand, gripping it with immense force.
I made no effort to free myself, though my every thought was edged with fear.
I noticed then that she was barefoot, and that she wore a thin collar of gold around her neck. A medallion depended from it, but as this was buried beneath the folds of her habit, I could not see the device.
I was now entirely under her spell. I could divine her wishes without so much as a word from her lips. I felt myself turning and starting back for the castle. Her strong fingers moved from my hand to my arm as she kept to my side on the track.
I had no idea if her wolf friend was following us, but I lacked the strength of will to turn my head and see.
I remember nothing of the trek back to the castle. I knew only that this woman exercised the power of a witch over me. She could do as she wished; I was helpless to stop her.
We crossed the courtyard and entered the castle. No one challenged us; the servants were all asleep, and the dogs had not returned to awaken anyone with their howls.
At the top of the stairs that led to the cellars, the woman sniffed the air. Her cowl had fallen back on her shoulders, revealing a mass of unkempt hair as black as pitch. She gave me a long, penetrating gaze as though to reinforce her power over me, then she tore open the cellar door and made her way down in the darkness.
I was compelled by the force of her dark arts to follow, though I did manage to snatch up an oil lamp from a chest in the hall.
I followed like an automaton as she led me straight down to the catacombs. By now I was nearly out of my wits with terror, but my limbs were no longer in my command. I could do nothing to escape.
She took the lamp from my hand, set it down on a table, and turned to me.
I half expected her to attack me with a knife hidden about her person, or summon the wolf and command it to slash my throat, but she did neither.
Instead, she stepped out of her robe and stood before me, utterly naked.
I had no time to react; in an instant, she was upon me, possessed by a frenzy I had not imagined possible in a human being.
Darkness took my mind.
All thought, all reason sank away like water down a drain, and for a time--I know not how long--I was merely a beast coupling with another beast.
When I came to my senses again, I was lying on the stone floor, still in the catacombs. And standing over me, gazing down on me with a mocking grin, was Luther.
It was the beginning of his unholy power over me.
I finished the letter in a miserable state of mind and handed it to Herr Loidl.
He read it slowly, grimacing every so often; then he gave it back to me and took me by the arm.
"You have met Luther," he said. "And now you have read your father's account of one of Luther's acolytes. Do you still imagine you can defeat these creatures?"
"I must, and I will," I said.
"But how will you manage it? Your father fell easily enough under their spell, as did you. Will it be any different when you meet them again?"
I hesitated before making my reply. Herr Loidl meant well, and he was right to question me on this point. How, in fact, would I counter the supernatural power Luther and his acolyte seemed to wield? How could I prevent them from provoking my own demons, and thereby sapping my will?
Herr Loidl released my arm.
"You are uncertain," he said.
"Nevertheless; I must find a way."
"You will ignore your father's wishes, and my own counsel?"
"I could not live with myself if I were to flee. It would leave an open wound."
Herr Loidl gave me another long look, hoping, I suppose, to find some infirmity of purpose in me, some lever that he could pull to act as a brake on my steady progression to a doom neither of us fully understood.
Then he went back to the little table, extracted paper and a pen, and wrote a name and address.
"Your father studied in Paris for a time," he said, handing me the paper. "While he was there, he was often in the company of a fellow student--one Guillaume Labardier. They studied with an alchemist for a time. They shared a small laboratory where they conducted experiments that would not have been permitted at the university. One day, something peculiar happened--your father would never talk of it, but he left Paris shortly afterwards, never to return. I believe Labardier knows something that might help you overcome Luther's power. By your father's account, he is a good man, if a trifle eccentric in his ways. I don't know his present address, but I do know someone who might be able to help you find him. I'll write a letter of introduction for you, and with that you must content yourself. I know of nothing more that can help."
"You have already done much," I protested.
"I have done much that would sadden your father."
"It was not in your power to stop me, sir. You cannot be blamed."
Herr Loidl was silent for a time after this, and the two of us sat gazing into the fire, which burned down slowly to small points of flame as fine as cats' tongues.
At length I rose and said that I had imposed too much on his time already, and must make my way back to the inn, but he would have none of this.
"The guest room has been made up for you," he said. "I have sent a servant for your things."
I protested, but to no avail, as Herr Loidl insisted that he be allowed to take at least some small step on my behalf.
When this had been settled, he introduced me to his wife and daughters, who were eager to meet the mysterious stranger in their midst.
The little that was left of the evening passed agreeably enough with some airs on the piano and harp, and a set at cards. I thought the eldest daughter rather charming and might have stopped at Vienna were I not preoccupied with Luther.
At length, Herr Loidl showed me up to my room and bade me goodnight.
I listened for a time to the sounds of the household, and when all was quiet, sat up reading by the light of a lamp. Although I was exhausted after my long journey and the events of the last few days, I felt that I would get at best a fitful sleep unless I found some means of turning my mind from the subject of Luther and his creatures. I applied myself to an edition of Rousseau's 'Emile', but not even this masterpiece could rid my imagination of the things I had seen.
At length, body and soul wearied beyond measure, I went to bed and attempted sleep. A thousand phantom shapes played along the walls, and every time I closed my eyes, I felt the presence of some monstrosity leaning over me.
In spite of the tricks of my feverish imagination, however, sleep came to me by degrees.
Chapter 16
I was awakened by a scratching at the window. At first I was confused; I thought I was back in my room at the castle and I had to warn my father that he was in grave danger. I sprang to my feet with a cry of alarm, but the furnishings of the room were strange, and I grew desperate as I struggled to make some sense out of my surroundings.
The scratching came again. I looked to the window and at first I could see nothing; then a dim shape appeared. It was a great, wild-eyed raven, its wings drumming fiercely, its claws striking again and again at the glass.
I dressed quickly, my head clear now, my faculties sharpened by the unnatural incident. This had to be Luther's handiwork; there could be no other explanation for it.
When I moved to the window for a closer look, however, the bird flew off, as though it had accomplished its objective. I watched it flapping away into the darkness, until a sudden flare of light in the garden below caught my eye.
The hooded figure of a woman gazed up at me, her face glimmering in the thin light from a lantern. My heart beat heavily in my chest; I threw open the casement and leaned out into the night air, fearing that if I took the time to rush downstairs, the apparition would be gone.
Still she gazed up at me, but now the pulled back her cowl and I saw her features more clearly.
For a moment I was unable to move. She was the image of the woman my father had described: the unkempt, black hair, the glittering eyes--and yet, so much time had passed, how could she be the same woman!
A blind rage came over me. I rushed to my portmanteau, fumbled out a pistol, and bounded down the stairs in my nightshirt, waking Herr Loidl. It was the work of seconds to reach a back door, fling it open, and to rush out into the night air, my pistol at the ready.
But the woman was nowhere to be seen. For the longest time I searched the darkness, to no avail; there was no sign of my tormentor.
Had I imagined her?
Was I going mad, my mind already under Luther's influence?
Herr Loidl called to me from the doorway, holding a lantern at shoulder height so that he could see me, and I joined him. In short order, I had recounted the whole disquieting episode.
"Do you think I imagined it all?" I demanded. "Was I dreaming?"
"No I don't," he said. "I believe Luther has some purpose in mind for you; otherwise he would have dispatched you in your father's castle. He has evidently sent his agents to spy out your every move, and to keep you in an agitated state."
"To render me incapable of defending myself?"
"I doubt it. In your present state, he could easily take you. You are evidently of some value to him, but I know not why."
"Nor do I," I murmured.
Herr Loidl stepped away from the door, and I followed him along a little path towards a kennel at the back of the garden.
"My dogs have been quiet all this time," he said. "By now, they should be raising the dead with their barking."
We both fell into an uneasy silence. I raised my pistol, fearing I had brought more trouble on my father's friend.
We saw the dogs as soon as we arrived at the kennel. They were lying close together, two handsome Spanish Pointers; their throats had been torn open, nearly severing their heads.
Herr Loidl knelt with an expression of grief and despair.
"Franz!" he moaned. "Golo! My friends…my dear friends!"
I offered what comfort I could, though it was little enough.
"I've brought misery upon your house," I said. "I cannot stay here; Luther may have worse in store."
Herr Loidl got to his feet and protested strongly that I should at least stay the remainder of the night and take an early breakfast with him.
I agreed reluctantly, although I feared for the safety of his family. There was no question of an attempt to sleep, however; we sat out the remainder of the night in his study, and breakfasted on sausages and eggs at first light.
Chapter 17
An hour later saw us at the inn, where we awaited the arrival of a coach that would take me on the first stage of my journey to Paris.
Herr Loidl took my hand in a most affecting way, and looked at me as a father would a son who has been called for service in a distant war. His eyes were moist, and though his voice caught in his throat his worn face told me all that was in his heart.
Indeed, I was so touched by this display of affection I could find little to say myself. At length, as the time drew near to part, he rummaged in the pocket of his waist coat and discovered a leather purse, which he handed to me.
"Here are the documents you will need," he said. "A letter of introduction to Charles Duvernay, a solicitor I know in Paris; letters to some officials I know; and a note to Monseigneur Talleyrand du Perigord, who will see that you are introduced to the right people. I have had certain dealings of a political nature with him; I am sure he will make every effort on your behalf. There is also a Monsieur Mirabeau, but he is in Berlin now, and may not return for some time."
"Sir, I am forever in your debt--"
"Indeed, you are not!" Herr Loidl held up his hand, and just then the driver hauled himself up into his seat.
"There is much more that I would tell you but time runs out." He gripped my arm tightly, a look of anxiety deepening in his face. "Keep close guard about you," he said. "Luther will strike from the shadows, when you are looking the other way."
I assured him that I would take every precaution, and still he seemed anxious, as though there were some burden on his mind that he had not yet imparted.
"I urge you to make haste in Paris," he said. "There is famine in the country, and bands of thieves roam the streets."
"I am sure that will be the least of my troubles."
"Perhaps. And yet, I cannot but think of the agitation, the danger. There have been uprisings in the city, and friends have told me that the king has called in foreign troops. The country is riven with factions; there are spies everywhere."
He was very reluctant to see me depart, but we had no choice now; the driver gave an oath to show that all was ready with the coach and team.
"I will not be long," I said. "And I will not forget my dear friend."
For answer, Herr Loidl clapped his arms around me, then broke away. When I had climbed into the carriage, he said through the open window: "My house awaits you, Morivania. Make your journey a short one."
I waved to him, the driver cracked his whip, and we lurched away in the morning sun. I had been much affected by this parting, and my thoughts were full of Herr Loidl and his family. They must not suffer as a consequence of my private war with Luther! It was imperative I find a means of dispatching the fiend before he could do more harm.
Only later did I give more than passing attention to my fellow passengers, and I am sure they thought me a sullen companion.
It was a long, hard journey over roads that were in many cases little better than mule tracks. On the third day, we smashed a wheel, and had to wait for repairs. A week later, we broke an axle. We stopped at inns that reeked of generations of travellers, and on more than one night I could not sleep for the bed bugs and fleas. The food was indifferent, the wine coarse and unpalatable. But these misfortunes had little effect on me, as I at all times kept a watch for Luther and his spies.
Every raven I spotted, every figure in a robe and cowl, drew a long, careful scrutiny from me. Meanwhile, the towns we stopped at were little more than a succession of names, the background to my fantastic imaginings--Munich, Augsburg, Ulm, Ludwigsburg, Bruchsal, Schwetzingen, Heidelberg, Mannheim, Worms, Mainz, Frankfurt, Coblenz, Bonn, Cologne, Aix-la-Chapelle, Ličge, Tillemonde….
Nine dreary weeks later, when we reached France, the roads improved immeasurably; I am told this is the work of the King's minister, Turgot; If it is true, he deserves accolades, for there was much relief all around. However, there was no improvement in the quality of the inns, and the people we met along the way were an unpleasant lot. Everywhere there were signs of distress and famine. One of my fellow passengers informed me that the country had suffered a hard winter, and that this had been followed by a drought. Thousands had left their peasant hovels and taken to the roads, where they wandered like scarecrows, begging and cajoling.
Not far from Paris, we encountered a dozen of these poor creatures. They had stopped a grain wagon and overturned it. The driver was lying dazed by the side of the road while the half-starved wretches who had attacked him scrabbled in the spilled grain like insects, wrapping up bundles of it in whatever material they could find.
Two or three of them made an attempt to stop us, but we thundered down on them without slowing at all, and they soon scampered out of our way. When I looked back, they were at the grain again, and the driver was struggling to his feet.
There was a customs barrier just outside Paris. The way was difficult here, as lines of grain wagons had formed while the drivers waited to pay the tax. I was impatient to gain the city; I could see its myriad spires and bell towers now, and I was sick to death of coaches. I longed to stretch my legs.
At last we were on our way. The streets on either side grew narrow and filthy, and were choked with every sort of conveyance. Here was not the patience and order of Vienna. On the contrary; it was all a race to see which fiacre, cab, or wagon could gain the right of way and block out all others. As for the poor wretches on foot, they clung precariously to the very walls of the tenements at the road side, fearing at each step for their lives.
We passed through the slums of Sainte Antoine, where tenements crowded against one another, their cracked walls leaning over streets that were nothing more than open sewers. Beggars hounded those on foot. Wherever a cleft appeared between two buildings, there was a woman with a cart peddling fish, rags, withered fruit, or stale bread. Through shop windows I could see furniture makers toiling over fine chairs and cabinets for the wealthy.
The road opened out at Place de la Bastille. On one side, the Bastille glowered in the afternoon sun, a relic of ages past with its battlements and towers. Beyond it was the Hotel d'Angleterre, where the coach finally stopped. It was here, as I stepped down into the street, that I began to feel the mood of the city.
PART II
Chapter 1
In the short space of time that it took to transfer myself to a cab, I observed the sullen, dangerous look of the inhabitants. The beggars appeared singularly bold; they crowded around me, and had to be sent back with a crack of the driver's whip. I remember one man in particular, his head adorned with a torn and crumpled hat, his gaunt body encased in filthy grey rags. As I made my way towards the fiacre, he broke through the restraining footmen and seized my arm with a strong hand. I turned irritably, expecting him to demand a few sous that he might fill himself with wine, but he merely whispered hoarsely:
"Sleep well cochon. You have little time left. A blade will soon slice off your head. When it does, I will be there to spit on it as it rolls on the ground."
His little speech was broken off with an exclamation as the whip cracked over his head, but his words rang like struck metal in my mind as I clambered into the filthy cab and we made off.
"Sleep cochon. I will place my foot on your severed head--"
Could this one of Luther's men? Or was I to face quite another problem while going about my business in Paris?
I felt for the pistol in a pocket of my cloak. It was too soon to deal with Luther, but I would not back down from a fight, whatever the odds against me.
The stench of the city assailed my nostrils. The roads were divided by gutters, into which had been thrown all manner of garbage, along with the remains of meals, and piles of human excrement. The reeking mass lay there waiting for the next rain, which would spread it evenly across the paving stones in a clotted mass of sticky mud.
There were oaths and cries as cabs and carriages hurtled towards each other, occasionally colliding with devastating results. At one point I saw a gilt coach that had been thrown over by a water wagon, a tonneau. The driver of the coach had been flung down to the paving stones and crushed as the tonneau passed over him. Horses lay twitching and bloody in the sewer, and two footmen were supporting a richly dressed woman while her companion lay with his back against the wall, bleeding heavily from a gash in the forehead.
I thanked God when we came into St. Germaine and reached my hotel safely. Beggars swarmed near as the door was opened for me, but two Swiss Guards forced them back with their pikes.
I burst into the lobby, which was crowded with an usual number of transients, many of them waiting next to great piles of luggage. There was such a bustle of servants and footmen that I had difficulty making my way to the desk. At length, a distracted looking clerk handed me the guest book. While I was scribbling my name, a woman pushed her way to the counter beside me and positively screamed at the clerk:
"Where is my husband? He was to meet me here at the end of the day. We have sent all our goods on to England--"
"Madame; what is the name of your husband?" asked the clerk, examining my entry.
"Wexford! Sir John Wexford!"
The clerk gave a cursory look at the entries under W, and shook his head. "I regret, Madame! There is no Wexford here."
In her agitation, the woman reached across the counter and snatched the register from the startled clerk's hands. Before he could act, she was tearing at the pages, and strands of her elegant coiffure fell across her forehead, distributing quantities of powder everywhere. The clerk hurried out from behind the counter and struggled to wrest the book from her hands. A tug-of-war ensued, until the woman released the book and fell weeping to the floor.
"My husband! My husband!" she wailed. "What has become of him?"
I was so affected by this little scene that I did not at first hear the clerk when he assigned me a room. I offered the woman my arm and helped her to her feet, whereupon she gave me a despairing look and rushed away into the crowded lobby.
"Monsieur Morivania," the clerk was saying. "A servant will take your baggage."
I turned to him and demanded: "What has happened to her? That woman--"
He shrugged as if it was no concern of his and said, "It is nothing. She has been frightened by beggars, perhaps. There is much unrest in the city, and she fears for her life. Or she doubts her husband's fidelity. Who can say?"
"Is the city so dangerous now?"
"That depends, monsieur. There are some who take their money to the bank of England now. There are foreigners who leave; there are others who are attracted by so much...excitement. There is a continual coming and going as you can see." He motioned to the lobby with a broad sweep of his arm.
There was indeed a troubling air of excitement and fear in the city--a presage of tremendous events to come. I felt it was of little consequence to me, however, as I was entirely bent upon finding some means of diminishing Luther's power. Whatever happened in the world about me, my business was revenge. My father's blood cried out for it.
I went to my room and refreshed myself with clean linen and a pitcher of warm water. I took a meal downstairs, then, with the afternoon sun still high over the rooftops, hired a cab, and explained my destination as best I could to the driver. He picked his nose and thought for a moment, then gave a shout and we raced off at a mad speed, throwing up dust and filth in our wake. We passed the Tuilleries, then we careened onto a narrow road between two hotels and plunged into a quarter that was made up of a jumble of perfume shops, jewelry stores and fine houses all thrown together.
We stopped at a run-down brick house next to a tenement, on a short, narrow alley, and I paid the driver his hire, thinking that I would have no further need of him, for here were Guillaume's old lodgings. It was a bleak sort of a place with diminutive, shadowed windows and cracked stone walls. The concierge was a dwarfish woman of middle-age, with a prominent chin and a thick, grey moustache. She eyed me through a knothole at first, and heard my story out in silence.
"He's not here!" she snapped. "And I'm glad of it. I'll have no more of his kind in this house."
"Did he tell you where he was moving to?" I asked, keeping my temper as best I could.
"Him! He was the devil for secrecy. It's good riddance now, and he'll never see the inside of this house again."
"He told you nothing at all?"
"Nothing!" The woman eyed me fiercely, then withdrew.
"Wait!" I shouted. "I implore you, Madame; this is a matter of the utmost importance."
It was no use; she had vanished into the bowels of the building. It would take an explosion to extract her.
I gazed angrily upon her vacated stool. Very well, I thought, if an explosion is required, then I will be the device.
I suppose I was in such a state of mind I might have broken down the door and seized the woman if, in that moment, I had not felt a hand clutching at my sleeve, and heard a high, cracked voice whispering in my ear, "How many livres for Guillaume?" it said. "How many, eh?"
It was a little old man with a shock of white hair that covered his forehead and fell into his eyes, and a growth the size of a fist on the side of his neck.
"Will you pay, sir? Will you pay for Guillaume?"
"You know where he is then?"
He nodded vigorously, extending a hand with thin, crooked fingers. "How many livres, eh? The gentleman has a hunger, eh? He that hungers must pay...
I crossed his palm with a few coins and he snatched it away with a speed that astonished me, holding it just under his nose as he counted. "Tell me where Guillaume is," I said.
He stopped his counting, snorted, peered up at me from behind the notes, and said, "Guillaume is gone like a devil in the night. But there is one that knows where."
"And who is that?"
"She that lives up the street. Therese they call her. Daughter of a poor nobleman who starves like me." With that he rolled the bills up into a wad and stuffed them into a filthy sack that was attached to his waist by a string. "Up the street," he said. "She that keeps accounts at the Lion D'Or for her uncle."
I stared at the old man for a time and he stared back at me, opening his mouth to show a few stumps of teeth. At length he made a sudden jerk at my sleeve and pointed impatiently with his other hand.
"She that works at the Lion D'Or," he said. "Do I lie to you? Is that what the gentleman thinks? See for yourself. "And let the witch tell you where the devil is."
He released me then and shuffled back into the gloom of the landing, holding his bag against his waist with one clawed hand. I gave him a last look and went out into the street, where I could see the sign of the Lion D'Or hanging over the door of a large tavern.
Chapter 2
As I made my way through the mud of the street, the smell of a nearby fish shop nearly overcame me, but I persevered, and at length was rewarded by the sight of a cheerful servant. I asked for Therese, and was directed to a cramped office at the back of the tavern. I walked past a large room filled with a noisy and agitated assortment of men, all of whom seemed to be competing to see who could drink the most wine whilst devouring the most bread and cheese and orating in the loudest voice..
Therese was seated at a battered wooden desk that had once been green and was now, by dint of time and hard service, a motley of chipped paint and cracked wood. She was a woman of regular features and fair complexion, with flaxen hair done up in a long braid. She had a pleasing smile and when she stood to receive me, I could see that she was a little above average height, and carried herself very well.
"I was told that you might help me to find Guillaume," I said.
She put her hand to her mouth and stared at me for a moment. When I repeated my question, she exclaimed, "But Guillaume is in the Bastille!"
Yet again, my hopes had been briefly raised, only to be dashed almost at once. It was almost as if Luther had power over chance itself, directing events as he saw fit.
I looked with consternation at Therese, and as I could only repeat rather stupidly, "the Bastille?" she saw fit to send for cognac, which soon restored my faculties.
We sat on rickety chairs in the cramped office while she examined me closely and I drank off the cognac.
"It is a matter of some urgency that I see him." I explained; "Otherwise I would not have ventured on such a journey."
"No one may enter the Bastille," she said. "The names of the prisoners are kept secret. They are taken away in the middle of the night by order of lettres de cachet, signed by the king."
Lettres de cachet! I had heard of these accursed things even in Vienna. It was said that hundreds of them were in existence; the king granted them to his favorites, who could use them at will to incarcerate an inconvenient money lender, or a troublesome husband.
"But how can you be sure Guillaume is there?" I asked. "If no one is allowed in--"
"There are ways of discovering these things."
"You are certain, then?"
Therese bowed her head and murmured, "Guillaume is there. He is locked away in the dungeon, and not even the governor knows of his presence. Only two or three of the jailers see him."
"His crime...what was his crime?"
Therese gazed at me as though I were a simple child unused to the harsh ways of the world. "We can only speculate," she said softly. "My uncle thinks that it was his brother's doing. Guillaume is the eldest son, and by the laws of primogeniture, must come into possession of the estate. However he displeased his father greatly; he is a scholar, and a skeptic like Voltaire. He came to Paris many years ago to devote himself entirely to natural philosophy; recently, he took lodgings down the street and filled his room with apparatus. His father died some time ago, and his brother may have determined to eliminate him. He may have applied for a lettre de cachet so that he could have him imprisoned.:
"What kind of a brother could do such a thing?" I cried.
"It is a common thing here, though the cause of it is often a dissolute son who would squander the estates."
"I must see Guillaume! It is a matter of extreme urgency; it cannot be put off!" I had risen from my seat and was now pacing the floor distractedly.
Therese watched me for a time with magnificent, calm eyes. "Have you no friends in Paris?" she asked at length.
"I have been given letters of introduction."
"They are not worth much. You will find little compassion in this city; friendships are made up of political alliances rather than sentiment here, and unless you have some benefit to confer, few will receive you."
I laughed bitterly at this intelligence. "You are a mine of disappointments," I said. "Is there nothing human, nothing of nature here?"
"Nature has been corrupted in this place," she said. "It is the effect of want; of laws and institutions that bind us in chains." She spoke with a sudden passion that took me aback somewhat. I had not expected to find the accents of Rousseau in one so fair; but then, had Rousseau himself not discoursed on the equality of the sexes?
"Still, I must try my letters," I said.
"I wish you good fortune. Guillaume showed kindness to my poor uncle, when so many others laughed at him."
"Why was he mocked?"
"My uncle is a dear, kind soul; but he is very soft, and has a passion for natural philosophy that keeps his mind from his business. His conversation is all of butterflies and moths. He has no mind for the politics and wit of the salon; and when you consider that he has sunk beneath his station so far as to engage in industry, it is no wonder he is an object of ridicule among his peers. Fortunately, I have the wits to run his affairs; and until Guillaume was imprisoned, he had a friend who shared his passion."
I was amazed at this intelligence. It would be unthinkable for a woman to assume such power in my own country; yet Therese had taken to it as though it were the most natural thing in the world.
"You will not find use for any of your letters this evening," she said. "Your business must wait for the morning, and even then you may find yourself held at bay outside closed doors for a time."
"Nevertheless, I will push the matter, by whatever means," I said. "I will not fail in this."
"Then I invite you to take refreshment with me. I have no salon to receive you in, but there is a room here where we may talk."
"You are very kind," I said.
"Save your compliments until you know me better, Morivania; there are some who would not agree with you."
"They only show their ignorance."
"Do you think so?" She gave me a sidelong look, and her laugh was most pleasant to hear. Then, taking my arm, showed me into the room she had talked of. It was larger than her office, though not by much, and had a fireplace as well as a window overlooking a courtyard. We sat at an oak table and she sent a servant for wine and pastries. I saw that she could be as forceful as a baron when necessary, yet she concealed her strength beneath a charming manner.
She was also possessed of an intense curiosity, and it was not long before I found myself recounting the events leading to my journey to Paris. To be truthful, I was glad of a confidante, especially someone so charming and sympathetic, although I withheld the story of my shameful episode with Ingrid. This was now a portion of my life and my soul that I would conceal until the grave covered my bones. Or so I thought.
The events that I did recount, however, affected Therese deeply.
"This Luther of yours makes me think of a certain man who resides here in Paris," she said. "He wears a cowl to conceal a blighted face. He's a friend of the duc D'Orleans, the king's cousin, and an intriguer."
I gazed upon her with quickened nerves. Could this man be Luther? Had I travelled so far away from him, as I had thought, only to find him at the end of my journey.
Therese saw the look on my face.
"There are many here whose countenance has been ravaged by disease," she said. "I don't mean to raise false hopes in you."
She spoke truly; I had seen a few of these poor wretches along the way, although none so ruined or so sinister as Luther.
"They cannot be the same man," I said. "Luther inhabited our castle for a considerable time…."
"Then he is not the man I have seen here," she said. "These are dangerous times, Morivania; no one who wishes to maintain powerful connections in Paris dares venture on long journeys."
"Still, I shall look into the matter," I said. "There might be something in it after all."
At these words, she put a hand on my arm.
"I wish you luck," she said, "but I fear for your safety. Paris is dangerous now; it has become a cauldron of violent passions. There are men here as evil as Luther; indeed, some say there are beasts running freely in the streets now. I wish you would heed your father's last words and let the matter drop."
"I cannot," I said. "It would torment me for the rest of my life."
Therese gazed thoughtfully at me for a time. I must confess that, in spite of my preoccupation with Luther, I felt strongly attracted to her; she was not by any means a striking beauty, but she had qualities that I had encountered infrequently in a woman before. Had I not been so consumed by my own affairs, I might have applied myself to her seduction; though I was fortunate in this respect, as I would have lost her through too much boldness.
"You have told me little of yourself," I said, wishing to turn away from the subject of my own misadventures for a time.
"There is little to tell, Morivania. I come from Normandy, where my family has a few acres of land and a run-down chateau. We are nobility of the sword, but there is not enough money to keep us all. My father died when I was twelve, and I had to help my mother and brothers. I worked in the fields and barns like a peasant; and at nights my mother taught me as well as she could. I learned how to manage an estate, but it was not enough. My brother took possession as was his right, and we all lived on the rents. Then my mother died; my younger brothers went off to the sea, or to New France, and when my older brother married, I thought it best that I leave. I was taken in by my uncle, and I am welcome here because I do what I can with the accounts."
"You have read much," I commented.
"It is a passion with me. When I was younger I wished to marry a philosopher. It would be please me to share in his adventures of the mind. And yet I find that I do well enough on my own."
"You are not pursued?"
"By lovers, you mean?" Here she blushed; it was the first time I had seen her discomfited, and it added a new dimension to a personality that I had already found charming.
"Surely there are many who vie for your hand?"
"There are many who would have me, but not in marriage. They would not stoop so far below themselves as to marry one who has joined the Third Estate in spirit as well as form. And besides, I have no dowry."
"You have beauty, charm, and intelligence. That is enough."
Therese lowered her eyes, and a rich color suffused her face and neck. "You have urgent business here," she said. "You must not distract yourself from that."
Chapter 3
Just then the door was opened, and a diffident looking fellow of middle age entered the room. He wore spectacles, and had on the most oddly assorted costume I had ever seen. A canary yellow waistcoat was matched with a bright blue cravate, red silk stockings, and green knee breeches. The whole was disordered, with buttons done up every which way, and various stains on the linen and cravate.
"My uncle Leo," said Therese. She introduced us, and Leo bowed awkwardly, knocking the table with his arm.
"Morivania has come to see about Guillaume; it seems that Guillaume was a friend of his father's."
"Oh my dear sir," said Leo in a very soft voice. "Such a misfortune! We all love Guillaume here, and to have him taken away...." He groped his way to a chair and sat with bowed head for a moment. "Such a misfortune! I have tried and tried, but no one listens to me, you know. It is so sad; Guillaume and I used to have such talks together in his laboratory."
"Surely there must be some means of assisting him," I said.
"There is nothing you can do young man." Leo poured himself a measure of wine and sipped at it delicately, composing his face into various odd expressions all the while. During this time, Therese explained my purpose, and as the tale grew more and more shocking to Leo's sensibilities, his features became the more warped and distorted, until at the end of it he looked so queer that I nearly laughed out loud.
"What misery for you!" he said finally. "How can we help you in this matter?"
"Unfortunately, only Guillaume can help. It is essential that I see him."
"Such a misfortune!" Leo clucked to himself for a moment, then, with a firmness that I had not expected in him, said: "You may rely on us, Morivania. Whatever we can do, we shall do; is that not so, Therese?
"Of course, uncle."
"You are very kind," I said, "particularly as I am a stranger. But I cannot ask you to help; I would only bring Luther into your lives."
"We are not afraid of Luther, are we Therese!" Leo offered what I suppose he took to be a very stern look, but his features were not made for such an expression, and it gave him the appearance of a kindly schoolmaster suddenly bitten by a flea.
"I have already endangered you enough," I said. "His agents follow me--"
"Pooh to his agents! Pooh I say! We shall have you for a friend, Morivania, and that's the end of it. Am I not right, Therese? Do you not agree?" He peered at her, making a little thrusting motion with his head.
"Of course I agree," said Therese, smiling at me. "Morivania is welcome here."
I found it difficult to resist their kindness; yet resist I must! The thought of what Luther might do to them should he discover they were my friends was more than I could bear.
"I fear you have little understanding of the danger," I said. "I cannot allow--"
"Danger?" said Leo, rising from his seat. "We all of us face countless dangers every day. Paris is a veritable field of battle. The matter is settled--"
"I implore you," I said. "Luther's power is not of this world. Should he come upon you--"
"Pooh!" said Leo. "I will hear no more objections."
"And I cannot yield," I said. "I have revealed too much; I have invoked a doom--"
Leo shook his head vigorously and made for the door as if to put an end to the debate. "I must see to the shop now," he said. "I will leave you to make plans. Do you not agree, Therese? We shall make an adventure of it."
Therese gave me a look as resolute as her uncle's. Of course we shall, uncle. Perhaps we'll set Guillaume free after all."
"Yes, yes! I feel we may do it; our guest has brought us a change in our fortunes."
I turned from one to the other with a mixture of warmth and alarm in my thoughts.
"I fear it will be a change for the worse," I said. "Can I say nothing to convince you of the danger?"
"Pooh!" said Leo. Then he bowed to me and made his way out the door, muttering as he went: "Pooh! Pooh to Luther! What is he to me!"
When we were left alone, Therese said, "You must not laugh at him--"
"I would never think of it! He has shown me great kindness."
"Yes," she smiled. "My uncle is nothing if not kind. But he is also a man of some genius. He is a friend of Jean Lamarck the botanist--and he corresponds with botanists at the Royal Society in England. Monsieur Lamarck gave him a copy of his work on the causes of physical differences in plants, and said that he was lucky to have such an enthusiastic friend to listen to this ideas. Leo has even corresponded with Rousseau, who shares his love of the natural world."
"How did he come to know Guillaume?" I asked.
"It was to be expected. There are not so many like my father or Monsieur Lamarck in Paris; these men reach out for each other through lectures and meetings, and when they discover one who shares their interests, they soon make his name known. Guillaume had been living in the Latin Quarter, and when he made up his mind to find more space for his equipment, my father arranged for him to move into the house you saw."
"He seems a harmless man from your description of him. Why would such a man be sent to the Bastille?"
"No one can say for sure, but there were rumors about him. We know he was being watched; we do not know by whom."
I pondered this for a time, wondering if Luther had arranged his incarceration. But surely if Luther had taken a dislike to him, the outcome would have been swift and bloody.
"My uncle is a kind man, but not practical," said Therese. "He doesn't see that we are already under a cloud; we have been implicated in Guillaume's affairs. I suspect if your Luther has a part in Guillaume's misfortune, he knows of us, as well, and has his eye on us."
"All the more reason to--"
"No!" She raised a finger to her lips. "I've known for some time we are in considerable danger, but I could never convince my uncle to leave Paris. If you mean to find a way of working Luther's destruction, then you shall be helping us as well."
"I could not endure it if I were to bring tragedy to your family. Please understand me."
"We shall see, Morivania. First you must try your letters of introduction; if you are fortunate, you may not need further help. But I think you will."
I had intended to dispute this, but she rose from her seat, cutting off my protests.
"There is nothing more to be done this evening," she said. "You have been melancholy, and you must allow yourself some relief. It is not good for the soul to live in a constant state of anguish. Perhaps I could show you a little of Paris."
"It would give me great pleasure," I said. "I could not ask for a more beautiful and charming guide."
Therese gave a laugh that warmed my blood. She led me out of the office and through the tavern, walking in front of me as though she were a man, and yet it was a most natural thing with her. She had none of the simpering ways of the convent-educated girl; nor yet was she as mannish as certain of the ladies in my country who loved the stables, the hunt, and strong drink, and I found myself at a disadvantage with her. I was by turns bold, awkward, and diffident.
We hired a fiacre and rode through the darkening streets to the Louvre. The oil lamps had been lit, and there were promenaders still in the Tuileries, their gorgeous costumes showing off well in the soft light. But there were disturbing sights as well; sullen figures gathered here and there in the increasing shadows, watching us with unfriendly eyes.
We went on to Pont Neuf and followed the crowds across this bridge to L'lsle de la Cite. Hawkers and peddlers cried from their carts, offering us shoes, purses, dentelle from Brussels, and cheeses from Normandy. Rising above the facade of the Palais de Justice, we could see the magnificent gothic towers of Notre Dame.
Some time later, we strolled onto the bank of the Seine and watched the river gleaming under the moonlight. A few barges were tied up below, and families had come out on deck for a moment's peace before retiring. From this perspective, Paris was a city of enchantment; its towers rising darkly from pools of light; its people laughing gaily along the river.
An illusion, I knew, but Therese was close to me, and I could smell a fragrance of orange blossoms about her. For a moment, I preferred the illusion.
"I am almost reconciled to Paris," I said.
"It looks peaceful," said Therese. "But it can be unpleasant now; there are too many without work or bread. They have already destroyed two factories in Saint Antoine, and murdered Reveillon, one of the owners."
"But are there no troops here?"
"The king is reluctant to use them; and would take no action at all were it not for the Queen's urging. Yet there is more and more trouble; no one is safe anymore. Thieves and beggars roam the streets, and where they go, life is cheap."
"Such a thing would not last in my country. We have our share of riots, but they are always crushed."
"There are many here who think that force is no longer the answer. The king himself has said often enough that the people must be fed and given work. France is an unhappy country now, and that is why my uncle and I do not fear Luther as much as we should; we are no strangers to trouble." Of a sudden her hand was on mine, her fingertips resting lightly, then vanishing.
"The hour is late," she said, "And we both have much to do in the morning."
"Therese...." I murmured, and as she turned to me, I felt a longing for her that surprised me, yet I did nothing; I was at once shy and awkward, and I loathed myself for a fool.
I suspect that Therese saw through me, because she gave a little smile, and, taking my hand once more, drew me away from that place of enchantment towards the crowds on the bridge, and the waiting fiacre. The moment had passed, and would not come again that night.
She allowed me a kiss at her doorstep, and I would have had more but she turned aside and with her hand on the latch, wished me good luck.
"Call on us as soon as you have any news," she said. "Come for supper; whatever the outcome, we shall have an evening together."
And so with a lighter heart than had been mine for many a year, I returned to the fiacre and gave the driver his instructions. As we worked our way through the still busy streets, however, my mood darkened once again, and I soon found my thoughts returning to Luther and the evil he represented.
How could I imagine even a moment's happiness with Therese when my father's murderer roamed free!
And yet, some part of me wished myself free of this business, free to court Therese and begin a life unencumbered by this quest for revenge.
It was a fancy that grew on me a little, until the moment I reached the door of my room in the hotel.
There, I discovered a medallion that had been fixed to the latch by a steel chain. I saw immediately that it was Luther's device; I snatched it up and flung it down the hall as though it had been a serpent.
He was here, in Paris--whether in person or through one of his spies, it hardly mattered.
But why hadn't he tried to kill me? Was it all a game to him? Did he wish to torment me for a time before dispatching me?
No matter; he would find me ready, whether or not I tracked down and destroyed the source of his great power. I would fight him on any terms.
Chapter 4
The next morning I arose early as I had determined to catch Duvernay before he left his residence to go to work. I took a breakfast of croissants and cafe au lait at the hotel, after which I made my way through the crowded lobby to hire a fiacre. There was menace and excitement in the air; and I learned from a clerk that the king had called in more of his German troops. There were hawkers of pamphlets everywhere in the street, and men collected in angry groups crying out that Paris would be destroyed. A woman yelled in my ear that it was the ruin of France, but I paid her no head, as I was full of my own business and had little care for the great events taking place that day.
Duvernay lived in a genteel district known as Le Marais, where kings and queens had once occupied magnificent rooms. It had declined somewhat since those days, but it was still a pleasant quarter, with a park at the centre, and arcades below the apartments. I presented myself to a servant of Duvernay's, a stout fellow in a blue waistcoat, with an unfortunate nose that dominated the whole of his face.
"Monsieur Duvernay is at Versailles," he intoned, with exquisite hauteur.
I hid my disappointment from the fellow and asked when I might see him.
"The monsieur is a man of considerable importance at the assembly," the servant said. "He has many pressing matters in Paris. He may be seen tomorrow."
"My card," I said, handing the servant a gilt calling card. "Tell your master that I shall see him in the morning."
The servant held the card a few inches from his prominent nose and squinted at it, though I doubt he could read.
"Tell him I bring a message from the emperor Franz Joeseph," I said finally, exasperated by this man's insolence. He looked at me rather stupidly, but I could see that he had been affected.
"I will tell him the moment he returns, your grace."
I thanked the fellow after that and went back to the fiacre. I was disappointed, but at the same time gratified to discover that Duvernay was a man of such substance. I felt that, were he to take my part, he would move mountains on my behalf.
With the whole day before me, I decided to pay a call on Monseigneur Talleyrand, and I returned to the hotel for a change of linen. Talleyrand was a man of considerable influence, though I was not sure that he could be persuaded to help, as he had not been a firm friend of my father's.
The crowd had increased during my absence, and the streets were all but impassible. The excitement began to affect me in spite of my preoccupation, and I looked for more news from the clerk. The moment I presented myself, he frowned, clapped his hand to his head, and cried: "There was a message for you, sir. Delivered shortly after you had gone."
He went away into the back of his enclosure and returned with an envelope bearing my name. I thanked him, took it up to my room, and opened it with a mixture of curiosity and unease. It was a note from Therese:
My dear Morivania,
Early this morning a stranger came looking for you at the Lion D'Or. He said he was a pork butcher and he had news of acquaintances of yours, though I doubt the truth of that. The man is a sullen giant, standing close to seven foot. He goes bareheaded, showing greasy red hair. His face is scarred, and badly shaven, and there is two or three day's beard about his jaw. He wears the leather apron of his trade, which appears to be blotched with the stains of animal blood.
Worse yet, he has lost one hand, and wears a sort of claw, which he brandishes about him in a most frightening manner. His breath reeks of bad wine and cheese, and his manner is disgusting. He has the ferocity of a bear. When I said that you were not here, he glowered at me as if he would rend me limb from limb.
He saw that I was afraid, for he laughed drunkenly, his eyes blazing, and took me by the shoulder with his good hand, pulling me towards him. I slapped his face as hard as I could, and that stopped him, though I can assure you it caused him no pain.
Then he roared that his name was Gascon, that he had business with you, and that no man or woman alive would stand in his way. I said that I would tell you about him if I saw you again, and that seemed to satisfy him, for with an oath that made my hair stand on end, he turned away from me and swept out of the cafe like a storm.
Morivania, I am so frightened still that I barely have the presence of mind to write to you. I have seen many drunken and savage men in my uncle's business, and I know what they are like--I am little afraid of them, but this Gascon has nothing of the ordinary about him. In the dark, one would mistake him for a wild bear. He has an air of savagery about him, with his little pig eyes and his unkempt appearance. I wish I had not met him, but I have, and now he waits for you in a doorway across the street. You must not return here, Morivania; send me a note where to meet you, and I will endeavour to come to you.
Therese
I was in a high state of agitation when I finished this note. I was convinced Gascon was one of Luther's creatures, and I was eager to confront him. My sentiments were not unmixed, however, for it occurred to me that Luther was the puppet master directing Gascon's every move. He had chosen the most effective means of alarming me--not by threatening my own security, but by menacing one for whom I had begun to feel the most tender affections.
I must deal with this Gascon fellow at once.
I snatched up both of my pistols, crumpled the note into a pocket, and rushed down to the street, where I engaged a fiacre. Hands went out to me, beggars cried, but I was oblivious to all, and offered the driver a surplus if he would only make speed.
We were slow, infinitely slow, and all the while my head was filled with a thousand dreadful imaginings. I thought I would burst with the passion to be rid of these congested streets, to be there, at Therese's side. Was there nothing I could do to prevent this monster from destroying everything I held dear in life?
We entered her street, we drew close, and I stared on both sides that I might discover Gascon in a doorway or an alley, but he was nowhere in sight. At last I could bear it no longer; I flung myself out the door, and raced up the remaining bit of paving, stumbling over a heap of garbage and rotting fish. I threw the door open, ran past a startled diner, and made my way to the office where Therese stood at the window like a sentinel, searching every doorway.
She heard me enter, cried my name and rushed to my open arms. "I was so afraid for you," she exclaimed. "The pork butcher has left his station; I thought he might be on his way to your hotel. I was going to ask for help from the police, but they'd be no use against such a creature."
I held her close and felt her heart beating against mine. "I have brought this on you," I said. "I infect all who I meet with the taint of my own destiny."
"You cannot help that, Morivania." She was calmer now, and she withdrew a little, giving her attention to the window once again.
"I must leave you, leave Paris," I said. "If I were to fly now, Luther would have no reason to take further interest in you. It is only because of me that he sends an agent here."
"It is too late to talk of such things, Morivania. Besides, you forget; my uncle has already gone to work on your behalf, and this day is consulting with his friends to see what can be done. Even were you to go, we would still have to contend with Luther."
I knew the truth of what she said; I had, through my blind pursuit of vengeance, involved Therese and her uncle in this evil business; whatever I did now, they would always be at risk. I hung my head, ashamed. "I am like the plague," I said. "Wherever I go, I bring corruption and death. The thought of it touching one as precious to me as you have become--"
Therese put her hand on my arm. "We shall fight him together," she said. "It is what you intended when you journeyed here, and if you succeed, think how many will be rescued from Luther's evil. You will be a surgeon bringing health; not a carrier of the plague."
I knew the truth of this as well. But revenge was no longer uppermost in my mind; my thoughts were bent on preserving Therese and her uncle.
Chapter 5
I was debating several courses of action, when Therese's uncle burst in on us with his face flushed and his eyes blazing.
"Oh my dear friend!" he said to me, clasping my hands, releasing them, and clasping them again. "Oh Therese! Have you not heard? Did you not hear the cannon? The shouts and cries?" He stared at one then the other by turns as I assured him that I had heard a cannon shot around noon, but had paid little attention to it.
"It is so terrible!" he exclaimed. "The King! The King has called in German troops; they surround Paris; they are in the Champs Elyses with four canon; they are at Place Louis Quinze, at Pont Neuf. They guard the bridges... we are to be invaded!"
"Is that what people are saying, Uncle Leo?" asked Therese. "Do you think it's true?"
"Who can say what the king intends. But he has dismissed Necker, the Finance minister, and the people are in a rage. So much shouting...and calls to arms. Crowds are forming everywhere; they have gotten busts of Necker and the Duc D'Orleans from a waxworks, and they are carrying them in procession. They intend to take them to the Place Vendome." Here Leo raised the brim of his hat and straightened out his wig, which had come away from the grey hair of his forehead.
Therese was peering out the little window, but she could see nothing more than the neighbor's chickens.
"Is it true...that Necker has been dismissed?" she asked.
"The news came in from Versailles this morning. I was at the Palais-Royal, trying to see some of friends who might be able to help Guillaume. My dear Therese! You cannot imagine...such an uproar, with men standing on tables and shouting for arms! I heard voices calling 'Down with the king!' Such a mistake... to send Necker away."
"It was more than a mistake," said Therese. "It was an act of stupidity." She came to me from the window and took my hand. "Monsieur Necker is a favorite of the people," she said. "He was appointed finance minister by the king. The country is near bankruptcy, and it was hoped that Necker would restore us. But he proposed certain reforms, which angered the queen and the comte d'Artois, the king's brother. They had forced his dismissal once before, but he had been called back because he is popular. To dismiss him now is an act of folly; the people are angry; there is famine, unemployment. Some say there are 30,000 paupers in the city, and only God knows what prevents them from sweeping the aristocrats out of power. A terrible storm is brewing."
"Yes...a storm is brewing," said Leo. "They all say it now; all the orators at the Palais-Royal. All the pamphlets. Even those who come to dine in our restaurant. There is too much hunger, and taxes are too high." He was still agitated, but less so now.
"I am afraid it is not a good time for our enquiries," he said. "I have made every entreaty, but no one in authority is willing to consider such a small matter as the release of a prisoner in the Bastille. However, I will not give up; I will press the matter; I will hound these officials until they honor my request simply to be rid of me."
I assured him that I was grateful for all that he had done so far. What was there to be gained in appealing to authority when the very foundations of the country seemed to be threatened? My own business would seem of little account.
And yet, what of Gascon? What of the threat to Therese?
"I am afraid I have brought trouble into your own house," I said, and at that point, Therese recounted the episode with Gascon.
But the excitable Leo had no ears for such tales now; France was in turmoil--sullen pork butchers could be dealt with later.
"We must go to the Vendome," he said. "There is to be a ceremony there. The busts of Necker and D'Orleans will be presented. Our very future may be decided over the next few days."
"It is not safe, Uncle„ The crowds--"
"Pooh! Pooh to safety!" Leo's hands fluttered like the wings of a butterfly. "Everyone in Paris is in danger now. Who can say when the troops will attack, and what damage they might do? Some think we are at war!"
"Then it is not the time to be out on the streets."
Leo frowned, tried to look stern, seemed about to voice an objection, then resigned himself to the good advice of his niece and filled our glasses from a decanter.
"And yet the Vendome is so close," he said. "If we were to go into the next street, we might watch from the shelter of a building."
Therese smiled at him. "You will not find a parade there, Uncle. This will be more like the riots that destroyed Reveillon's wallpaper factory."
"Oh, I don't think so! These people are angry, but they are not assassins. They wish to demonstrate and to present demands. I am sure that if we could attach our humble request to their list of grievances, we would soon see action."
Therese gave me a look. "It would seem we are to face enemies and disorder wherever we turn these days," she said. "Perhaps Gascon will be there."
"Gascon?" said Leo. He raised the brim of his hat and peered at me. " Why...that impudent fellow is an affront to us; am I not right Therese? An affront! We must take action."
"There is nothing to be done, Uncle, except to keep a lookout. Morivania insists he has brought a doom upon us and must depart for another country to draw Luther and his monsters away and ensure our safety--"
"Not to be thought of," cried Leo. "The country is full of such brigands now; and there is no reason to believe they will let us alone when you are gone. We must carry arms and protect ourselves; there is the end of it. Think of the affront!"
I soon realized they were both firm in their opinion of the matter and would not be moved. I pretended resignation, but I had made up my mind to leave Paris the next morning; I would do anything to preserve them from the beast at my back.
It would be a hard parting, as I felt a sensation growing in my breast that would bind me forever to Therese if I remained.
Of a sudden there was a great outcry in the next street, and Leo took my arm in a burst of enthusiasm."
"The citizens!" he cried. "They are coming now! Soon they will have their ceremony."
We could hear the noise increasing, and I must confess that in spite of all that had happened to me, I was becoming interested in this display. I thought that it would not be such a dangerous thing to observe from a nearby street without necessarily involving oneself. Therese must have been thinking along similar lines, for she at length gave in, and the three of us made our way through a press of curious people to the next block. We concealed ourselves behind a wagon loaded with fresh-cut lumber, peering out as a long column of men and women strode past us. Many were dressed in rags and patched clothes; others wore the aprons and uniforms of artisans and shopkeepers. At the head of the column was a platform on which had been mounted two crepe-covered busts, one of Necker, and one of the Duc D'Orleans.
Therese pointed at a group of soldiers near the Vendome. "Dragoons," she said. "There will be trouble."
"Perhaps not," replied Leo, although his voice lacked conviction. "They may have been sent simply to maintain order."
For my part, I was examining the crowds, staring at each face as closely as I could. Therese had given a pretty good description of Gascon, and I thought that I should be able to pick him out easily if he were in the area.
The crowd drew closer to the Vendome, with its equestrian statue and its circle of town houses. As they approached it, Leo's excitement mounted.
"They are good people," he said. "They will have their Necker back."
"They are not all so good, uncle. Many of them wouldn't be here if d'Orleans hadn't distributed his money to their greedy hands. Any disturbance is to his advantage."
"Pooh! The duke isn't so bad! He said in the assembly that the aristocrats should join forces with the people of the third estate. It was a generous move."
"It was a calculated move. He hopes to take power if the king is overthrown."
"The king overthrown! Don't be absurd, Therese! For such a thing to happen...the moon would have to fall out of the sky. It is unthinkable."
"I'm sure Morivania understands," said Therese, turning to me. "When there is unrest in the country, men like d'Orleans can work their ways secretly. In some ways he is like your Luther." "He could not be so evil!" I exclaimed.
"Do you know, there is a story about him: he was counterfeiting in the basement of the Palais-Royal, making gold coins from smaller amounts of gold. He had the crucibles and the material ready, but there was one thing missing. He must have a human skeleton to add to the mixture; so in the middle of a dark night, he sent his agents to Saint Etienne-du-Mont, where they dug up Pascal's corpse, and d'Orleans threw it into his crucibles."
"Nonsense, my dear! nonsense!" Leo gave her a shocked glance; then a great roar caught his attention, and we all looked to see what had happened.
The crowd had reached the Vendome and the first of the marchers were entering the great circle of pavement, when the dragoons rushed them. I forgot everything else in my astonishment. The crowd was lightly armed; it carried only the wax busts, and a few pistols. The dragoons charged them with bayonets, and in the space of an instant men lay dead on the ground while the rest, women and children among them, were flying in terror.
They scattered in all directions, some rushing directly towards us. I took Therese by the arm with the intention of urging her away. She allowed herself to be drawn along the street, her face pale, and I risked a look back to see what the dragoons were doing.
In that instant I saw a giant of a figure, a monster who rose head and shoulders above everyone in the crowd. He was running towards us like the others, and grinning like a witless fool in a lunatic asylum.
Therese saw him too, and cried out: "It's Gascon! The man I was telling you about! It's him!" But even as she pointed he swerved away from the main body and entered an alley that led in another direction. Leo who had turned back too late, never got a look at him.
There were shots behind us; musket balls flew over our heads, cracking against timber and plaster walls. Two or three men fled headlong down the street, calling to each other along the way; others were gaining ground on us, and behind them the dragoons. We had the space of a block to go, with the terrified yells of the crowd behind us. We could hear the clatter of hooves, the rattle of another volley of musket fire.
Round the corner we ran, Therese and I supporting Leo, who was beginning to fade. The tavern lay before us like a church sanctuary, its heavy guilt signboard urging us on. Doors were closing, and shutters were clapped tight at every window as we passed.
An alley appeared, hardly more than a cleft between two tall houses. We were slower now because we had nearly reached the tavern. I had fallen back a pace while observing the road behind us, and consequently Leo was closest to the alley as we trotted along the edge of the road. Of a sudden there was a terrific growl from just within the space between the houses; Leo gave a cry; Therese screamed, and I whirled around from my inspection of our flank in time to see an enormous grey form come flying out of the shadow. There was a vicious growl, a snap of jaws, and Leo was knocked flat by a monstrous dog that tore at his shoulder.
In no time I had my pistol out of my pocket and was lining up on the wild form that shook and ripped at Leo, but Therese spoiled my aim in her agitation, and I fired wide of the mark, catching the animal across the back. A flat, ugly head whipped around, and with narrowed, yellow eyes, it snapped its jaws at me; then before I could get off another shot, it bolted away around the corner.
Therese knelt in the filth beside Leo's prostrate form. I was already part way to the corner, my pistol at the ready, but when I came around, there was no sign of the animal.
I gazed all around, acutely aware of the utter silence that had descended upon us. We were entirely alone. Gascon was nowhere to be seen, the mob had fled, and the dragoons were in hot pursuit.
It seemed my shot had purchased a little time for us. I doubted it would amount to very much; we would have to act quickly if we were to get Leo to safety.
Chapter 6
It was at that moment that I saw Gascon for the second time. He had been lurking in a doorway, watching me as I advanced towards him. When he observed that I was about to turn back, he stepped out into the street and showed himself, raising an arm so that I could see he was clutching something in his steel talons.
Then, with a bark of laughter, he let it drop and I saw that it was the severed head of a man. part of the neck still attached. The shock of observing such a grisly thing robbed me of speed and agility; by the time I drew my pistol, he had already shown his heels, and my shot merely chipped away a portion of brick in a wall of a house as he vanished around a corner.
I ran to the corner, but there was no sign of him, and, as I heard Therese calling to me, I returned, sparing an uneasy glance at the severed head in the street.
When I got back to the others, I found that Therese had helped Leo to his feet, and was supporting him as best she could. I suppose I must have looked pale and shaken, for Therese gave me a worried look, but I endeavored to reassure her, and took Leo's free arm around my shoulder.
It was then I saw that he had been bitten near the chest. The material of his waistcoat had saved his life, as his attacker's jaws had been blunted by it, and had just managed to tear up part of the skin, without damaging bones or vital organs.
A quantity of blood had splashed over the ground, but Therese had managed to staunch the poor fellow's wounds with linen torn from her dress, and together we got him back to the shop. When we had him safely inside, we stretched him out on a divan in one of the back rooms and cleansed his wounds with alcohol.
He thanked us with feeble motions of the hands. "So frightful" He said. "I suppose this must be one of Luther's agents, am I not right, Morivania? So monstrous!"
With that, Therese produced a medallion that she had found among the ravaged material of Leo's coat. "Do you know this device?' she asked me.
I took it from her and flung it to the ground in my anger. "It is Luther's," I said. "He wishes me to understand that he can destroy me at any time."
"And yet he does not," said Therese. "I wonder what he hopes to gain by following you."
"I wish I knew," I said. "Perhaps I have some unrealized power of my own that could do him harm even if I fail to discover the source of his own power."
"Or he lacks something he believes you will discover for him."
"I have considered that," I said. "It is a risk I must take. In the mean time, I wish you would reconsider your decision not to seek safety."
Therese held up a finger as if to silence me.
"It is too late for that, Morivania, even if we wished to run from him."
"We shall not be defeated this creature," said Leo. We shall stand firm."
"I fear there will be more of these incidents," I said. "This was only a prelude."
"Then it is doubly important that we find Guillaume," said Leo
Therese fetched wine from the side board, propped up her uncle with a pillow and handed him a glass.
Leo seemed marvelously restored by his first sip of wine. "We shall fight Luther with our own devices," he said. "Am I not right, Therese? Morivania? Guillaume will aid us."
I was silent, observing first one, then the other. I had brought Luther upon them; I would have given my own life if I could have reversed this course of events and left them out of my affairs entirely.
"I feel in much better spirits already," said Leo. "What has Luther managed so far against us in Paris? A few paltry dog scratches such as one might obtain in any quarter of the city, under quite ordinary circumstances. I shall not allow such a thing to affect me. I will see some of my influential friends this afternoon, at the Louvre. I am sure that, with their help, we shall obtain Guillaume."
Therese took his glass from him and replenished it. "You are not strong enough for that, Uncle Leo. You have suffered a vicious attack, and lost a quantity of blood. You must rest for a time."
"I cannot, Therese. There is much to be done--"
"You will be little help to us if you collapse."
"Pooh! Whoever collapsed from dog bites! I had too much blood in the head as it was, and now that I have had the excess drawn from me, I am in excellent condition." With that, he made an effort to rise, and would indeed have gotten to his feet, had not Therese held him back with a firm hand.
"Please, Uncle Leo. If you love me at all, then allow yourself time to heal."
"Of course I love you, my dear!" Leo took his niece's hand and smiled grimly at her. "But I mean to see my friends, and will do so this afternoon."
Therese gave an exasperated sigh. "Then will you at least remain an hour or so here. Your wounds are still fresh."
"Very well, then; I shall rest for an hour or two, but only as a concession to your ungrounded fears, my dear. Such a lot of fuss over the work of a mere dog! Why, I have known men of my scientific interests to have survived attacks by the most fiendish of animals. There was a fellow--Crevissy was his name, I believe--who made a journey to the Far Tortugas and was chased among the tree tops by a crowd of angry monkeys. And there was Chevasse-Lorraine; the poor old fellow was paralyzed by snake bite for three days in the wilds of New France. The Indians thought he was a sort of holy man, and when he came to his senses, all the women of the tribe wanted to have his children. He said there was one old crone who chased him through the woods for half a day, until some fur traders spotted them at the edge of a lake. To this day he shudders at the thought of what might have happened."
Therese laughed at this story, but I could see that she was uneasy, and I shared her concern.
"Whatever we decide," I said, "We must make arrangements for adequate protection. Neither of you is safe alone; you must have one or more as company at all times."
"We can have the servants sleep in our rooms," said Therese.
"You must also carry arms. A pistol or two would seem to be most effective against these creatures."
"And you, Morivania," said Leo. "Who shall watch over you during the night?"
"I am in a hotel, and may bar my door."
"A hotel! I won't have it! You shall sleep in our house among friends. I will order the guest room made up, and have a servant attend you. Not one of us shall go through the night unwatched."
I was affected almost to tears by his kindness. "You are most kind," I said.
"And what of you? Are you not kind? Was it not an act of kindness to rescue me from that dog?"
I protested that the dog would not have attacked, had I not entered into Leo's life, but he would have none of this, and we were soon making plans for our new state of war. At length, Therese and I withdrew, leaving Leo to sleep for a time while we set about our new arrangements. Only then did I notice how long it was taking for ordinary life to resume in the street. There was no one about at all; the cafe itself was nearly deserted. It was as though we had entered the perfect stillness that presages a storm.
I remarked on this, and Therese nodded her agreement. "There will be another riot," she said. "The king has little authority in Paris; not when the price of bread is so high. The poor have nothing to lose, and there are many of the aristocracy that have much to gain by this unrest."
We sat together at a small table near the window, gazing out on the deserted street. A cat screeched somewhere out of sight. Then an old man came into view, hobbling on a stick, peering into every shop front as he went by, and it was a measure of my heightened state of alarm that I scrutinized him carefully, wondering if he were a party to Luther's tricks. He passed harmlessly out of sight, however, and, by degrees, the area became animated again.
It was a feverish sort of life, however; as men and women hurried on their way, watching nervously on either side, and peering into the distance as if they feared an attack.
We had been drinking chocolate. A servant brought us new cups, and when he had gone, Therese placed her hands over mine.
"You are of the same country as the queen," she said. "The people will hate you for that; they will think you an emissary of the Austrians, or a foreign mercenary. German and Swiss troops are all around Paris now."
"There is little of the soldier in me, Therese."
"You think not!" She smiled and squeezed my hand warmly. "You stand a head taller than most Frenchmen, and you bear yourself like a commander." She sat up erectly, with her chin thrust forward in mockery of my posture. "Perhaps the Austrians are used to carrying themselves in so military a fashion, but here it is taken for the strutting of a king's grenadier. It brings notice on you."
"Would you have me stoop?" I asked, getting up from the table and slouching about the room like an old man stricken with the gout„ Therese put her hands to her mouth and laughed aloud, calling out to me to stop.
"No, no!" she exclaimed. "That would only make them think you were insane; they would throw stones at you."
"Then I should shake my stick at them, and pick up the stones and throw them back." I bent lower still, shuffling towards her as though I were on my last legs; and as Therese laughed again I looked up to see the expression on her face. My eyes took in her merry face, her blonde hair tossing with the motion of her head, and beyond, the window where the afternoon sun slanted through. It was then I noticed the two hideous forms watching us; on the one side, Gascon, his pig's eyes close and malevolent; on the other; the hooded figure that I had seen earlier, with a wounded back. My reaction was swift; before Therese had stopped laughing or even noticed the change in my countenance, I had drawn my pistol and was racing for the door; but the others were swifter still, for by the time I had rushed out into the street, with Therese crying after me, Gascon had disappeared and the hooded figure was already near the corner.
I aimed and fired all in one motion. I saw the fellow lurch forward as he was hit, and then drag himself around the corner. Therese called me from the doorway, but I was in pursuit now, with a single thought in my mind: I had shot one of them; I would catch him now before he got away, and I would force him to tell me where to look for Luther.
Within a second or two I was around the corner, my ears roaring with the excitement of the chase. I saw a dark form lying on the street in a pool of blood that seeped rapidly into the mud. I clung to the wall; I shook my head and rubbed my eyes; this could not be! And yet there before me was hard evidence that I could no longer deny. I had shot a man; the creature that lay dead before me was a large, black dog.
Chapter 7
I felt a hand upon my arm, and I whirled about, but it was only Therese, who gave a startled cry when she saw the corpse.
"I cannot believe this," I said. "It was a man.,.."
Therese was silent for a moment as she caught her breath. I would have approached the creature but she held me back.
"Please, Morivania," she said. "You don't know what might happen."
"We're perfectly safe now; the thing is dead."
"All the same; I wish we would go back."
I stared and bit my lip. Must I now search for Luther among all the dogs of the city? Did he roam the forests in the guise of a wolf, adopting human form at will?
I felt Therese urging me back towards the cafe, but just then I saw something glittering near the creature's throat. With an exclamation I rushed towards the corpse and leaned over. The eyes seemed to watch me even in death; I stooped low and poked at the glittering thing with the barrel of my pistol.
It was a medallion, and it bore the device of the grotesque head, half skull, half withered flesh. With an oath, I drew back and joined Therese, who gave a last look, and shivered with repugnance.
Perhaps Leo will know about the dog," she said as we hurried back to the Lion d'Or. "There must be an explanation.
"If there is, I am not sure that I wish to know it." I said.
For answer, Therese squeezed my arm as we entered the tavern. "Nevertheless," she said. "You dispatched it. You know that much; it can be killed."
I took little comfort in this thought, but I put on a brave face for Therese's benefit, and together we went into the back room to discuss the matter with Leo.
He smiled as we entered and motioned to us to sit. "I heard shouting," he said. "I was worried about you."
Therese held silent for a time, wondering how to tell him what had taken place. I gave her a moment, but thought better of it finally, as I wished to make them both see the extreme gravity of our situation. With this in mind, I related the incident, watching Leo's face all the while.
When I had finished, he shook his head and murmured: "I find it hard to credit this. The werewolf is an old peasant superstition, and yet it would seem to have some basis in fact." He eyed me narrowly then.
"Come Morivania; do you say that this is the only possible explanation? Could not the hooded fellow have escaped into a recess somewhere?
"That may be," I said. "It is a remote possibility. But I fear the other is more likely; I have seen and felt the evidence of Luther's powers."
I forbore going into greater depth; my shame at the things Luther and Ingrid had exposed in me remained acute.
Therese knelt close to the divan. "Uncle Leo; what is to be done? she asked.
"Against a werewolf? If such a thing exists....it would seem that we must rely on force of arms and on acute powers of observation. Morivania must be our general of the armies; and you and I shall be his troops." Leo smiled across at me, propping himself up the divan.
"There have been worse things," he said. "After all; a wolf is a low, mean, cowardly sort of creature with little intelligence. Count Auberville survived the aggressions of a pack of them in the forest of New France. It was in winter, and the snows lay deep; so deep that he was forced to put great duck's shoes made of wood on his feet and waddle about like an Indian. Snow shoes he called them. He built a great, roaring fire, and that, with the occasional musket ball, kept the wolves at bay until the Indians came. I believe one of the natives thought he was a wolf-spirit after that, and would have him cast spells and beg the pack to move further north, away from the tribe."
"But werewolves, uncle? Is it possible!"
"Pooh!" said Leo. "We are a match for anything, we three." With that he got to his feet and stood unsteadily near the divan. Therese gave a cry, but he motioned her gently away.
"Let us have no more sentimental outbursts," he said. "I am not an old woman. A few dog scratches never hurt anyone, is that not so, Morivania?"
"I wish you would allow yourself time to heal," I said.
"Nonsense! I intend to see my friends at the Louvre; now, before the afternoon is quite finished. I will have their advice."
Therese looked at me helplessly. I think she would have resisted him to the end, but it was true that his wounds were not so serious as to pose a threat to his health.
"Very well then," said Therese. "We shall all go together."
"Excellent. I was hoping you would say that, Therese." Leo grinned at her like a young boy, and gave a little hop to show that he was quite recovered from the attack.
Chapter 8
We had a quick meal, and there was still a good part of the afternoon remaining when we left the tavern. The street showed more signs of life now, though the complexion of the crowd had changed. There were numerous men I would now describe as provocateurs; they could be seen in animated conversations with the residents of the quarter, urging them on with impatient gestures, and positively shouting in their ears.
As we approached the Tuileries, we were engulfed in a stream of carriages and promenaders returning early from the Bois du Boulogne. They were families for the most part, out for a Sunday of fresh air in the country. They had returned early as I discovered, because of the disturbances that day, and they were now entering the Tuileries, where a crowd had already gathered.
Our driver could make no headway at all against the dense mass of people. Leo fretted impatiently until, unable to put up with our immobility any longer, he opened his door and stepped down into the street. There was nothing Therese or I could do but follow, as he would not listen to our entreaties, and we feared for his life in this place.
We had gotten close to the wall of the Comte D'Armondville's hotel, across the street from the Tuileries, and were contemplating the distance that lay between us and the Louvre, when all at once there was a shout nearby.
A company of grenadiers appeared on horseback, trotting through the crowds towards the gates of the Tuileries. I watched with a growing sense of unease as they drew up before the gates and faced a group of promenaders who were hurling oaths at them from inside.
Someone threw a stone at the commander. The horses pawed the ground; more stones were pitched through the air.
The crowd was angry now; men and women dressed up for their Sunday walk taunted the grenadiers. A branch from a tree was thrown, and smacked against the flank of a nervous horse.
Of a sudden the commander gave an order, and the troops advanced in a body towards the crowd. A woman screamed. Shots were fired, and an old man fell on his face just inside the gate, rolling under the hooves of the lead horse.
The crowd was in a rage now, and every sort of missile came flying out as the grenadiers attempted to advance. More shots rang out; a child screamed and fell. People swarmed around us and ran headlong down the street. The shouts and roars were deafening. I felt myself torn away from the wall and propelled towards the heaving, sweating bodies of the horses. Something hit me on the back of the head and I went down onto my knees. I thought I could hear Therese crying out to me. I felt another blow and I began to lose my senses. I was close to the gates now, crawling amid the horse droppings and the trodden garbage of the street. I could see a child's face streaming blood; it was a girl; her terrified eyes caught mine; she opened her mouth but I could not hear her voice. I struggled; I tried to get back to Therese. I was struck yet again and I felt an intense pain in the back of my head. Then darkness.
Chapter 9
When I came to my senses again, I was in a cold, damp place, in nearly complete darkness. A dull pain throbbed in the back of my head, and I felt as though every bone in my body had been snapped. I had a terrific thirst. I looked about for something to drink, but my eyes would not grow accustomed to the darkness.
I felt rather than saw the evil-smelling straw that had been scattered on a worn stone floor. I looked up; I saw a feeble glow emanating from a tiny fragment of barred window near the ceiling, and I crawled on my hands and knees towards it.
All at once my hand encountered another form. I recoiled at the same time as the thing on the floor uttered an incoherent cry.
Then I heard the reassuring sound of a human voice. "You startled me," it said. "I had dozed off."
"Who are you?" I demanded.
"Guillaume. Guillaume Labardier. And who might you be? The Jailer said you were calling my name when you awakened, so they put you to sleep again and threw you in with me."
"Guillaume!" I said. "Then I am in the Bastille!"
"That is so, my friend. I can't make out your features, and I fear I do not recognize your voice."
I peered into the darkness, trying to make out his face, but I could apprehend only an indistinct form.
"I must get out," I said. "Therese...Leo; they are in danger. I must escape."
"Haa! Haa!" shouted the cracked voice. "Listen to him! He must escape; he must get out of the Bastille! Haa! Haa!"
"You don't understand! It is of the utmost importance! My friends will be killed."
"And you would save them! Haa! Haa! You would rush out of the Bastille and save them."
I reached for this mocking creature in the dark and grasped a skinny arm. "They will be murdered!" I said. "And the man who will do it is your enemy as well as mine. Do you know a certain Luther, from Austria?"
Guillaume stiffened and fell silent. I could hear the whistle of his breath as he glared out of the darkness at me.
At length, he demanded in his dry, cracked voice: "What do you know of Luther? Are you one of his agents? Is this a new trick of his? Has he sent you to gain my confidence, to worm the secret of the extract out of me, when none of his tortures would help?"
"I, an agent of Luther's!" I cried. "I am Morivania! Luther killed my father; now he follows me."
"Morivania? A hand reached out for me; thin, hard fingers gripped my arm. "And you say your father is dead?"
"Yes! Murdered by Luther's agents. They nearly had me, too, but I escaped to Vienna, and they have followed me here."
"No one escapes Luther. You were allowed to come this far....but for what reason? Luther knows I am here; he had no need of you to show him the way. He knows I have discovered an extract that could sap his strength and render him as vulnerable as the rest of us. I wonder if he thinks you will be the one to obtain the secret of it from me. I suppose he knows I would do away with myself before revealing it to him."
"Then you really have discovered the source of his power?"
"Luther derives his power from the supernatural. I have found something that may destroy him. Unfortunately, rumors of my discovery have reached Luther's ears."
"You have the extract with you?"
"We will talk of this later--"
"The matter is too urgent to be put off. We must make our escape and make use of your extract; Therese and Leo are in very great danger. I cannot understand why the fools in charge here have not realized their error."
"It is always error, no?" Guillaume's voice was high pitched like that of a madman's. I stared intently at him, and at last made out a thin form, a beard, and long, matted hair.
"I must see the jailer," I said. "There has been a terrible mistake!"
"Of course! of course! of course!" Guillaume rose to his feet, rocking above me. "Jailer!" he shrieked. "Jailer.„.there has been a mistake!" His eerie voice unnerved me. "Jailer...can't you see! There has been a mistake."
He was standing in the feeble glow given off by the portion of window, and I had a better view of him now. He was a man of about forty; an emaciated figure dressed in a rotting gown that hung in rags about his shoulders. As the flesh had melted away with hunger, so the skin had grown tighter about the bones, giving him a frail, stick-like look. But the whole effect was contradicted by a certain feverish animation, a wildness of expression and a brilliance in the eyes.
Guillaume approached me with a rapid gait, laying a scrawny hand upon my arm, and I drew back, involuntarily. "You are a criminal'." he screeched. "A criminal! Guilty by virtue of your having taken up residence here." His breath reeked of the mausoleum; there was a smell of dust and age about him that accentuated the prison stench of decay.
"But surely when the jailer realizes that he has no cause to hold me here--"
"Cause! You speak of cause in a French prison! There is no logic here; no truth, or justice. The Bastille knows only one principle, and that is: whosoever is placed within these walls is guilty. If you insist upon a cause, then one shall be invented for you, mark my words."
Guillaume broke off, possessed by a fit of coughing that shook his entire frame. I regarded him with a mixture of anger and despair; all seemed hopeless now, and yet, I would not give up! I must find a way out, I must save my friends!
In that instant, rage possessed me and stumbled towards the wall beneath the fragment of window and beat my fist against the stone.
"That will do you no good," said Guillaume. His voice was lower now, and he stood watching me with his head held to one side, like a bird. "I have tried it myself, even to drawing blood. The wall endures; it is the most stoical of forms, and bears up against all that is tried against it."
He came so close to me that I could see flecks of blood in his eyes, and the scars left, as I imagined, by horrible implements of torture.
"Tell me," he said, cocking his head on the other side as though this act helped him to contemplate me. "Am I to trust you? Are you the man you claim to be?"
I disdained to answer this; I could think only of my miserable fortune.
"You look like your father, though appearances deceive, as all who have followed my profession know, And yet, you come remarkably close in line to your father--there is the shape of the mouth, the profile." His voice trailed away to an inaudible mutter, after which he made a number of peculiar clucking sounds, terminated by a loud squawk that startled me.
"Well I shall take it for a truth that you are Morivania," he said. "The imprint is clear enough." With that he took my hand, squeezing it between his own.
"And so you are here," he said. "They have thrown you in the cage with me." He took a few steps back, retrieved a black, mouldy object from the ground, and thrust it at me as though it were the gift of the Magi.
"Bread," he said. "Eat.,.it will give you strength."
I suppose I should have been grateful for his wretched offering, but the thing revolted me, and I brushed it away.
"Haa! Haa! Haa!" he cried, his voice hoarse like a raven's. "You will soon learn to accept what morsels are offered here. The Bastille will mend your manners."
"I would like some water," I said, for my thirst had grown with each passing minute, until I thought I could bear it no longer.
"Water you say! Water! Haaa! So the young lord has appetites after all!" Guillaume scrabbled back to the place where he had discovered the bread, and returned with a shallow bowl filled with putrid water. His eyes gleamed as I drank from it. When I had finished, he gave another of his croaking laughs, put it back, and said, "The jailer pees in it when the mood is on him. But it makes no difference. If the jailer leaves it alone, the rats pee in it."
As I made no reply, he drew himself up beside me and, thrusting his face within an inch of mine, said: "You're not dead, are you? You haven't died on me?" The poor fellow seemed quite anxious on this account, but a shake of my head relieved him of any worry, and he settled back with a loud clucking noise.
"They tried that, once, you know. They put a dead man in the cell with me. I know it was Luther's idea, because I could see the eyes watching me from the window up there." He leaned so close that he was pushing against my shoulder and whispered, "You can tell them by the eyes. They flame, they burn--like devil's eyes. The fires of madness burn within. He burns with an unquenchable thirst for an extract that I have discovered. An extract that could destroy him."
At these words, I felt hope rise within my breast.
"You have found something that can do this?" I demanded. "You can destroy Luther and his followers?"
"Indeed. Knowledge of its existence is the only thing preventing him from even greater depredations. He must find the extract. He would gain nothing by killing me as long as the substance remains somewhere in the world. But your father told you nothing?"
"Nothing of the extract."
"I wonder if Luther believes otherwise. I wonder if he follows you because he thinks you know more than you do."
"If that were the case, why didn't he torture me to come at the truth?"
"That does not always work, my friend. But if he does know of your ignorance, perhaps he intends using you as a weapon, a tool with which he hopes to break open the seals of my heart. He cannot force me to reveal the nature of the extract--not with all of his black arts. But if he threatens the son of a dear friend, he may come at me that way."
"Why is it you can resist his means of persuasion when others cannot?"
"Because, my friend, I have partaken of the extract. Take a little, and you gain power. Take a little more, and it seizes hold of your moral compass and destroys it. Take yet more and you die. I haven't the strength of will to resist the infernal temptations that would come upon me should I consume more, but I have sufficient power to withstand Luther's persuasions. It is you who must take enough of the extract to gain the power to fight Luther on his own terms. I cannot imagine a better man for it than the son of my old friend."
I listened to these words with a growing sense of alarm, remembering how I had yielded so easily to Ingrid. Would I have the strength of character to resist such temptations as the extract might offer?
Guillaume, taking my silence for despair at my present condition, said, "Things are not as they seem, Morivania. I can assure you of that." He stared for a moment, then took up a position beside me again. "There is a way out of this," he said.
"For the love of God--if you know something that will help, tell me about it! Don't keep me in this agony of mind."
"In due course, in due course."
I merely shook my head at this, and Guillaume smiled to himself as though it was all very amusing. At length, he prodded me with a finger.
"And now," he croaked, seating himself directly in front of me, "We will see how long your despair lasts."
I followed his example, sitting with my legs stretched out in the coarse straw. Fleas bit my ankles; somewhere, on a higher level, music sounded where one of the more fortunate prisoners entertained his guests in luxurious surroundings.
Fatigue overtook me and my head drooped as Guillaume talked. At first I barely listened to his voice as he unveiled his own history for me. But it was not long before the story took possession of me.
Chapter 10
"You would guess I am of middle age," Guillaume said. "Haggard, perhaps, but not yet broken." Here his keen eye fixed me, and he paused for a moment while I mumbled some sort of agreement.
"Then permit me to tell you that you could not be more wrong," he said. "I am in fact, ninety years old, and will outlive many of my jailers, God willing."
I looked at him with an expression of disbelief, which caused him to smile.
"Your reaction is not surprising," he said, "and let me add that it in no way offends me. On the contrary, I expected it."
I shook my head. "You will forgive me, but--"
"There is nothing to forgive! My age is a thing that no man can accept now without some sort of proof, and of course I have none. My papers were taken from me at the moment of my arrest. I was thrust into the Bastille without a trial, and I have suffered grievous mistreatment."
"Surely your friends have intervened with the governor!"
"The governor knows nothing of those who are kept in the dungeons. Black bread and water is brought by a man of Luther's society as long as there is evidence of life. No one pays the least attention to the look of the prisoners that are locked in, or the corpses that are taken out. For all the jailers know, the twelve apostles could be here waiting for the second coming; individual personalities are of no consequence to them."
"And there is no question of a mistake? The time you have spent here...."
"There is no mistake. I will prove this when we escape."
"Escape!"
"Yes! I intend to escape." He broke off and gave a dry, rattling cough that sounded of the death bed. I peered anxiously at him, fearing that I would soon have a corpse on my hands, but he recovered himself and went on.
"I am an alchemist," he said. "That was my preoccupation in the world." He made an abrupt gesture, his eyes burning through me all the while, and I began to feel the effects of some compelling force that burned within him.
"I had begun as a student of natural philosophy at the university of Paris. My father was a merchant; he sent me there that I might get a liberal education and advancement in some profession. But from the moment I tasted of the secrets of nature, I was wholly consumed by a thirst for more. I read widely; I sought out professors, philosophers. And then, one day, I came upon the works of Paracelsus, and of Albertus Magnus.
"My friends scoffed, my family despaired. In their eyes I had become the deluded pupil of long-discredited charlatans; men who claimed entry into the very heart of life's mystery. But I was dazzled by their vision; not content with the banal experiments of the modern dabbler in chemical weights and measures, they sought the stone that would transmute lead to gold; they chased after the elusive essence that would give life to inanimate matter, and raise the dead from their graves."
"By degrees I came to realize that many of their schemes were impossible of attainment. However, I still clung to the idea of a vital essence that could bring life to mere inanimate matter, and I poured over my books or worked in my small laboratory day and night, gradually losing what few friends remained to me in the city.
"My younger brother succeeded me as the favorite of the family, and I was cast adrift with a small allowance, barely sufficient to keep me alive. I gave lessons, I served as a doctor, anything to obtain the money for books and equipment.
"Day after day I slaved, and a few small successes only served to bank up the fires that burned inside me. I must learn more! I must find the answers!
"I was in my thirtieth year when, quite by accident, I was given a hint that the very thing I sought so desperately did in fact exist. It happened during one of my frequent trips to the hospital for the poor run by the church of St. Agathe. There was a doctor in the hospital; a Jesuit, who had worked among the Indians of the New World, and had brought back many wonderful herbs of a potent restorative power. I was in the habit of going to him for supplies and we would pass an hour or so discussing the merits of his various curatives.
"One day he took me into the leprosarium attached to the hospital, with the intention of showing me at first hand some of the beneficial effects of the herbs. I remember it as a dreary place with a courtyard surrounded by high stone walls. It was a sultry day, and the lepers were seated under an overhanging tile roof, partaking of a broth provided by the sisters.
"I had been introduced to a wretched woman whose black rags covered a myriad of sores. All of her fingers were gone and her hands were like the diseased swellings one sometimes observes in the bark of a tree.
"The Jesuit was discoursing on the ameliorations effected by one of his remedies when a sister took him aside and whispered something to him. He came back to me with a grave expression and said that there was an urgent matter he must attend to; it would only take a moment, and I would be so kind as to await him in the dining room, he would soon rejoin me.
"I agreed to wait, but insisted that I be allowed to do so in the leprosarium, as I had become interested in the old woman with the fingerless hands. He nodded and left me there. I began a conversation with the poor creature, but she had grown unaccountably shy now that the Jesuit was gone, and I had the devil of a time getting a few words out of her.
"I was about to abandon my efforts when a figure came out from the shade of the overhanging roof and drew near. He was the most wretched creature I have ever laid eyes on. His skin was almost entirely given over to open sores, and he had lost most of his fingers and toes, so that he hobbled like an ancient bird of prey.
"He stopped a few paces from me, fixed me with a pair of watery yellow eyes, and said that he knew of my work through the Jesuit.
"I have something for you, he said. "In my purse."
"I looked at him blankly for a moment, then realized that he could do nothing with his hands. His purse hung from his shoulder by a strap; I took it from him, and opened it. Inside, there was a small, opaque flask.
"Take the flask," he said. "I have no more use for it. I want only to die."
When I hesitated, he became impatient.
"Take it," he snapped, "it is a burden to me."
I removed the flask and replaced the purse, arranging the strap over his shoulder.
"Good. Now we have both gained. I will most certainly die within the month, and you have obtained the extract that you seek."
"The extract?" I looked more closely at the flask.
"Only a few drops remain," said the leper. "They are enough to extend life perhaps half a century, perhaps more. After that, you must go to the source, as I once did."
"I did not believe the fellow, of course. I half-listened to some ridiculous story of his about a monastery in the Jura, an isolated place lost in a mysterious valley between two massive peaks. He gave me instructions as to the road, told me that the residents had discovered the very extract I was seeking, and then, seeing the Jesuit stride across the courtyard, withdrew.
"Curious, I pocketed the flask, intending to analyze the fluid that night when I returned to my apartment. I had a desultory lunch with the Jesuit, and then spent the afternoon at the library, where I explored some new theory.
"It was late when I returned to my apartment, and I was on the point of retiring when I thought of the flask again. I debated the matter for a time, and decided at length to perform a few simple experiments.
"I worked by candlelight in my laboratory. There was a high wind outside, which discovered entrance between some loose boards near the ceiling. It set up a draft that made the candle flame flicker in its glass, and I was aware of the constant motion of shadows on the walls.
"Tired out from the day's activities, and not really caring much about the results of my work, I applied a minute quantity of the fluid to a caged mouse that was grey and feeble with age. I also selected a few leaves of a geranium that was turning brown, and I made notes on the amount used.
"I went to bed that night in a skeptical frame of mind, and slept badly, dreaming of lepers with hideous sores. I awoke with a headache and went down to my laboratory to fetch a bottle of laudanum; the curtains had not been drawn, and the light was poor. I had forgotten about the flask; mistaking it for the laudanum, I put it to my lips and drained the little that was left before I realized what I had done.
"An acrid taste lingered on my tongue, but that was all. I perceived no other effects; my headache continued with unabated ferocity and I soon picked up the laudanum.
"It was at that point that I noticed the mouse, and in my astonishment, I dropped the bottle so that it fell to the floor and shattered. The grey, decrepit mouse was now sleek and black, and ran about its cage with great energy.
"I looked for the geranium, and saw that it was now partially restored with a brilliant crimson blossom.
"You can imagine my feelings. A chance encounter had given me the extract that I had been seeking for many, many years; and, fool that I was, I had drained off the last of it in a moment's stupidity. If I had left a single drop, I might have drawn it out, analyzed it, and deduced a formula by which I could manufacture quantities of the substance.
"But that was not to be; the extract had flowed out like a gas, leaving not so much as a film of moisture on the sides of the flask. There was nothing at all.
"I tried to get control of my thoughts; I had a confused memory of the leper's story of a monastery in Switzerland. If he had been telling the truth, then perhaps I could follow his directions, find the monastery, and obtain the secret of the extract. It was a thought that filled me with jubilation, and I rushed to get my coat and hat with the intention of paying another visit to the leper.
"But as I went out into the street and found a carriage, I became uneasy. If it were true that someone had discovered the secret of longevity, why had he not communicated his results to others? Why had the secret been given to a wretched leper who desired only to end his life? It made no sense at all, and I began to think that perhaps I was the victim of some parlour trick. My jubilation turned to despair, and then to rage. I was hardly aware of the streets, of the crush of traffic, so turbulent were my thoughts.
"When we reached the leprosarium, I paid the driver and raced across the yard to the Jesuit's office. He was not at his desk, but a nursing sister informed me that he could be found in the clinic, and I made off, startling the poor woman with my brusque manner.
"I came upon him busy at his work, comforting a woman who had been sorely beaten by her husband. I drew him aside, impatient to get at the leper, and asked directions.
"He gazed at me for a moment, as though he had some secret knowledge of my intentions, finally putting a hand on my arm.
"The man you seek died during the night," he said.
"Died?" I was not prepared for this setback, and the disappointment must have shown in my face, because the Jesuit gave me a closer look.
"Did you know him?" he asked.
I shook my head. "He had information," I said. "A place he had visited in Switzerland."
"I see."
"Did he leave anything behind? Papers, maps?"
"He had no possessions. There was nothing to leave." The Jesuit smiled wistfully. "It is a good way to die; one departs the world with fewer sins to answer for."
"I mumbled something in reply and excused myself as soon as I could without giving offense. There was such a storm of emotion in me that I thought I was going to go off like a cannonade. I wandered the streets, raging at my fate. I was like a child that had been offered an entire cake all to myself, only to have it snatched away as I reached out for it.
"I sat up all that night in a black mood, and the next day I resolved to travel to Switzerland. I could think of nothing but the monastery and the extract; it was an obsession that made all other forms of work impossible. I knew that if I were ever to lead a normal life again, I would have to put this torment to rest.
"I made the arrangements that morning and set out at mid-day. I spent many days on the road. I journeyed through the mountains for a year without any success, At length, disheartened, I returned to Paris, convinced the leper had misled me. I planned a return; meanwhile I redoubled my efforts. In time, I met Leo. Others crossed my path; among them, your father."
Chapter 11
Guillaume fell silent, exhausted by the effort of recounting his story.
I, on the other hand, was filled with excitement. Here was tantalizing evidence of the existence of a thing that would put an end to Luther's great power.
There remained the problem of our incarceration.
"You said that you intend to escape," I said. "Do you have the means?"
He seized my arm, bringing me close. "Can you keep a secret?"
"A secret?" You can imagine my bewilderment; who else was there to tell?
Guillaume peered intently at me for a moment, then he laughed.
"You think me mad!" he said gleefully. "Poor old Guillaume, the mad fool of the Bastille."
I denied this vigorously, assuring him that I hung on his word.
"You think me a fool," he repeated, grinning at me, and clapping his hands together. At length, when his humor had passed, he said: "I would have you understand, Morivania, that my means of escape is not miraculous. It has consumed much of my time throughout my imprisonment, and it shall consume more yet. But it is all to no avail if one of us should whisper secrets on a bed of nails."
"You mean under torture?"
"Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes...under torture! A means of escape is of no use to anyone if it has been discovered; if a little hurt mouse has talked to save himself agonies."
"I understand you, Guillaume. I will not be the one to talk."
"Brave words, brave words. But there is one thing more."
"And what is that?"
"I must have help if I am to find the monastery," he said. "I cannot go alone, without a penny to my name and no one to keep the wolf away from my throat. I must have companions."
I assured him that I would join in his search; no one desired a successful outcome more than I. "But first we must escape from this place," I said, "Then I must assure myself of the safety of my friends."
Guillaume watched me for a moment, bent on examining every detail of my countenance. Then, with a cry that startled me, he slapped his thigh and said: "Henceforth we shall be closer than brothers. Our destinies shall intertwine." He got to his feet and made his way across the uneven floor to a corner. A rat scurried away at his approach and darted into some hidden recess.
"Here!" cried Guillaume. "Here is our escape!"
I had followed on his heels, and now, watching from one side, I saw him lift away part of the floor to reveal a tunnel.
"It is incomplete," he said. "It extends only a few feet beyond the wall; we must carry it further, else the guards will spot us when we break through the floor."
I looked from the tunnel to his crouched figure and back again, my mind alive with renewed hope.
"The work is hard," he said. "It will take us a year, perhaps longer. We have nothing to support the roof. There are continual falls, and the danger of suffocation is great." He was; staring at me again, as though afraid the danger would put me off, but it was not the danger I feared; it was the long delay.
A year or more! What would become of my friends!
Chapter 12
I lay awake much of that night. When morning came with its pallid glow, I bestirred myself, and felt an ague in my muscles and joints. The pain was so intense that I groaned as I moved.
Guillaume emerged from the tunnel with a quantity of earth held in a rag. He laughed hoarsely when he saw my contorted form, and said: "You've got the Bastille in your bones now. It's the damp that does it."
"How can you endure it?" I moaned. "It's unbearable!"
"Aye, and it never goes away," He tamped the earth into a corner, where the floor had already been elevated several inches by his efforts.
"Don't worry about it," he said, watching me with a critical eye. "You'll be alright in time. You soon get used to it."
"Never!" I exclaimed. I took a step towards him, and I thought I could feel my bones grinding in their sockets.
Pff! A man gets used to anything," he rasped. "It's only a matter of time. Eat your breakfast; you'll feel better." He made his way back to the tunnel and pushed himself head first into it. I turned to look for my breakfast, spotted a cracked bowl, and hobbled towards it.
Rats scurried away from my portion of bread as I approached. They had nibbled pieces out of it, but I was too famished to concern myself with such things. I was in the act of devouring the last fragments when I heard a noise emanating from somewhere outside, as of a great crowd assembling in the distance. The sound hardly penetrated our minuscule slit of a window, but it was enough. I listened, wondering what new event had occurred in the city, and an irrational hope surged through my breast.
All at once I felt strong again. Despite my ague-ridden bones, I walked to the lip of the tunnel, where I waited for Guillaume to emerge. The sound died away before he crawled out, but my strength and resolve held.
"You recover quickly," he laughed. "Most men never stir themselves for a week or more; it takes that long for life to assert itself." He pinched his nose with grimy fingers. "We'll take turns," he said. "You dig, and I'll carry the earth back. I'll make five trips to collect, then we change. Agreed?"
I nodded and pushed myself head first into the hole. It was damp and stank of the chamber, pot. Greasy clay stuck to my face and hands and clung to my belly, my legs. I could feel it in my eyes. I had only gone the length of my body when an old fear of being buried alive came over me, and I panicked.
I was trapped! I couldn't see, I couldn't breathe. A portion of wet earth fell on my back. My breath rushed in and out of my lungs in short bursts. I couldn't turn around, I couldn't get enough air into my lungs. Earth fell onto the top of my head. I rubbed an eye with the back of my hand and filled it with clay. The tunnel was collapsing around me; the earth closing in to bury me. I cried out; I called for Guillaume. My breath came in short and painful jabs; I thought my heart was going to burst.
Guillaume's voice came as a benediction. "You're perfectly safe," he said. "You haven't gone more than a foot inside. I can still see the soles of your enormous shoes. Be as still as you can. I'm going to take you by the feet and guide you out. Be still until I tell you to move."
I closed my eyes and immediately I saw the catacombs in my father's castle. A pair of reddish brown eyes was watching me; something was going to leap out of the darkness and destroy me. At the same time, I felt as though I were under enormous pressure. The earth closed in around me, crushing the life out of me. I was nearly paralyzed; the slightest movement was an effort, and yet every fibre of my being cried out for release because I could see two glowing eyes gazing at me from a little distance down the tunnel.
Then they began moving towards me. I could do nothing to defend myself; I could barely move my arms. I yelled to Guillaume. My whole body trembled and shook. Fear possessed me entirely; I thrust myself backwards. I could feel Guillaume's hands grasping my feet, pulling. The glowing crimson eyes were so close, I thought I was about to be torn to pieces....
I don't know what happened after that. I came to my senses on the floor of the cell and the first thing I saw was Guillaume's thin face stooping over mine.
"You suffered a delusion," he said. "There is much that preys upon your mind."
I tried to speak, but the memory of what I had seen kept me silent. I couldn't imagine myself ever going back into the devil's hole.
Guillaume shook his head. "Lie still," he said. "There'll be time enough for you to join in the work later on, when you've rested. I'll attend to it myself for the rest of the day."
He offered me a little of his water, and as I took it I felt the rawness of my tongue; I must have bitten it in the tunnel.
"Rest," he said. "You'll need your strength soon enough." And with that he left me, pushing himself into the maw of the tunnel. I would have called him back, but I could utter nothing more than an inarticulate groan, which he chose to ignore. He disappeared into the hole and I was left by myself in that intolerable gloom, trembling with fear. I am not a man easily undone by fear, but to find myself trapped in a tunnel more confining than a coffin, to be confronted by some beast while utterly unable to defend myself--the memory of it shook me.
And what if Guillaume's theory was correct--the entire episode had been nothing more than a delusion? Perhaps I had encountered a rat, and in my fearful state, feeling as though I were about to be crushed out of existence by falling earth, I had magnified it out of all proportion until it was some beast of Luther's, or Luther himself?
What did this say about my strength of mind?
Fortunately, a renewed noise from without broke into my thoughts, and I had no more time for self-reproach. It was the sound of a mob, swelling in volume until Guillaume, emerging from the tunnel with a load of dirt, cocked his head and listened.
Then he grinned at me. "There's trouble for the governor and his friends," he said. "It's the citizens demanding their heads."
The noise grew ever louder until we could hear shouts, and then, unbelievably, the crack of musket fire. There was an answering volley from the Bastille, the roar of a cannon.
Alarmed, I got up, and Guillaume seized me by the shoulders. "It's an attack on the Bastille," he shouted. "They'll take the Bastille. The Paris mob will take the Bastille!"
I gazed at him in disbelief--was it possible deliverance could come from this quarter?
"They're coming!" shouted Guillaume. "They're taking the Bastille!"
The noise of the mob had reached a crescendo now, and there were continuous, ragged volleys of musket fire, punctuated by infrequent blasts from a cannon.
We could hear shouts directly much closer now. Had they penetrated the courtyard? Had the undisciplined, rag-tag hooligans of Paris broken the defenses of the most formidable keep in France! I looked wonderingly at Guillaume, and a feverish excitement came over me.
Now there was shouting within the foul corridors. I could hear individual cries of "Vive la Liberte" and "A bas le Gouverneur!" Guillaume was at the cell door, pounding with his fists against the unyielding iron, raising his hoarse voice. I joined him and presently we were both yelling ourselves hoarse, trying desperately to make ourselves heard above the jubilant roar of the mob.
And then--I hardly dared give credit to my eyes-- the door swung open, its hinges giving out a terrible squeal. Light streamed in on us from flambeaux, casting a reddish glow over the grinning faces of our liberators. Before we could think or move there was a terrific cheer; we were swept up like sacks of meal and carried along on a tide through the dank corridors and out, out into the warm air. The sweetness of sunshine and a fresh breeze; the intoxicating perspective of the city; the brooding form of the Bastille; all of these things rushed together in my brain like the bouquet of a dozen wines, and I was drunk with liberty.
Chapter 13
We were thrown up onto the shoulders of the mob, Guillaume and I, and carried through the streets of the city like heroes. All around us women pressed close and tossed blossoms; I can remember to this day the fragrance of hyacinth, of lilies and jacinth. Torches burned in long streamers of fire. Red, white, and blue were everywhere, and the streetlamps were hung with scarecrows and bodies.
I saw the governor of the Bastille crushed beneath a landslide of blows, his battered head severed from his body and raised up on a pike. I saw nobility hounded like rabbits as women tore at them with clawed hands to avenge their children and their husbands. It seemed the whole of Paris had turned out in these few streets. Men called to each other: "What news of the country, citizen?"
"D'Orleans! Where is d'Orleans?"
Answering shouts came behind, from all around us: "The peasants are with us. All the country is in arms."
In the midst of this tremendous flow of high spirits I felt increasingly anxious. What had happened to Therese in my absence? I glanced here and there among the hundreds of faces that bore in upon me, although I had faint hope of spotting her among these. They were strangers all.
At length, Guillaume was torn away from me by the contrary movements of that human sea.
"I will find you later!" he shouted. "At Leo's. We shall meet there. I have much to prepare. We shall meet tomorrow."
I called shouted a reply, but he was already much further back, and could not hear me.
I was riding on the shoulders of an enormous fellow in a patched blouse. I tried to make known my wish to descend, but it was no use; he held me all the more securely. I was a hero that day, just as the governor of the Bastille had been another kind of symbol, a scape-goat. And to make matters worse, the mob kept increasing, hemming me in, reaching out to touch my hand or my apparel in the belief that I would bring luck.
We were swept along by the mob, through tortuous streets that reeked of fish and rotting meat, past crumbling apartments, their windows surging with cheering people. I searched uneasily for Guillaume, but I could no longer see him.
I observed overturned carriages, fine horses galloping away in terror. I saw men and women dancing wherever there was a little space; and the most wretchedly poor among them seemed to have come into an inheritance, for they were all smiles and good cheer.
Presently we stopped at the Hotel de Ville where an enormous crowd had gathered and was demanding the mayor. Someone had started a bonfire in the street; the flames shot high in the burning afternoon air, throwing off a great heat. Here and there I saw soldiers in the uniforms of the gardes-francaises, but they seemed to have joined the people. There was no sign of Guillaume.
In that moment I heard my name called and I twisted around, gazing over the jumble of hats and bare heads around me.
Therese! My Therese!
With a violent effort I freed myself, got down from the stout shoulders that had borne me thus far, and forced my way through the mob with the energy of one brought back from death.
"Therese!" I called. "Therese!" I saw her face, her jubilant looks. I reached across some woman's bent shoulder and took her outstretched hand as I repeated her name in a rush of unbridled joy. She was alive! She had found me I
Moments later we were together, embracing there among the pushing, jostling forms. "Thank God," she cried. "I was afraid for you, Morivania. I thought they had killed you."
"And I was afraid for you," I said. "I had imagined every sort of horror."
She couldn't hear me very well above the roar of the crowd. She shouted something to me about Leo but I was unable to make any sense out of it; then, looking desperately around her, she found an opening in the throng. The crowd made way for us, some of the men slapping me on the back and shouting to me that I was a patriot, a citizen.
At last we made our way towards an open space near the bank of the Seine, where we embraced once more.
"You cannot imagine what agonies of mind I endured on your account," I said. "I was so afraid for you; I believe that in time I would have laid the Bastille low with my bare fists."
"I was safe enough," she said. "All my thoughts were with you. And Leo; my poor uncle wore himself out with trying the servants of the aristocracy, but no one would see him. He is gone off today to Versailles to see d'Orleans, or the king, if that were possible; but there was little hope in him when he left,"
"And all this time you saw nothing of Gascon?"
Her face darkened. "Gascon is there, watching us. He never leaves; we see him when we get up in the morning, when we leave at night. He is like a beast sent from hell."
"I will finish him, depend upon it!" I said. "I will soon have the means to destroy Luther; I was thrown into a dank hole with Guillaume--"
"You found him, then!"
"He knows of an extract that will put an end to Luther's powers. We were separated by the mob, but he said he would meet me at your house."
I searched the faces nearest us, with little hope of spotting Guillaume.
"We should make our way back," Therese said.
She turned to me again. I could smell her skin, her hair; I could feel the warmth of her body, and it was as though life were flowing into my veins.
"I shall never let you out of my sight," I said. "I can endure much privation; only I must have you near me. Tell me that you share my thoughts."
Therese was silent for a moment, I became acutely aware of my appearance; my clothes were fouled; I was unshaven, and I smelled of the putrid dungeon,
"Do not answer me now," I said. "I don't know how you can bear the sight of me; I'm like an animal. I must bathe and get a change of clothes."
Still she did not reply, and I began to fear that I had pushed myself too impetuously, "You are angry?" I said. "If I have offended you--"
"Morivania!" Therese held me close. "How could you offend me? I was taken aback--I have heard such declarations before, but yours is the first that I truly hoped one day to hear--"
She broke off, and drew away from me, putting her hands on her hips and surveying me with a confused air.
"Therese--does this mean--"
"There can be no one else for me, Morivania. But it is time we returned home. We'll have some difficulty making our way."
I knew the truth of this; I held her in my arms once more; gave a last, searching look for Guillaume; then we pushed our way through the seemingly infinite conglomeration of excited citizens.
Chapter I4
We walked through the crowded streets, past knots of elated citizens. There was chaos everywhere. I recall seeing a carriage brought to a halt by a band of ruffians wearing tri-color cockades in their hats, and waistcoats looted from some rich man's wardrobe. Two or three of them had gone off down the street after a nobleman in a brocaded coat who scurried away down an alley like a frightened dog.
We were not far from the shop now: I could see the signboard issuing its cheerful welcome above the door. As we approached, Therese's hand gripped mine and she whispered. "This is where Gascon watches us--on the other side."
I looked across the street to the darkened front of a pork butcher's shop. A wagon had pulled up to the door, and the smell of pigs and animal feed emanated from it. The window was dressed with slaughtered sows strung up by the hind quarters. A pig's head had been mounted on a stick, and its small eyes glared at us as we passed by.
"I don't see him," Therese said. "I wonder if he has joined the mob."
I looked again, but there was no sign of Gascon, and the pork butcher's had a deserted air.
"The owner has disappeared," said Therese. "It is Gascon who serves at the counter now; it is Gascon who slaughters the pigs and dresses the carcasses."
I will soon dispatch that creature," I said.
Therese urged me not to delay, and led me up the stairs to her apartment.
"Leo will be back in the morning," she said. "Meanwhile, you shall have your bath, and a good meal."
Her apartment was small. There was one room for sleeping and eating, and a sort of alcove with a fireplace, where she could prepare a meal if she wished. A window looked out onto the street and the pork butcher's shop, but she had drawn the curtains the moment we entered.
I sat on the edge of the bed while Therese bent over a small portion of firewood, lighting the kindling. Her lithe figure enticed me. When she noticed the direction of my gaze, she straightened up, put her hands on her hips, and there came over her a certain forwardness, tempered by an admixture of shyness. This made her something of the coquette, though her pose, unlike that of a society woman, was artless. She flushed and said, "The water will be hot soon."
There was a pot over the fire; not enough to fill a basin, but it would wash the prison soil from my flesh.
Of a sudden, unaccountably, I felt a shyness come over me. Perhaps I was too much aware of the state I was in; perhaps I was still uncertain of Therese.
But she was not shy! A moment later, she had crossed the room, and her deft hands were already removing my clothes. "Faugh!" she exclaimed. "How they stink!"
I made no move to resist and presently I was standing naked before her. She glanced at my member with an amused smile and said, "The Bastille hasn't made you an invalid, I see. You'd better get into the basin before you think of that; I've clean sheets on my bed and I won't have them soiled."
She fetched a very small tub from a cupboard at the end of her bed. I could just fit by drawing my knees up to my chin, and I was afraid that I would be unable to extricate myself.
"I would endure a thousand Bastilles if you were to be my reward," I said.
"Don't talk of the Bastille. Let us have a few moments to ourselves." She brought the pot from the fireplace and poured some of the warm water over me. It was a delicious sensation after the putrescence of the Bastille, and I revelled in it.
"Had I known of your remarkable curative powers, I would have applied to you sooner," I said.
Morivania; I do what I have done for no man." She stopped for a moment, her bare arms on my knees, and gazed at me. "And to think, you are an Austrian. You are of the same nationality as Marie-Antoinette."
"But not of the same sentiments."
"The better for you." She laughed, and her quick hands slipped between my legs, catching me by surprise. "I think you are clean now," she said. "You may dry yourself while I wash your clothes."
I reached out for her, but she had already slipped away to fetch a towel. When she returned, I dried myself, and sat waiting for her on the edge of the bed.
At length she got to her feet and stood looking at me, a smile on her lips. "I have never known an Austrian," she said. "Are they like the Prussians? Leo says the Prussians want to invade France."
"I am not of any country," I said. "I have given myself to you."
"To think that I had foresworn all men as being of inferior intelligence!"
I went to her and she put up a show of resistance as I brought her back to the bed, but there was never any doubt of the outcome.
"Will you treat your protector in such a way?" she demanded.
"I can think of no better way, my sweet." And indeed I could not; I was in passion to have my Therese before another minute should pass. I loosened the top of her dress, which fell away from two sweet breasts as ripe as fruit ready for the picking. While I was admiring them, Therese attempted to escape, but in doing so, she discarded her dress, which had fallen about her ankles. The sight of her curly golden triangle of love set my heart on a mad, thumping course, and I gave chase across the apartment. I caught her finally against a wall and pinned her there with my arms. She gave a delighted laugh as my member brushed against her thigh, and she cast her eyes down.
"You are impatient," she laughed.
"It is love that makes me so, my dear." I led her back towards the narrow bed, and this time she offered no resistance. In fact, I was agreeably surprised by the energy which she showed once we embraced. Her inquisitive hands explored even as her lips sought mine, and I began to fear that events would proceed all too quickly. My tongue enjoyed the two nipples, now hard and engorged, thrusting away from her high breasts. Then desire became imperative and I knocked at the little moist door. My darling astonished me with a few softly murmured vulgarities that added piquant sauce to the already highly seasoned dish, and my senses burned up in ardor. A moment or two and, alas, I had given my all. It was only a memory.
"The prison has weakened you," said Therese. "You need food and rest. Then the embrace will last much longer."
"Yes," I nodded, for I had begun to feel the languor brought on by such exertion on an empty stomach. I lay peacefully for a time, while Therese went to fetch bread and cheese. I watched her working at the rickety table, and felt a new access of desire. When the meal was ready, she beckoned me, and I joined her at the table.
"I hope that Gascon is not peering at us through the curtains," she said, handing me a thick slice of coarse bread and a piece of cheese. "If he were to break in upon us--"
"Don't worry about Gascon, Therese. I can dispose of a fool like that, no matter how strong he is. I'll square off against him with a pistol."
"It may not be so easy," she said, "he frightens me with that claw of his."
I reached across the table and fondled one of her inviting breasts; the nipple was rigid against the palm of my hand.
"What is a claw to me!" I exclaimed. "I'll use it as a hook to hang him by."
"If you are not quick enough, Morivania, he will lay you open with it."
"And what if he did? Would you be sorry to see me vanquished?" I asked, teasing her.
"Perhaps not so much."
"There, you see then. It is a matter of little account--"
"Morivania; you are vile and stupid. You know my feelings, and I will thank you not to trifle with them," She gave me an irritable look that faded only after I had made a great fuss about her,
"It was merely an attempt to put the matter out of mind," I said. "Truth to tell, I regard Gascon as I do all of Luther's agents; they are dangerous and implacable. We need Guillaume's extract. If he does not join us here--"
"Guillaume will come to us," said Therese. "In his own way, in his own time."
"You are sure of that?" I thought of the scrawny, half-mad figure in the Bastille, and my mind was suddenly filled with doubts, but I kept these to myself.
"Guillaume is an odd type; he does not follow the beaten track, but he arrives at his chosen end just the same. He will join us soon."
I accepted this without further comment, and applied myself to my meal. When I had finished, I felt a return of strength, and I drew Therese back to our seat of pleasure. On this occasion there was no pretense of resistance; she was eager to receive me, and I held forth in the best manner I could for several minutes. When I had given all that I had to offer, she smiled and said that I was her stallion; then she uttered another of her astonishing vulgarities, blushing coyly when she sew the look in my eyes,
"You think me low?" she whispered.
I made to embrace her, but she pushed me away.
"Be serious now," she said. "It is time to make plans. If we are to travel, we must consider how to proceed. There are reports of unrest in the country; bands of men and women are burning chateaux, and murdering whoever has the appearance of nobility. Citizens committees have been formed. Carriages are stopped in the towns, and travellers must show their papers, or face imprisonment and death."
"I have no papers," I said. "They were taken from me when I was put into the Bastille."
"Then they were burnt along with the Bastille itself, and the records of hundreds of years. We must acquire papers for you; we must set you up as an honest shop keeper or an artisan."
"Perhaps Leo's friends could help."
"Those of his friends who once had influence are out of favor now. Paris is governed by a citizens' committee, and they will not easily be persuaded to hear your case."
"There is Duvernay," I said eagerly. "I'm sure he will help me. He has an office in the Palais-Royal; I shall go to him in the morning."
Therese looked doubtful, but as she could come up with no better alternative, she was compelled finally to agree.
"The Palais-Royal has been given over to the revolutionaries by D'Orleans," she said. "The old fool hopes to gain favor with them, but it will do no good."
"The shops and offices have not been closed, have they?" I asked.
"Nothing has been closed. I am told the crowds there are greater than ever; and of course every open space is filled with orators urging the citizens on to acts of violence against the aristocrats. It is not a safe place for such as you, Morivania."
I set my hand amongst her bright locks, which flowed like the smoothest Flemish cloth over my fingers. "I must see Duvernay," I said. "I have no choice, it would seem."
"At least wait until Leo returns. You will be safer if the three of us go together."
I agreed to this proposal readily enough, as I wished to be close at hand should my friends come under attack.
But I was beginning to wonder if something had happened to Guillaume.
After that, the evening passed all too quickly, and before long I began to feel the effects of my unhappy adventure in the Bastille. Fatigue came over me with a heaviness that drew down my eyelids until I found myself nodding off to sleep. At length, Therese insisted that we put out the light and go to bed, as we would have a full day on the morrow. Although I wished to hoard every waking moment with her, I hardly had strength left to resist, and I was soon fast asleep, oblivious to the comings and goings in the street below.
Chapter 15
I don't know what sound it was that awakened me; it might have been a premonition. At any rate, my eyes opened and I gazed into an impenetrable curtain of darkness, unable to distinguish anything at all. I was tense for some reason, and my heart was beating rapidly. I was positive that I had heard something, but after a moment of watchfulness, I decide that it had only been a dream.
I was about to turn over onto my side and attempt to sleep again when I heard the creak of a floor board close at hand. Instantly I bounded to my feet; Therese moaned softly and changed her position, then was still.
Cautiously I moved away from the bed, my hands held at the ready as though to grapple with the darkness. I could see nothing at all, and my ears detected no further sound.
Therese stirred again, missing the warmth of my body. I was of a mind to explore further the small apartment, but I desired also to protect her, and I could not do that effectively if I went in search of the intruder,
I hesitated, debating these two courses of action. There was still no sound or movement beyond the first creak of the flooring. I began to wonder if my stay in the Bastille had deranged my mind.
The effect of my vigil was to produce a disordered imagination; the longer I stared at the impenetrable blackness, the more phantom shapes I glimpsed. How I longed for a taper that I might in a single act dispel the night and allay my fears! I extended my arms, probing the region directly in front of me. I turned my head....
The eyes! The hellish eyes that had tormented me in my father's catacombs; that had appeared once again in the tunnel at the Bastille--now they were here! In this apartment!
How can I express the horror they inspired me? They held me with a supernatural power; they gleamed with a peculiar light that held my soul in a charm.
Closer they moved, and I know not to this day how I found the courage to stand my ground. They were malevolent, burning, disembodied. I could see no face, no advancing figure; only the eyes.
All at once they vanished. I gave a startled cry, which awakened Therese, and then, from another corner of the room, there came a yell that froze my blood. I turned just as something whizzed through the air and splintered the wall beside me.
It was a claw! A metal claw! Gascon was upon me, and before I could think, before I could react, he struck again. I could. feel the rush of air as the sharp, bladed fingers passed my cheek.
In the confusion that followed, I hardly knew what I was doing. Conscious only of my tremendous disadvantage against such a weapon, I slipped away from the next blow and attempted to get close enough to use my fists. Therese screamed, distracting me, and the claw laid open my shoulder.
I backed away. My eyes, animated by my intense fear, were now able to perceive dim shapes in the room, and I was astonished at the size of Gascon. He was so large in stature as to be a deformity; a thing out of place in nature.
My pistols had been taken from me when I was imprisoned. I knew that I would have no chance if I employed conventional methods of defense; I must seek some form of advantage or I would soon be food for the dogs of the quarter. With the concentration of a man on the point of death, I cast about in my mind for some stratagem; some weapon that I could use.
The giant struck again, and the metal seared a path through my cheek. I jumped back to escape the next attack, and fell over the tub of water, that had served for my bath, smashing my head against the wall. A greater blackness took possession of me and then I was aware of nothing.
Chapter 16
With my return to wakefulness, I felt excruciating pain in my ankles, and a bursting pressure in my head. I opened my eyes and at first could make nothing out of my surroundings, although a faint light penetrated the gloom.
It was a moment before I understood my predicament, and when I had discovered it, I wished for immediate death. I was in some sort of a cellar where salt pork was hung in storage. I had been strung up by my ankles and hung from a peg in the wall like one of the animals destined for the roasting pit.
I dangled helplessly there, my wrists bound behind my back, my body turning slowly this way and that, I had been stripped naked, and I had been salted like a side of beef. No doubt Gascon would return in the morning to smoke me over a slow fire, licking his lips while my flesh cured and my tongue turned black.
But worse than this, worse than any torment Gascon or even Luther could have devised, was the thought of Therese at their mercy.
What had happened to her? Had they killed her? Was she strung up in another part of this terrible place?
I alternately prayed for deliverance and cursed the gods; I begged for help; I wept. But the cellar was as cold and silent as the grave, and a massive oak door sealed in all of my imprecations. After a time I perceived that a candle had been placed in one of the wall brackets; undoubtedly a whim of Gascon's to enable me to see the hopelessness of my situation, and so to intensify my sufferings. I glanced at the sides of pork dangling next to me; I twisted myself in an effort to plumb the depths of my new prison. I viewed this side and that, and, turned once again to the animal corpses that were my companions.
All at once I realized that, hidden among them, was the body of a man. Evidently the wretch had been carved up like meat for the table, as an arm and a leg, and a portion of the ribs were missing.
Oh horrible to relate! Was this Gascon a cannibal! Did he seek out in the streets of Paris victims to be slaughtered, carved, and eaten like beef steaks? Was I to be the next delicacy on his table?
I turned and twisted and struggled and wracked my brains, but I could not effect my release, nor could I conceive of any means of doing so.
I have no idea how long I remained in this state, fretting and struggling against my destiny like a worm caught by a starling. I was in the midst of trying to pull myself, backwards, up to the ceiling where the rope was affixed, when a voice whispered in my ear.
Hurry! Gascon is coming; he suspects I am here."
It was Therese! My lovely Therese!
A knife flashed in her hands, and then my own hands were free. Then my legs, and I dropped to the floor. I found it difficult to move my limbs for a moment, but I soon recovered.
"How did you escape Gascon?" I asked.
"There's no time," she said. "Take this, and make good use of it." She handed me a glass bottle. "It's acid from Leo's laboratory," she said. She gave me a long meat hook as well, and drew me to a spot beside the door.
She waited beside me with another bottle of acid. We removed the tops, releasing dense fumes from the dark green corrosive within. The latch moved, the door swung open.
My hand trembled as the giant moved soundlessly into the room, his claw glinting in the feeble light of the candle.
He turned, spotted us, and made a rush. I could see nothing but the finely honed edges of the claw; Therese threw her bottle and I flung mine with all of my strength. They both struck home, breaking against Gascon's face, splashing acid into his eyes.
He howled and staggered backwards, his eyes and flesh already melting. I watched in a sort of stupor, holding the meat hook at my side. Gascon covered his face with his hands and gave out a series of demented cries that made my flesh creep.
I stepped forward, scraping the wall with the hook as I did so. Gascon heard me. Instantly he dropped his hands; the sockets of his eyes ran with a grey scum. His claw reached uncertainly for me, the metal fingers clashing together. I knew that I would have to deliver the coup de grace with the hook, but I stood as though paralyzed. The hook flashed past my cheek. I could hear Therese draw in her breath suddenly, and that decided me. With an awkward thrust, I drove the meat hook into Gascon's chest. He gave a final, agonized yell, falling heavily on his side. I stood over him for a moment, half afraid he might still attack, but Therese drew me away.
"Come," she said. "We must get away."
I followed out of the door, which gave onto a narrow passageway, and thence to the cellar of the butcher's shop. We traversed the cellar, went up a flight of stairs, and burst into the front of the shop.
Therese found a pile of old sacking, which I wrapped about me like a hermit's costume to cover my nakedness, and we made our way across the street to the Lion d'Or.
"We must hurry," she said. "We are not safe here."
"But Gascon is dead--"
"We have other enemies, Morivania. The citizens have turned against us. My uncle is known to be a friend to many who are in disfavor."
Chapter 17
Therese cleansed the salt from my skin, dressed my wounds, and offered me cold meat and a bowl of milk.
"Everyone is against us," she said. "We are blamed for Gascon's crimes. People say that Leo summoned him here with black arts. Men have disappeared from the quarter; babies have been taken in the night. They say that it is my uncle's doing."
"Where is Leo?" I asked.
"He is in hiding. He came early this morning, just ahead of the militia, which intended to throw him in prison. When I told him what had happened, he said that he would go to a friend's and wait for nightfall, when he would return to rescue you. But I was afraid nightfall would be too late." Here, she kissed me, and we embraced for a long moment.
"I tried to help you," she said, "but Gascon threw me across the room as easily as if I were a feather pillow. My head cracked against a beam and I fell to the ground; I could see him bearing you away, but I was unable to move for a time."
When I heard this, I flew into a rage. That this abomination should lay hands upon my Therese was unthinkable!
Therese put a calming hand on my shoulder.
"He is dead now, Morivania."
"You went into the shop by yourself to rescue me?"
"I woke the servants, but none of them would help me; they said that Gascon was devil's spawn. Everyone was afraid of him."
"I took the bottles of acid from Leo's laboratory," Therese said. "I made my way into the shop through a back door and went down into the cellar. I knew Gascon would not keep you where anyone might see you. At first I couldn't find you; then I saw the door leading into that terrible room. I entered...I saw you there, hung up like...." Therese was unable to go on; her voice broke and she wept openly for a moment, but when I reached out to comfort her, she found her courage again.
"I have sent a message to Leo," she said. "He will leave Paris tonight and go on ahead of us to Strasbourg, where he'll await news. We must see your acquaintance, Duvernay, as soon as we can, and follow Leo to Strasbourg. As for Guillaume: all that we can do now is leave a message for him."
I felt the urgency of her words. I dressed quickly, my thoughts returning to Luther and to the long journey ahead of us. So much could go wrong, but at least I had Therese.
"I have a little money," she said, handing me a leather purse. "It's not much; a few Louis, a few sous, but we may need it if we don't find Duvernay."
I was deeply moved by this gift, but I returned it to her at once, caressing her hand and her face as she took it back.
"Keep it about you," I said. "There may come a time when you need it. I have ample in my portmanteau, if Gascon has not pilfered it."
Fortunately, the monster had been too consumed by his interest in dressing me for dinner to give his attention to the trifling matter of my possessions. I found notes, money, clothes, but no pistols--I had not foreseen the need for a spare weapon.
A weapon would have been most useful, because, while I was searching through my belongings, there came a piercing scream from down below, the sound of rushing feet, and a crash.
Chapter 18
Boots sounded on the wooden stairs; then we could hear a distinct thump...thump...thump as of a heavy wooden staff.
I looked around for weapon and found a carving knife in one of the cupboards. The thumping stopped, the boots came up another step, and then echoed along the landing, just outside Therese's door. There was a crash as of some heavy object falling against the wall, and this was followed by a momentary silence. Then something banged against the door, and seconds later there was a rattling on the latch.
Therese looked to the window, but it was a long drop to the street.
The latch rattled furiously. I motioned Therese to silence and braced myself as best I could to confront whoever it was at the door.
Silence came, during which I imagined I could hear the sound of heavy breathing outside the door. Then there was a terrific crash and the door burst open.
A figure stumbled in, cracking his head on the sill. I drew in my breath in shock. Therese suppressed a scream. The figure turned abruptly, showing a face hideously deformed by acid, and two empty eye sockets, below which a yellowish substance had congealed like eggs smashed on paving stones. .
The skin had melted away around the nose and mouth, revealing cartilage which stuck through like gristle in a cut of meat. His chest had been opened up by the meat hook, and blood seeped from the jagged wound.
"Gascon!" I cried, astounded. How could he be alive still!
The creature--for that is what he had become--lurched towards us holding a metal pike. It was the pike that had mode the thumping noise, its butt end supporting Gascon's weight on the stairs, its cruelly pointed shaft rising over his head.
He brought it up, aiming it in my general direction. I tried to pull Therese away from that spot, moving soundlessly to one side, but the floor creaked under my foot. In that instant, Gascon attacked, hurling himself at the noise.
Therese and I parted, and he passed between us like a blinded bull enraged by the scent of his own blood. The pike buried itself in the wall as Gascon lost his grip and fell to the floor.
Now was my chance! I rushed on him with the carving knife, but just as I was about to drive it into his back, he pushed himself over and thrust his deformed face towards me. The claw swept up faster than I could see, missing by an inch.
I leapt away. Gascon uttered a moan, and then fell back. His throat vibrated with a hideous rattling noise. He struggled to bring up his claw, failed, and it dropped to the floor with a clattering noise.
I struck then, driving the knife between his ribs into his heart. Again and again I struck, though the first thrust into his heart had killed him and he was no more now than an inert mass.
Therese drew me away and I stood breathless for a moment, gazing down at him, trembling in every limb.
She took the knife from my resistless fingers and washed the blood from my hands. Then she began packing, hastily throwing a few clothes into a cloth bag.
I was reluctant to leave a corpse in her room; I managed to drag it out the door, and with Therese's help, pushed it down the stairs. From there, we dragged it along the hall, through the front door, and rolled it down to the street.
I was certain there were eyes in every window observing us, but it hardly mattered. We gathered up our things and fled.
Chapter 19
"We shall have to walk," said Therese. "There are no fiacres; the streets are blocked."
I sighed wearily and adjusted ray grip on my portmanteau as we set out down the street. A few people with tri-color cockades stared at us but they let us pass without trouble,
"You must have a cockade," said Therese. "You look too much like nobility in disguise."
"In my opinion I look more like a dying man," I muttered. "I'm fatigued."
"The city is filled with assassins; they'll attack you if they think you're nobility. And as for me...."
"Nothing will happen to us," I said.
"You are too confident, Morivania. There are murderers everywhere, burning and killing. We must get out of the city."
"We shall, my darling. Once I have papers—"
Just at that moment there was a shout--"Halloo!"-- and I turned to see a tall, emaciated figure loping towards us.
Therese gave a start. "It's an assassin!"
"Nonsense," I said, holding her arm. And then as the figure drew near, Therese called out: "Guillaume! It's Guillaume!"
He came up to us, out of breath from his run, gripped me by the shoulders, and kissed Therese on either cheek.
"I very nearly missed you," he said. "But all is well now. All is well. Are you still with me, Morivania? Do you intend the journey?"
"I am most heartily with you, sir, for we both intend Luther's destruction. But I must warn you that I have a companion now--"
"Agreed!" cried Guillaume eagerly. "You are welcome, my dear," he said to Therese. "But I must urge immediate departure. The country grows every day more chaotic. Soon the roads will be impassible."
"I am in complete agreement," I said. "Therese and I were just now on the way to a solicitor who will draw up papers for us."
"Then let us be off! Not two blocks from here I saw a wealthy grain merchant beaten to death with paving stones. There is no telling what the people will do next."
We walked in silence for a time, coming into streets that were less affected by the exuberance of the citizens. We descended to the Rue de Rivoli and observed that the merchants were again walking in the Tuileries with their families. A puppet show had been set up among the plane trees, and children crowded noisily around.
But as we approached the Palais-Poyal, we were accosted by men offering pamphlets and newspapers of a most inflammatory kind. Agitators harangued the citizens, and there was a dangerous air of excitement. Once a stout fellow with a broad face marked by the pox held out a hand to stop us, and thrusting the latest edition of L'Aurore at Guillaurne, shouted:"The King has betrayed the people. D'Orleans is massing an army and will soon march on Paris to destroy the revolution. The King and his harlot queen must be brought back to Paris from Versailles."
None of us offered any resistance to the fellow, and after a time he seemed content, choosing to force himself on a band of students who had come into the quarter to get news.
"I am amazed at the tolerance the king shows these windbags," I said. "Anywhere else they would be dragged off to the scaffold, to be drawn and quartered."
"That is no longer possible," said Guillaume. "The mob has tasted freedom." He grinned at me, and I saw mockery in his eye. "Does a former guest of the Bastille feel pity for his tormentor?"
"No pity," I said. "But I fear the mob."
"It is not our concern my friend. Once we leave France, we are safe. This wave of unrest will blow away like a storm on a summer night, and we shall return to find the old order in place." His skinny arms waved like sticks in the wind as his temper changed. "Nobility will line up at our door, begging for a drop of the extract. Men who would not condescend to cast a shadow on the wretched Guillaume, will kiss his feet, and crawl like dogs on their bellies for the merest vapor of the extract. And women will fight for the honor of my bed...."
Therese picked up her ears at this and smiled. "They say court ladies stink like fish because they never bathe. You might not want them in your bed."
"Ha! Ha! Ha!," roared Guillaume. "Then I shall have them thrown into the Tuileries fountain and scrubbed with hard soap." All at once he uttered a cry, and in an access of enthusiasm, took both our hands in his. "But you are resolved!" he demanded. "You are with me!"
"Do you doubt it?" I said. "I would pay dearly for the formulation that might help me destroy Luther!"
"Excellent!" Guillaume clapped his hands together, and we set off once again on our long walk. "I tell you, this extract is the Primum Mobile of my life now. There is nothing else."
He fell silent, and we marched at a steady pace for a time, until we reached the Palais-Royal. I had heard of this magnificent structure, built by Richelieu as a cardinal's palace, and finally thrown open to the pleasure seekers of the city by its latest owner, d'Orleans. But to see it at first hand was to be amazed! The graceful walls enclosed a garden and courtyard, around which superb galleries extended. These were filled with boutiques and coffee and chocolate houses where one could purchase the most exotic Oriental luxury, or indulge in a rousing political debate with the wits of the city.
My impression of this remarkable work had been formed by my mother's description of it years earlier, and although she had prepared me for an architectural delight, I found that even her glowing account was short of the mark. However, the Palais-Royal had changed in one important respect since the time of her visit: the people were different.
The revolution had blown here with its hot breath; the crowd outside the galleries was dense and animated with a more than usual nervous excitement. Men shouted in every part of the grounds, waving newspapers and tracts at others who had come to listen and watch. Inside, the rows of boutiques swarmed with citizens wearing the tri-color. Cafes where the political clubs met were packed to the lintels with debaters, and speakers vied with one another in the range and ferocity of sentiment. One fellow even went so far as to demand exile for all land owners, and judging by the number of listeners he had attracted, there were many who shared his sentiments.'
Therese gripped my arm tightly as we made our way past shop window displays of jewelry, glassware, and rich embroidery. The solicitor's office was next to a goldsmith's, with finely wrought candelabra and sets of filigree ear rings that caught Therese's eye.
I knocked at the door, and peered apprehensively through the darkened glass. The office seemed deserted, though I thought I could detect a faint glow emanating from somewhere in the back.
There was no answer, and I tried again, banging the door with my fist. Therese had rejoined me now, and Guillaume was standing behind us, shifting his weight from one foot to the other in an access of nervousness.
Still there was no answer. Were we to meet danger yet again, after having endured so much?
Chapter 20
I was on the point of breaking down the door when I observed a stooped, shambling figure approaching from within. He opened it, showing a face mottled with age, and a crown of thin, white hair.
"The office is closed," he snapped peevishly. "Monsieur Duvernay is in the country."
"In the country!" I exclaimed. "But I have important business with him. Urgent business! It's a matter of life and death."
"Hum!" The old man stuck his head out a little further, though he held the door only partially open. "Hum; And what is your business?"
"I am Morivania, from Austria--"
"Hush! Be careful, Monsieur!" He waved an agitated hand at me, and his head trembled on a thin stalk-like neck. "You must not admit to that country now; the people will hang you for it. The queen, you know, is of Austria, and there is great animosity against her. She is an intriguer."
"Very well then, Monsieur; but I must contact Charles Duvernay. I have been a victim of this revolution of yours, and have lost my papers."
"Hum! and Monsieur Duvernay knows you?" he demanded suspiciously. You are a friend?"
"He knew my father. He is a friend of the family."
"Wait here!" The old man gazed at me a moment longer, sniffing the air as though he could smell out the truth like a hound smelling out a boar, then he withdrew his head and shut the door, disappearing back into the confines of the office.
I turned to the others. "A misanthropist," I said. "I wonder that he finds employment here."
"Don't offend him," warned Therese. "He's your only means of contact with the solicitor."
"I have no desire to offend anyone, my dear. But I grow impatient with misfortune."
"Your misfortune brought us together, Morivania." Is that so hard for you?"
I kissed her then, and Guillaume winked at me. "Fortune brought us all together," he said. "She might have left the two of us in the Bastille."
"To rot to death in an ill-conceived tunnel."
Guillaume stepped back, grinning, his eyes on the crowd. "You will learn," he said. "It is better to take action, any kind of action, than to suffer like a monk."
"I have never known a monk to suffer," said Therese. "But I have known their "children to go hungry--"
"And today the children get their own back," Guillaume said.
The old man was gone a long time. I had almost despaired of seeing him again, when he appeared once more, his face lowering with habitual ill-humor.
"Come in quickly," he said. "Quickly!" He made room for us, sniffed and snorted as Therese went past, and scowled at Guillaume.
"It is not safe!" he muttered, shutting the door at last. "Hum! There is someone who will see you, but not here in this office."
I exchanged bewildered glances with the others. The old man beckoned impatiently, and we followed him to the back of the office. Everything here was in disorder. Books and pamphlets were piled haphazardly on chairs and a large walnut desk. Shelves were cluttered with all manner of documents; and it looked as though some had been thrown down onto the floor, for they lay scattered like withered leaves.
"Spies!" explained the old man. "They broke in one night, looking for Monsieur Duvernay's files." He turned suddenly and leaned towards me, his face close to mine. "The city is full of intriguers," he whispered hoarsely. "The Comte d'Artois and the Duc D'Orleans have agents everywhere, stirring up trouble. It's the devil's work."
He examined me critically as though I too might be a spy sent to do mischief. "I have warned Monsieur Duvernay to trust no one," he whispered, finally turning away from me. "His life is at the mercy of scoundrels."
We followed him to a set of book cases built into the wall. I was mystified as to his purpose here; I thought that he might search for an address or a contact's name in one of the documents facing us, but he did no such thing.
Instead, he rapped the floor with the heel of his boot, then moved away. We all stared at him as though he had gone mad, but he ignored us. Guillaume winked at me and pointed to the side of his forehead with a peculiar twisting motion.
Then Therese stifled a cry and I grasped her arm. A portion of the floor had lowered itself by six inches or more, and was gliding soundlessly beneath the adjacent boards, leaving a substantial hole.
I moved closer and saw a flight of stairs leading down into a carpeted room. The old man indicated that we should descend, and we followed his instructions, leaving him to the solitude of the ransacked office.
The room we entered was opulent beyond anything that I could have imagined, even in the Palais-Royal. The crimson rug was of a Turkish design. Rose and gilt silks and brocades hung from the walls, marking off partitions. There were seats of black and red leather, and marble tables supported on gilt legs.
A scent of opium permeated the air, and from within we could detect the tinkling of bells, and soft laughter.
A man of my height, but very heavily built, came around one of the partitions. He had long, wheat-colored hair that fell in curls like a wig, and a blond goatee. His eyes were of a light blue, and his complexion pale and freckled. He bowed, gave us a broad smile, and said, "I am Charles Duvernay. Which one of you is Morivania?"
Chapter 21
I bowed in turn. "I am he," I said. "And these are my companions." I introduced Guillaume and Therese.
Duvernay's eyes lingered on Therese, exploring every inch of her person with a voluptuous interest that irritated me.
"I am at your mercy, sir, until I can make contact with my solicitor in Vienna," I said. "My papers were taken from me when I was incarcerated in the Bastille. Now, of course, the Bastille has been demolished, and nothing remains of my records."
Duvernay rubbed his pudgy hands together. "Will you do me the honor of accepting what little amends I can make?"
"I would be immeasurably grateful, sir."
"But you look tired." He smiled, placing an arm around Therese, who held the more tightly to me. "You must come and take refreshments; we can discuss your difficulties later."
I was very much against this, but I must needs be polite--I could not afford to offend this man.
He took us through a labyrinth of rooms partitioned off by velvet curtains, and lacquered Chinoiserie screens figured in gilt. Once I caught a glimpse of two naked women feeding a reclining man a pear; I glanced at Therese, who was observing this scene with great interest. Further along, a curtain had been drawn back to reveal a party of cards. Women dressed in transparent silks attended this group with pitchers of wine, and dishes of fruits and nuts.
At last we reached an enclosure marked off by stands made of oak inlaid with filigree. There were chairs and two tables, one piled high with copies of the journals that were being passed off in the arcades by revolutionaries; one freighted with dishes of grapes and pears, with loaves of bread, with cheese and bottles of wine.
"Please make yourselves comfortable," Duvernay said. He clapped his hands and a girl appeared immediately, coming through a door at the back. She wore a silken veil after the fashion of Moslem women, and a loose gown of rose-colored silk.
"You may serve my guests, Jessica. See that they want for nothing."
I indicated that I would be just as happy serving myself, but Duvernay waved me back. "It is her duty," he said. "You will make her feel superfluous." He clapped his hands again, twice, and someone in another enclosure began to play the flute.
"Do you like this little pleasure palace?" he asked, his eyes fixed on Therese.
"It's very complete," I said, uneasily.
"Aha! Complete--yes. It was fitted out by the comte d'Irval with everything that might stimulate and heighten a man's pleasure. His clients were of the most exclusive and discrete branch of the aristocracy. Now, of course, it is a retreat; a place where one may escape the attention of the revolutionaries."
"Are you one of the clients?" asked Therese, accepting a dish from the serving girl.
Duvernay beamed at her, his small blue eyes glowing with pleasure. "Do you think me wicked?" he asked.
"No, monsieur. I think you have expensive pleasures."
I cast a warning glance at Therese, but Duvernay merely laughed at this. "You are a very direct young woman," he said. "I congratulate you, Morivania. It is rare that one meets her like."
The flutist was joined by tambourines, and a drummer. The music was soft and low, and we could hear the occasional sound of a laugh from somewhere within the room. All at once there was the crack of a whip and a sharp cry, then a moan.
Duvernay studied our faces. "I have performed services for the Comte," he said. "When it came time for me to escape, he offered me accommodation."
"Were you in trouble?" I said.
His broad face turned to me. "There was a case some months ago. The Duc Du B--, a great favorite with the Queen, had departed on a brief visit to his estate near Aix-La-Chapelle. There is a famine in that part of the country, you understand, and the peasants are recalcitrant. He rode out one morning to the hunt, and the boar led his party through a field where peasants had sown rye. A ruffian working in the fields raised his musket and shot one of the party, and the Comte, in a rage, set the dogs on him. A peasant woman who happened to be nearby threw a stone at him; and the Comte had her stripped and horsewhipped on the spot. There was more trouble after that, and the case came to court. Through my efforts the Comte escaped any taint of guilt, but the verdict inspired the wrath of scoundrels all over Paris. Were I to venture out now, my head would be cut off and mounted on a pike, to be spat upon by fishwives and beggars."
"You think yourself secure in this Kasbah," said Guillaume, pointing with half a slice of bread.
"No monsieur; I don't. And that is why I must beg the pleasure of your company, if you are intending to leave France."
I agreed to his proposal; I could do nothing else. Duvernay had the means to arrange our safe passage out of France. Without his help, my friends and I must run a gauntlet that would very likely end in death. And yet, I feared that his presence among us might bring even greater hazard.
"It is settled then," he exclaimed. "I'll make the necessary arrangements tonight, and we may leave in the morning. You will sleep here, of course."
"Monsieur Duvernay," I began; "I do not wish to offend you, but--"
"Offend me! And what could you do to offend me, my dear Morivania? You and your companions are welcome here; I take the liberty of offering you shelter, though the roof is not mine. But I can assure you, the Comte would be most displeased were I to show you the door."
"We would as soon find our own quarters; it is a question of... the air...the enclosed aspect of this place."
"Nonsense, Morivania. Everything shall be done to make you comfortable here." His smile was genial as he patted my arm. "As you can see for yourself, there is an abundance of food and wine--" here he offered a tray of sweetmeats, which each of us declined in turn. "Ah well," he said, with a shake of his head, "I suppose I should refrain as well, but the flesh is weak." With that he popped three of the pastries into his mouth, and his next words were barely intelligible.
"You are searched for," he said. "I assure you, there will be no justice for you if once the citizens get their hands on you."
I knew the truth of his argument; the prospect of a hazardous quest for a hotel worried me. It would be a simple matter to accept Duvernay's hospitality, particularly as it was only a question of one night. I looked from Guillaume to Therese, but found no help in their eyes. Guillaume watched Duvernay with the ferocious expression of a hawk, and Therese was very careful to preserve an air of neutrality.
"If it will be no trouble then?" I said.
"Of course it will be no trouble!" Duvernay waved a pudgy hand with an exuberant air, and popped another sweetmeat into his mouth.
Guillaume, who had been watching his every move with the intensity of a bird of prey, suddenly advanced and thrust his head to within an inch of Duvernay's. "You show us a good heart; you shall have your reward," he said.
I could see that Duvernay was taken aback by Guillaume's abrupt manner, but he recovered almost immediately, and lifted a dish of almonds from the table, offering them with a broad smile. "We must have no talk of rewards among friends," he said.
Guillaume clucked a fistful of almonds, regarded them solemnly for an instant, then stuffed them all at once into his mouth, as though he were performing some sort of obligatory rite that was demanded in return for Duvernay's hospitality.
"We must have no talk of rewards," Duvernay repeated. "My little space in this Kasbah as you put it, will be honored with your presence."
He bowed graciously, and we bowed in turn. Just then the serving girl came to remove our plates, and I had the opportunity of observing her more closely. Duvernay, meanwhile, had taken a seat and motioned to us to do the same. When the girl had finished her work, he beckoned her, and took her on his knees.
From this position she observed us with a malevolent eye. I could see now that, although she had been made up in the fashion of a Moslem woman, she had the look of a French girl, with delicate, rather pretty features. She might have been a convent girl, but for the undue severity of her gaze.
"Perhaps I will bring Jessica," said Duvernay. "It would be an act of kindness; she would be out of place in a revolution, like a canary in a winter storm."
The girl stared at me from her vantage point. Her face conveyed absolute detachment, but in her eyes there was a flicker of something else; a malevolence that touched some deeply buried part of my being and sent a tremor through me, Her eyes were excessively bright, and brought to mind Luther's gaze; in fact, the resemblance began to unnerve me.
I looked away and gave my attention to a fine, thread-like gold chain that she wore about her neck. It ran beneath her diaphanous gown, and I could see the outline of a medallion that depended from it, resting at the point where the breasts began to swell against the material. I was wondering about the nature of the medallion, when I happened to observe Guillaume, who was staring at her with the fixed expression of the obsessed.
I was afraid he might utter some sort of insult, and had made up my mind to draw him out on another topic, when Duvernay dismissed the girl and rose from his seat. "You will forgive me," he said. "If I am to depart with you in the morning, I must attend to a number of business matters, not the least of which has to do with papers and documents. I give you the freedom of the Kasbah. You need only summon Jessica, and your every want shall be attended to." Here he smiled broadly, stroking his beard with his fingers.
"I shall be gone most of the evening, perhaps longer, and I will not disturb you when I return. There are beds beyond the next partition. Sleep when you grow weary; in the morning I shall awaken you."
He selected a box of candied fruit from the table. "In case of need," he said, patting it as he slipped it into his pocket. "A mere precaution against the weakness brought on by hunger." Then he bowed and withdrew, his great bulk of flesh moving with a surprising grace.
Chapter 22
He had been gone only a moment or two when Guillaume drew near and whispered: "We cannot trust him; the girl is one of Luther's."
Therese uttered a gasp of astonishment. I, however, was not surprised, and said as much.
"Ha!" exclaimed Guillaume. "You feel it, do you!" The eyes; it's all in the eyes! And the medallion--"
"But the medallion was hidden," I protested. "There is no way of telling what the device is."
"I know what the device is; I am sure of it!" Guillaume stared at me, his face pale, his beak of a nose ending in twitching nostrils. "You resist thinking ill of Duvernay because we have need of him, but if the girl belongs to Luther, then she has power over him; she may work him to her ends."
I began pacing the floor. If the girl really was Luther's, then we were in danger as long as we remained in that place. I wished a confrontation with Luther, but not until I was ready, and certainly not while Therese was at my side.
Guillaume pointed a crooked finger at me. "Do you know how I first discovered such a thing--how I first learned of this society? It was many years ago, near Les Halles." He stopped to fill his mouth with pastries. "I was practicing medicine at the time, to support my studies, and I would come across the most remarkable things in the course of a. day." He filled a glass with wine, sniffed at it, then drank it off rapidly as though it were the coarsest vin de table. "One night an old woman appeared at the door to my lodgings and demanded that I come and attend her son, who was dying of some strange malady. It was an unpleasant night in the middle of January; a wind had blown up from the north, driving clouds of snow across the city, and it was difficult to see more than a few paces. At first I refused to go, but the woman thrust her hand within the folds of her black wrappings and extracted a purse.
"Take what's there," she cried. "It's my son's. It won't do him much good now."
"I emptied the purse and found more than one thousand francs; an astonishing sum that would keep me for several weeks. Without any further delay, I donned my coat and accompanied the woman through the miserable streets.
"She had rooms on Rue des Prouvairs, not two blocks from Les Halles. The smell of fish from the market filled the air. We climbed some dilapidated stairs in a brick tenement that had been old when Louis XIV was a dauphin. The rooms were wretched. A small fire dispelled a little of the cold and damp in the narrow, closet of a bedroom where the sick man lay, but elsewhere was only the chill of a winter's night.
"The chamber pot had been dragged out beside the bed, and the smell was disgusting. I had the woman remove it for me, and I stooped over the invalid.
"His flesh had almost entirely wasted away. Bones protruded everywhere like the stick framework of a scarecrow, and I could not imagine how the fellow had survived this long. His skin was pulled tightly over the skeleton, and I thought that the grave worms would have little work in reducing this corpse.
"I got the woman to boil water over the fire, and when she had done so, I prepared an infusion, the secret of which I had learned from an army surgeon who had done service in Nouvelle-France. It had the momentary effect of bringing this wretch to his senses. His eyes popped open, his blue lips moved. All at once his arms shot up and his fingers grasped my collar.
'I see them waiting for me,' he cried. 'I hear them now; revenge they want! Revenge!'
'There is no one here but your mother and myself,' I said peevishly, for his clutching fingers irritated me.
'I can bear it no longer,' he shrieked. 'They wait for me; they grin and beckon with the instruments of the damned.'
'What instruments?' I demanded. "Who do you see?'
'There is young woman l I killed! I tore the heart from her body...I gorged myself....She smiles at me now, her face eaten away. She holds her chains to me. 'See! See' she cries. 'I kept them for you, Guy! Come to me now; come!'
"The fellow gave a terrible groan of despair, and his hands fell away from my throat. It was then I noticed the ring; the peculiar device of the hooded figure.
'I must confess!' he mumbled. 'Now, while there is still time.'
'Go and fetch a priest,' I said to the woman, though I doubted she would find one soon enough.
'No! Not a priest! I will confess to you, a stranger. It is the only way.'
"I attempted to dissuade the fellow, but he would hear none of my objections, and in the end I was forced to listen to a tale of crime and atrocity such as I had not believed possible of one born in civilized France and baptized in the Church. It was enough to make my hair stand on end, to fill my dreams with terror for the next several days. And it was this distorted confession, this tale of evil, which I took to be part fantasy, part truth, that served as my introduction to Luther's satanic society. At first I was inclined to dismiss it as the work of a sickened imagination, but the memory stayed with me long after the wretch uttered his death rattle, and subsequent events confirmed the truth of it, though not in such a way as would stand up in a court of law.
"Luther's agents took an interest in me after that. They followed me; they questioned my associates, and that is how they learned of the extract. That is how they discovered your father in my chambers...."
Chapter 23
He fell silent. Therese, who had been staring intently at him, said in a small voice: "Jessica's medallion is...."
"The device she wears is a replica of that which the dying man possessed."
"Can you be sure?" I demanded. "The years may have affected your memory. Things that are in fact only similar may come to look identical."
"So you wish it to be, eh!" said Guillaume, sailing grimly to himself. With that he searched the inner pocket of his waistcoat and produced a replica of Luther's medallion.
We were so taken aback, Therese and I, that for a time neither of us said anything. Only when Guillaume made to pocket the object again did I venture to look more closely at it. The hooded skull made a much more powerful impression on me than I had imagined possible. It was merely a raised surface of metal, and yet the magic of the artist had wrought a figure that mocked all human ambition, all dreams, all illusion, and promised instead an infinity of horror.
My thoughts grew twisted and obscure. A burning sensation distorted my mind so that I was at once in the past and the present; suffering yet again Luther's penetrating gaze, and at the same time half attending to Guillaume's voice. I heard him say that we must escape this place.
I looked around wildly, desiring to anchor myself in the present and put an end to this unnerving drift in time. I remember the vivid impression left by a half-eaten apple, and a few crumbs of pastry on a china serving dish. I clasped my hands together, I looked to the screen and there, in a space between the velvet hanging that formed the wall, and the screen that served as door, I saw the eyes.
"God help me!" I cried, my hand at my throat. I heard Therese give a startled exclamation; Guillaume turned to me, and in that instant there was a rustle of silk, a glimpse of black hair and ivory skin, and the eyes were gone.
"What is it, Morivania?" cried Therese. "What's happened?"
"The eyes…the eyes!" I said hoarsely. But I had recovered my nerve now, and I pulled aside the screen.
The corridor beyond was deserted. I heard Guillaume and Therese at my back as I strode past the screen.
"What did you see?" Therese asked nervously.
"It was nothing," I murmured. "A phantom, an image conjured up by my own fancy."
The corridor led past several doorways, some of which gave onto empty rooms, while others were locked.
"It was nothing," I repeated. "A trick of the mind."
Therese held me close for a moment. Guillaume peered suspiciously at me. "Nothing?" he said. "We shall see."
We returned to the room we had been given and Guillaume plucked a bottle of cognac from a sideboard, along with three glasses.
He handed me a filled glass and watched me closely as I sipped at it. "Come, come!" he said impatiently. "Don't be shy with it; take a good gulp and let it burn the fog out of your soul."
I did as he instructed, although the brandy had little effect on me. I would get no sleep or rest in this place; henceforth I would keep vigil in case the eyes returned, delusion or not.
There was silence all around us now. The music had stopped, and the background lull of voices was gone. We were entirely alone.
"I don't like this place," said Guillaume. "I can't see any windows or doors. It may suit Duvernay and his friends, but it's a prison just the same. When the lamps are put out, it will be as black as the inside of a well."
"A prison!" I looked around uneasily as though I had recognized the place for the first time. Guillaume was right, of course. Once the lamps had been put out, we would be plunged into an impenetrable blackness.
I glanced all around and for the first time I noticed the detail in the hangings that formed our walls. There were scenes of the most abandoned pleasure; a coming together of the sexes, human and animal, under the controlling eyes of Dionysius, and Bacchus, the goat-foot Pan. Indeed, so overpowering was the effect of this imagery, I imagined I could even detect the rank smell of animals rutting in a forest.
Mixed with these were scenes of a more dreadful kind; images of torture that rivaled the catacombs in the cruelty of their execution.
How had I missed these upon first entering the enclosure? They stood out like colored frescoes; here a woman held by two creatures with the bodies of stallions and the herds of men; there a man impaled on a hundred sword points fixed to the inside of a coffin. I looked more closely, and saw that the face was familiar.
Therese came near, and gasped with astonishment. "It's and image of you, Morivania," she said.
I made no answer, merely gazed in blank amazement at my own face, distorted, twisted in the last moments of life…
"Don't look at it," Therese exclaimed. She attempted to draw me away, but some peculiar force held me. The face was nearly identical to mine, but there remained a difference, something that made it essentially another man's face.
After a moment's deliberation I realized where the difference lay. It was more like my father's face, my father's expression as I had last seen him in the catacombs!
The coldness that came over me then was, I think, as close as a living man to get to the experience of death without actually succumbing.
Chapter 24
A curious transformation took place within me as I gazed upon the likeness of my father. I supposed at the time it was the effect of the brandy, together with the unnatural events we had all live through.
At any rate, I began to lose corporeal sensation, and, before long, was only vaguely aware of Therese and Guillaume drawing me away from that evil work. I might not have existed at all, except in a dream. Yet my thoughts came on with an acuity and an acceleration that more than made up for the attenuation of my senses. It was as though my mind had been set free by my break with the physical, and raced like the waters of a millpond. I saw very clearly that my father had been caught up in the manipulations of a society whose power and influence might well permeate the known world. No doubt it had existed at least since the travails of the knight who had founded our line in Austria. And I knew with certainty that it existed now; that it had fixed on me, as it had on my father and his father before him. I could only escape the serpent by cutting off its head, which was most certainly Luther himself.
But what interest did this society have in me and my family?
I felt a hand on my forehead: I felt something insinuate itself between my lips, and then a heaviness came over me, a lethargy, and I was once again aware of my immediate surroundings.
"...not really you at all," Guillaume was saying. "It's a likeness in some ways, but I think it's accidental. The face has a different shape; it's rounder, like an apple."
"Yes of course." I set down the glass from which I had been drinking.
"I don't want to stay here any longer," said Therese. "It's nothing but an expensive brothel, I wouldn't be surprised if the Comte himself designed it." Her voice seemed thick and heavy, and her movements were slow. I could see that she had been affected by the same external agency that had brought me low, but I knew not what it was; only that my limbs were growing heavier from moment to moment.
"I am…too fatigued to think of…leaving," said Guillaume. He made a clumsy gesture, and nearly fell. I was certain by now we had been drugged, but my conviction came too late to be of any use.
"The devil take your papers!" muttered Therese. "If it means a night in this place...we can do without them." Her voice was slurred now, like a drunkard's, and she fell against me, although I was so weakened I could barely support her weight.
At this point, Jessica entered the enclosure. She was dressed in a red, silk robe, her face shadowed by a cowl of the same material. I recognized her for the woman who had stood outside my window in Vienna. On either side of her were two very large retainers, naked except for loincloths that hung loosely bout the hips. Each man held a wolf on a leash.
"A room has been prepared for you," she said. "Monsieur Duvernay has sent word that he will call for you in the morning. He has arranged an escape from Paris."
"It won't be necessary," I said. My speech was barely coherent. I sank to the floor, struggled to rise, and lay still. Shadows flickered before me. I had the merest impression of Therese on the floor next to me, then my eyes closed and I remember nothing more.
I came to my senses in a small room divided into a number of sleeping compartments. The light from a very few lamps picked out half-open partitions, and forms sleeping on mattresses. The three of us were shown into one compartment, and the servants positioned themselves outside the partition.
I spotted Guillaume sitting up with his head in his hands, groaning like a man on the verge of death. I reached out for Therese, my arm probing the mattress....
She was gone!
Chapter 25
At a stroke, all trace of the drug vanished from my body and I was wide awake. "Therese!" I cried.
"Sssh!" Guillaume clamped a hand over my mouth. "Keep quiet; you might bring them down on top of us."
"Let them try!" I said. "If they have harmed Therese, I will kill them with my bare hands." I strode for the gap between the partition and the wall, half-expecting to see Jessica and her two guards beyond, but there was no one.
"Therese!" I shouted. I hesitated for a moment, debating which way to turn, when I heard wolves snarling.
Were they attacking Therese? I was beyond caring for my own safety; I ran towards the sound with the energy of a dozen men. Through an open doorway I saw the back of a wolf attacking someone in a darkened room. There was a yelp of pain and a second wolf limped away from the fray, a knife buried in the nape of its neck.
Then I saw that the figure they were attacking wasn't Therese; it was a man.
"Duvernay!" yelled Guillaume.
I rushed in, snatched up a heavy poker from the fireplace, and swung it as hard as I could at the skull of the remaining wolf. There was an odious cracking sound, then the wolf fell in a heap and lay still.
Duvernay sank to the floor in great pain. Both arms and a leg had been laid open, and one of the wolves had even managed to tear a piece out of his face, just below the eye.
"We must get you to a hospital!" I said.
"No!" Duvernay held up a feeble hand. "There is...great danger. People watch...and wait. I would be killed. The wolf...in me.... The wolf...in me...."
I could make no sense out of this, but I was already looking around for Therese. "You will die here," I said.
"We are all...in danger. There is no time...cannot stay.... "
I looked to Guillaume. Duvernay had already lost a great deal of blood, and his face was as pale as parchment.
"Was Therese in here? Leo's niece?"
"Leo," he moaned. "Yes…she…will be compelled to join them…she was taken…Jessica is one of them. She...made me like them…."
"They took Therese?" I demanded. "You saw this? Where did they take her?"
I was desperate now, and I'm afraid that I pressed Duvernay with too much energy. His labored breath whistled in his throat; he groaned and rolled his eyes.
"Do you know where they took her?" I cried.
"They are...travelling east...."
"Where? What is their destination?"
"There is a...map...somewhere..." His voice was fading, He was so weak now I thought he would die, and I fear I pushed him too hard, but I was desperate to rescue Therese."
Guillaume began cleansing his deep gashes, and he pushed me abruptly out of the way. I felt the blaze of an unreasonable anger; I was being cheated once again by a malevolent destiny, which I was powerless to change. I picked up the table that had been used to kill the wolf, and I threw it with all my force at the opposite wall.
"The map..." whispered Duvernay. I rushed to him, bending close that I might hear.
"It was placed...in the coffin.. .with..." Here he stopped, and Guillaume urged him to be silent, as he was rapidly using up the last of his reserves of strength. Yet if he remained silent, death might take the secret from his lips.
"The Marquis D'Armand... buried in cemetery...of Les Repenties. He was...one of them ... forced...like me. Carried...map...to the grave."
I was up immediately and would have made off without a word, but Duvernay struggled once again, and I listened to the hard sound of his breathing, then a phrase: "You cannot fight them…I renounced them…at the last…I desired to be…clean…to be human once again. This is my punishment. They will do worse to you…We must all...go. There is little time."
Guillaume shook his head. "That is impossible, Monsieur Duvernay. You are very weak; the slightest exertion would kill you. We'll send for help."
"You don't understand. They will search all Paris for us. They have been paid to...see that I do not survive...."
"But you are unable to walk, even with our support. And we couldn't possibly carry you any great distance."
"I have a coach waiting. I arranged it…before they…."
"There is our means of escape!" I cried. I was in a fever of impatience to be on the road, searching for Therese.
Guillaume had finished his work and he examined his patient with a skeptical eye. "You understand," he said. "The bumps, the constant motion will imperil your life. It is a question of preserving the little blood that is left in you. In the space of a few days you might travel with some degree of safety. But not now."
"I have no choice, Guillaume! I do not wish to fall into the hands of Jessica's assassins. They are experts in slow death."
"Very well then." Guillaume sighed wearily. "We will take you to a hospital--"
"No! That is what they expect of you. They would investigate every quarter of Paris...they would hire informers...they would enlist...the dregs of the gutters. I must leave with you...now!"
All at once I heard something moving in the corridor, and motioned them to silence. For a long interval we remained perfectly still, straining to hear the slightest sound. The flame of our single candle wavered in a draft, and giant shadows rushed along the walls.
There it was again, a sound that might have been the scrape of a boot, then silence.
Guillaume taken a knife from Duvernay. I searched the walls and spied an ornamental bracket made of cast iron, which had been shaped to hold a brass bell. I tore it away with great difficulty, and the bell went crashing to the floor. If anyone had been sneaking up on us, they had no reason for stealth now
"There is another exit," whispered Duvernay. "In the opposite direction. A hidden door...a chamber that leads into a. . . doll maker's."
Guillaume stooped to grasp Duvernay by the ankles. I slipped my hands under his arms, discarding my weapon, and we hoisted him between us like a sack of feed.
It was a long struggle to get to the far end of the chamber. We kept glancing back towards the door, but we could see very little beyond the pool of light emanating from our taper. We listened, but we heard nothing more than the sounds of our own difficult progress, and of Duvernay's wheezing breath.
"There is a figure of Pan affixed to the wall," he whispered. "Do you see it?"
I looked behind me. At first I could make out nothing more than the dull, reflected sheen of some metallic object near the floor, but as we drew closer, I perceived the shadowy outline of a horned human head with a goat's body, the whole standing about shoulder height.
"Do you see the...phallus?" Duvernay said.
"The phallus!" I thought Duvernay had lost his senses and; was raving, nevertheless I peered at the figure once more. It was made of painted wood, and it had been formed in a lewd posture, its hips protruding, its arms beckoning.
There was indeed an erect phallus of enormous proportions.
"Grasp it," said Duvernay. "Force it down...it is a lever that...opens the door."
Just then there was another sound behind us; a squeal of hinges, a creak as of floorboards underfoot.
"Hurry," urged Duvernay. "Force it down. They are upon us!"
I reached out for the lever and as I did so, I noticed the eyes set in the Pan face. My breath stopped in my throat, my heart faltered. The eyes glittered with a wild and sulfurous light; the eyes that followed me everywhere as though they belonged to Satan himself. I could hear Guillaume saying something to me; I knew in an abstract way that I must act with great speed, but my limbs seemed frozen, and there was a crushing pain in my chest that took my breath away.
Within the space of a few seconds I had recovered myself sufficiently to reach out once more for the phallus, avoiding the eyes that seemed to burn their way through me like flecks of molten steel.
My band clasped the wooden member, and in that instant a great flapping noise filled the air. Astonished, I looked around in time to see a pair of hawks plunging towards us across the intervening space.
"Oh my God!" cried Duvernay. "Hurry! Hurry!"
With a violent motion that snapped the phallus off, I brought the lever down. The door swung open soundlessly, allowing a feeble ray of light to penetrate for a little space. At the same time, the hawks attacked.
There was a savage beating of wings. Duvernay screamed again and again as Guillaume and I attempted to beat off the fierce creatures. Then the screaming stopped, and a whistle pierced the air. I struck again with my bloodied fist, felt a sharp pain along the wrist; then the hawks rose, flapping back towards their unseen masters.
Duvernay moaned wretchedly as we maneuvered him into the narrow passage. And then, as we came into the light streaming down from some overhead source, I saw that one of his eyes had been torn from its socket; it clung, like the broken yoke of an egg to his face. It was an odious sight but there was no time to do anything for the poor fellow; we must needs press on before another assault finished us off.
A winding led us painfully up to a landing that was little more than a ledge abutting a precipice. The wall to which it was affixed appeared seamless and devoid of any sort of compartment.
I asked Duvernay how we might find the door, if in fact there was one, but he had lapsed into insensibility, moaning continuously with the torment of his wounds. His one good eye was open and staring, and had a glazed look.
"Try the wall," said Guillaume anxiously. "Run your hand over it."
I did as he instructed, pressing my palm against the hard wood, and sliding it in all directions. After a moment or so of this, fury took me, and I struck the wall with my fist; I kicked and thumped at it--until at last a panel slid away, revealing a hidden entrance.
We rushed through and found ourselves in the back room of a shop that, as Duvernay had told us, dealt in dolls and children's toys. A pallid light fell through from the window in the display room, illuminating a work bench, tools, and shelves stocked with every variety of doll.
Guillaume motioned with his head and we bore Duvernay into the display room. I glanced out the window and saw that we were near the end of one of the arcades, overlooking the deserted street. A coach stood waiting a little further along.
We made for the door. There was a carton blocking our path and I kicked it away as I reached for the latch. I saw that it had been covering three large dolls lined up against the bottom panel of the door. Something about them caught my eye, and I looked more closely.
Each doll was a facsimile of one of the three of us, dressed exactly as we were, and with faces that were astonishing reproductions. The one that represented Duvernay had been slashed with a knife and was missing an eye. Each doll had been nailed to the door with a spike through the chest.
Chapter 26
I flung the door open. As it swung to behind us I thought I could make out the sound of laughter, but I paid it no heed. We had only to follow the walkway for a space, exit between two columns, and we would come out onto the street next to the coach.
There was little sensation in my body now, and my surroundings made no impression on me. I had come to believe that I was beyond thought, beyond fear; nothing could touch me now. But, of course, I was wrong.
We came up on the coach and hailed the driver.
No one appeared. Guillaume swore violently, his voice ringing out in the night air. "We'll drive it ourselves," he said. "Help me lift Duvernay into it before anything else happens."
I turned and opened the door, and a head fell out at my feet. "Holy Mother of God" I cried. It was the head of the driver, cut off at the throat. All the blood had rushed out of it, and the skin was grey. When I looked back I could see his torso and limbs. For a time we merely stood there, irresolute, holding the insensible form of Duvernay between us. The very night air seemed malevolent, as though it would embrace us in a pestilential grip and fill us with plague.
At length I willed myself to remove the grisly remains of the driver from the interior of the coach.
His blood was everywhere; the carriage reeked of death, of the common graves where the mendicants are buried.
"You take the reins," muttered Guillaume hoarsely. "I must see what I can do for Duvernay."
I agreed to this proposal with a sensation of relief. Trembling in every limb, I helped to install Duvernay inside, then climbed up to the driver's seat, where I found the reins and lashed the horses into animation. We made off along the rutted street, the stench of the littoral rising beneath us to mix with the odor of blood. There were no stars that night, and no moon. Every house seemed to offer a hiding place for assassins.
Guillaume shouted directions from below as I urged our horses on. The church of Les Repenties lay some distance across the city, in a quarter given over to the most decrepit hovels. Men, women and dogs slept in narrow spaces between crumbling walls, barely out of the way of our coach. Here and there, roads were blocked by paving stones torn up as barricades during the recent troubles, and each time I encountered these I would be forced to back the horses into a courtyard or a narrow alley so as to retrace our route.
Nearer our destination, the sewers overran the streets, and our carriage slid through a foul-smelling muck.
The odor of charred wood was in the air; we passed the remains of a baker's shop that had been looted and burnt, and two or three blackened skeletons that had once been substantial houses.
At last Guillaume stuck his head out the window and shouted to me to bring the carriage to a halt. We had drawn up to a high stone wall that ran the length of half a block. Beyond it were the dark forms of arches, and a steeple.
I stopped the carriage outside a wrought iron gate, and jumped down for a look. All was still; the hush of centuries old stonework giving off an almost supernatural air. Guillaume joined me, and we made our way through ankle deep mud to a sort of trottoir, a makeshift affair of planks and rough stones that bordered the wall.
One of the gates was open. The lock had been forced, and the latch broken in the process.
We peered anxiously through the gloom. The vaulted gothic arches and buttresses remained obscured by a blackness that seemed thicker and more impenetrable than the stone walls.
"We can bring the coach into the courtyard," said Guillaume, his voice sounding unnaturally loud. "I don't like to leave Duvernay unattended; his friends may have followed us."
I was on the point of urging our immediate departure; it seemed to me then that we had nothing to gain by delay--I no longer believed that we would find a map or any hint of Jessica's destination here. But in the instant the thought ran through my mind, I pictured Therese in the hands of the band of devils that had come for us with such violence. I turned back abruptly to the coach and brought it through the open gate into the courtyard.
The ground was littered with an incredible profusion of broken things. We had to step over smashed furniture, ornaments, and books--the entire furnishings of the church lay in disarray at our feet.
"The mob," said Guillaume. "They came for bread, for prisoners--who knows? They did the same at Saint-Lazare; they found sacks of grain there, and a cellar full of wine. Forty of them were still in the cellar when dawn broke, and they were taken away as drunk as beasts."
There were fragments of glass, robes, even a wooden globe that had been hurled to the ground and split open like a nut. We crept through this evidence of destruction, working our way towards the graveyard at the back of the church. We could not see the coach now, and I began to feel apprehensive for Duvernay.
There was a shed built next to the wall. It had been broken into, and most of the equipment had been stolen, but there were spades in one corner, I picked up two of them, wondering why they had been left behind when so many other things had been taken. Just then, Guillaume seized my arm.
He pointed at the floor behind us. He had moved a portion of sackcloth away from the wallboards, exposing a grey hump of about five feet in length. I moved to get a closer look, but he held me back, and suddenly I understood why.
It was the body of a monk. His head had been cracked open by the very shovel I held in my hand, for I could see the blood on it now. I threw it down with a cry of disgust, and Guillaume motioned to me to step outside. He found another spade, and bearing two of them over his shoulder, followed me into the murky air.
Our task now was to find the stone that marked the grave of the Marquis d'Armand.
At first we reasoned that, being a Marquis, he would have a lavish ornament, perhaps even a crypt. But then it occurred to us that, having chosen such a place for burial, he had already shown excess of the opposite kind; he had undoubtedly desired to abase himself as much in death as he had been exalted in life, hoping in this manner to atone for whatever sins lay on his conscience.
We began our search, therefore, among the simpler stones of the plot, and after a morbid time, found his name engraved on a plain marble slab. Immediately we applied ourselves to the grave with all of the energy that remained to us. Our spades cut through the soft earth with ease, and we soon had a trench dug.
Guillaume's spade struck wood. We cleared away the last of the soil, and then I pried open the coffin lid. It gave way reluctantly, as though resentful of the interruption. All at once it snapped free and fell heavily to one side, making a fearful clatter.
I peered over the edge of the coffin at the form inside. The corpse had been laid out face down so that only its back showed in the fragile light, but even so, I observed that it could hardly have been there more than a few days, as decay had not yet set in. There was a satchel beneath its left arm. I removed this and handed it to Guillaume, who untied the strings that held it closed.
"The map!" he said, extracting a sheet of parchment. "Duvernay was right."
I threw down my spade and moved to join him; I was almost at his side when I heard something behind us. I whirled around, peering into the obscurity while readied a shovel.
"Over here...m'lords!" A figure approached us, shambling to the lip of the grave. He had a musket crooked under one arm, and he held a bottle, which he raised to his lips, spilling some of the contents over his shirt as he drank.
"Me, I'm Edouard," he said, after he had finished drinking. "Sergeant...Gardes…." His speech was badly slurred; I had difficulty in understanding anything he said.
"And you," he said. "Who are you? Priests?" His voice took on a menacing tone.
"We come from Sainte-Antoine," replied Guillaume quickly. "We heard you were going to take the church. We wanted to come and get the corpse of this man--a Marquis, a great enemy of the people. We come for revenge."
"Revenge eh!" The soldier took another drink, finishing his bottle this time. When he could get no more out of it, he gazed at it for a moment, swaying on his feet, then flung it away in disgust.
Suddenly he propped up his musket so that the barrel was lined up with my chest.
"What've you got there?" he demanded. "In the...sack?"
Guillaume hesitated for the merest fraction of a second, but the soldier was too inebriated to notice.
"It's a letter," he said. "A letter of my mother's. It was among the things the Marquis took from her, before he had her thrown into prison. She died in chains. I swore that I would avenge her death...."
The soldier seemed unconvinced; or perhaps he was merely impervious to sentiment, and remained unaffected by this tale of pathos. He looked distractedly about for a moment, then reached into the pocket of his coat and produced another bottle. He poured a little of the wine down his throat, staggered, wiped his mouth with a ragged sleeve, and grinned at us.
"You're not of the monks, are you?" He growled. "The fat monks...."
"We're citizens like you," said Guillaume. "We've suffered like you."
"We heard there was grain here...hidden away," muttered the soldier. "One of the old women told us. So we all came...but they wouldn't let us in. Big fat friar came to the gate. 'No food here,' he told us. 'No guns...only the poor.'''
"But we weren't fooled. We broke through the gates...smashed the door...hundreds of us...all the people of the quarter." He stumbled, teetered on the edge of the trench we had dug, and regained his balance.
"That was something," he said. "Sacks and sacks of grain...beef, mutton.... We made a fire in the... yard... roasted the beef, drank the wine." He grinned broadly at the memory of it, and Guillaume must have thought that he had forgotten us, because he stuffed the map into his belt and moved a little way up the slope, holding his spade with both hands.
Abruptly the soldier came out of his reverie and took aim with his musket at Guillaume's head. Guillaume stopped immediately, and stood watching him, his spade held high.
"We tied a big friar to a post and whipped him," said the soldier, "The others got away. We should have roasted them like hogs on a spit."
"We're not monks," insisted Guillaume.
"Not monks, is it?" He glared malevolently at us, and was silent for a moment as he tried to make up his mind. The barrel of his musket wavered from Guillaume to me, and back again. At length he said, "We'll go to the others...in the cellars. Let them decide, if they're not all besotted with drink." He beckoned to us, moving back a little from the lip of the grave as he did so.
Guillaume cautioned me with a glance, and we clambered out of the pit together, brushing the moist clay from our breeches as we reached the level ground, A sliver of moon had broken through the cloud, casting wan light over the graveyard and the massed stones of the church. In these conditions the soldier looked even more formidable, as we could now see that he was a vile sort of ruffian whose meaner tendencies had been set loose by drink. The fact that he held a weapon on us gave him a spurious sense of authority that puffed him up like a spoilt dog; I was convinced that he would fire on us with the slightest provocation, and I steeled myself to take a ball in the chest when I charged him. I was not, however, prepared for what, in fact, happened.
He motioned to us to march along ahead of him towards the church, while he followed with the musket at our backs. We did as he wished, but we had only gone a few paces when I felt a terrific blow on the back of my head.
For a few seconds I could see nothing at all. I fell to my knees, and I remained there for some time, supporting myself with my arms. There was a roaring noise in my ears, and beyond it, the indistinct sound of voices, of shouts. Through the blackness that engulfed me I thought I could discern a few shapes, like human figures, but when I tried to observe more closely, the pain overwhelmed me, and I was forced to close my eyes.
Chapter 27
A hand gripped my shoulder, a face swam among black vapors. "Morivania," it was saying. "Can you walk?"
I heard my own voice answer as if from some disembodied presence. I attempted to rise, but the earth rolled gently away, then rushed back towards my face.
A strong arm supported me, and I managed to get to my feet. "Try to walk," said Guillaume. "The others may come out of the cellars; there was a noise."
I shook my head, bewildered, and as my vision began to clear, I looked around for the soldier. Guillaume attempted to draw me away, but my eye caught the musket. It had been snapped in two at the stock
Even in my dazed condition I found it difficult to accept the evidence of my senses; what force could have done such a thing to this weapon?
My gaze extended further afield, until I spotted the soldier, and this time I simply could not believe what I saw. We were quite close to the wall; the grave was only a few feet from it, and we had been following its line in the course of our march. Projecting from the stone face at about the height of a man's head, were a number of iron poles placed at wide intervals. I had no idea of the purpose of these objects, but I am sure they were not intended for the use one of them was put to now.
The soldier had been picked up and hurled against the wall with such violent force that he had been entirely impaled by a rod, the end of which protruded from his abdomen, just below the breast bone.
How anybody could have accomplished such a feat was beyond my powers of deduction. But at the time, I hardly thought of methods or reasons, for I perceived that the wretched creature was still alive, and that even now his body twitched with a vestige of animation. As I stared, a shrill wail issued from him, touching every nerve of my body with fingers of ice. I felt the force of Guillaume's irresistible will drawing me away; I felt his arm around my back, supporting me, and I allowed myself to be led in this manner.
Neither of us spoke again until we reached the carriage. Guillaume went inside immediately to examine Duvernay, warning me at length that he was near death. For myself, the shock of seeing, the impaled soldier had been enough to neutralize the effects of the blow to my head. I informed Guillaume that I was capable of handling the carriage while he tended to Duvernay, He agreed to this without objection, and we studied the map for a time, making sure of our route.
"We must stop at the first village outside Paris," said Guillaume. "Otherwise Duvernay will die. He climbed into the coach again and left me to my own uneasy thoughts.
Chapter 28
I climbed back into my seat and urged the horses into a trot, my arms barely able to support their own weight as I held onto the reins. The city glided past us; the silent houses, the shops, the stands. Here and there a small fire glowed where the coffee vendors were starting their little furnaces. A few wagons and carts moved along the streets from the western approaches, but for the most part, all was still.
A watchman challenged us at Place de la Bastille. There were lights here, and the shadowy figures of the local guard, posted by the district committee to check all traffic leaving the city.
The watchman was a slight, stoop-shouldered fellow with a dark face and close-set eyes, lie peered into the window and demanded papers.
Guillaume stuck his herd out and growled, "We are for Reims, citizen. We bring instructions from the permanent committee."
The watchman looked past him at the outstretched form of Duvernay. "What's the matter with him?" he asked.
"Brigands! They were hiding in Notre-Dame des Douleurs. As we passed by, they leaped out and stopped us. We could do nothing; they took our papers, our money. When they shouted "Vive le compte d'Artois!", my companion swore at them, and for that he was knifed."
"Brigands, you say?" The watchman eyed him narrowly.
"We would have turned back," Guillaume said, "but it is imperative that we reach Reims. The royalists are agitating there. My companion knows many of their agents, and can assist the mayor in arresting them."
Two soldiers who had been watching us from a distance began moving towards us. I could see more on the other side of the street. The coach from Chalons had arrived, and they were checking its passengers.
"Your companion; what is his name?" asked the watchman.
"Georges Villiers," said Guillaume. "He has a coffee house in Saint-Germain-des-Pres. D'Orleans has an interest in it."
The watchman seemed unimpressed by this. He asked that the door be opened, and he stepped inside for a closer look at Duvernay. The two soldiers had drawn near, and would soon be upon us. I looked to Guillaume for instruction; but he was saying something to the watchman, and so I was left to my own devices.
Presently one of the soldiers ordered me down. The other one got up onto the carriage step as I clambered to the ground, and I could see him talking to the watchman.
"Show me your papers," said the man who faced me now.
"I have no papers," I said. "They were taken from me by brigands."
"You cannot leave the city without papers."
The soldier nearest to me was a thick-set fellow with the arms of a blacksmith. He had a belligerent air as he stood there with his feet apart, hemming me in against the carriage; I felt that he would enjoy shooting me.
"You have the accent of a Prussian," he said. "What is your business here?"
"I came to escape tyranny from my own country," I said.
Suddenly I felt a hard slap that stung my flesh and brought tears to my eyes.
"You lie!" he shouted. "You're a Prussian Grenadier. You work for the Queen."
"I'm a patriot--"
"Grenadier!" The soldier spat, hitting the toe of my boot. "Did you know there's no bread in the boulangeries, Prussian? The Royalists and the enemies of France have taken it all."
I knew now he was going to put a musket ball into me, and I prepared myself to strike first. But in that instant there was a cry of pain from within the carriage, and the sound of a scuffle. The soldier turned, and I struck him full on the side of the nose with my fist. He fell sideways, against the carriage, startling the horses. He put his hands to his face, and his musket fell to the ground. With a speed that I would not have thought possible a few moments earlier, I scooped it up, and drove the bayonet through his chest.
I turned and saw that the door of the carriage had been flung open. The watchman and the second soldier tumbled out like sacks of feed, and Guillaume urged me to hurry.
I regained my seat. Dizziness came on once more as I got the horses moving; I looked around the wide square and could see no sign that anyone had witnessed our combat. A small party of soldiers were giving instructions to the driver of a grain wagon that had just entered the city. Beyond them was the open road, and whatever dangers lay between us and the frontier. The bodies of our victims lay in a heap behind us, waiting for discovery. If somebody should happen to notice them before we got clear of the square, the would turn on us and find an easy target.
I held the horses to a trot, fearing that a gallop would only attract everyone's attention and make our escape impossible. I could see the road clearly now; there was a streak of rouge across the horizon, and all the sky in the east had been touched with a very pale light. There were more wagons on the road, and a few men on horseback.
We cleared the square and made the highroad. Still there was no alarm behind us, no sign of discovery, and I whipped the horses into a gallop as the carriage swayed and bounced over great holes in the road, driving on into the advancing color of first light. A dog ran out after us, then fell back. A wagon appeared out of nowhere, blocking the road. I could see the startled face of the driver, the foaming lips of his stallions.
I fought the reins, urging the horses over to the edge of the road. The carriage slipped in the clay, the wheels edged towards a shallow ditch. I leaned to the left as we heeled over on the slope, and I could see out of the corner of my eye the white, terrified face of the driver as he shouted something incomprehensible at me. I could see a scar on his temple, so close did we approach.
We skidded further, to the very brink of the ditch. The horses strained, clattering over the ground like a natural force, and then we had passed the wagon and we're on our way.
PART III
Chapter 1
By degrees I got us back onto the road. I slowed the horses to a brisk canter, and Guillaume shouted at me from the window. "The mind," he called. "The mind conquers all!"
"How is Duvernay?" I yelled.
"Alive! That's all that can be hoped for now. We must keep going. The guards will send a party after us when they see their dead comrades. Someone may have seen them approach our carriage. We must exchange it for a new one."
"And how shall we do that?" I called.
But Guillaume made no answer to this; he merely grinned at me, then withdrew back into the carriage, leaving me to my troubled thoughts. Somewhere ahead was Therese. I could only hope and pray she was alive and unharmed.
We passed through a village. I called to some men by the side of the road as I brought the horses to a stop. "A woman has been kidnapped," I called. "Her abductors will have come through at great speed; a man dressed like a friar is with them."
"Aye, they rode through," one of the said. "They were in such a hurry you would have thought the devil himself was after them. Two coaches, and a team of black horses as dark as storm clouds."
"When did you see them?" I asked, heartened by this news.
"It was after midnight. You could hear the iron wheels striking thunder out of the road as they passed."
I thanked them, and urged our horses to a walk. There was a chance now we could overtake Luther's party if we drove on without stopping.
But, of course, we did, in fact, have to stop; our horses could go no further, and it was an hour or so before we could find a new team and harness it.
Chapter 2
The sun cleared the horizon as we pulled away from the village. It came up as a great orange globe that shone full in my eyes so that I could only see the road by squinting into the light. On either side, peasants tended the ripening wheat and corn, and, here and there, armed sentries kept watch against the hordes of thieves that roamed the country.
We were stopped at the next village by six men with antique muskets who described themselves as members of the citizens' militia. They demanded our papers, while a tocsin sounded the alarm in the centre of the village. A group of ragged children appeared, collecting from alleys and side streets, and one of them made so bold as to peer into the carriage window before Guillaume frightened him away with a scowl and an oath.
I jumped down and began explaining our mission. My desperate look must have served me well, because the soldiers immediately expressed their sympathy, and told me that Therese and her captors had come through early in the morning.
"You had better stop here and get passports from the notary," one of them said. "The people in the next village are not so friendly; they have lost a man to the brigands in a night attack, and they will as soon lock you up as take you at your word."
I was debating the wisdom of taking this course of action when a man came running from a dry goods shop across the street, his apron flapping as he hopped over a mound of slops.
"Monsieur! Monsieur!" he gasped. "Have you seen any brigands on the road?"
Guillaume had joined me by this time, and he cocked his head on one side as he stared at the fellow. "We saw no one but a few peasants with loads of grain," he said. "Apart from that, the road was as bare as a nun's womb."
The man looked disconcerted. "But we were told that a great army of thieves and beggars had set out from Paris. They're sacking villages, stealing food. We were told to mount a guard against them."
"Who told you this?" I asked.
"Messengers riding out from Paris. The first one rode through the day after the Bastille fell, and warned us that all the beggars in Paris had weapons now. There have been reports of men killed in the fields. The village down the road is said to have been attacked."
"Someone is telling tales," snorted Guillaume. "We have been unmolested."
"It is true, monsieur! Not one of us is safe anymore."
"Tales to frighten children," said Guillaume. "Who are these messengers that have been sowing fear?"
"There were three or four that I know of, but there have been others. All the villages in Picardie have been alerted. There are armed patrols watching the fields and the forests."
"Do you have any idea who these messengers were?"
"There was one who said he was d'Orleans man. He stopped long enough for a drink at the Inn, and he told us that he was on intimate terms with d'Orleans. He showed us money that he had been given by the duke, with instructions to warn as many villages as he could reach."
Guillaume's face lightened with the trace of a smile, then resumed its look of acute interest. "Has anybody seen the brigands?" he asked.
"There were some men caught on the road south of here, near Tournan. They had a cart loaded with things that they had stolen from a chateau. The owner got what he deserved, no doubt, but there were clothes and furnishings taken from the farm houses along the way."
"And all of France is up in arms, waiting for these brigands?" I said.
"I don't know how it is in other parts of the nation, but the people here are uneasy." The man's face reflected a mixture of disappointment and relief, as though he had wanted the excitement of an adventure, yet feared it at the same time. For my part, I had seen what bands of undisciplined citizens could do, and I was not looking forward to meeting them on the road..
"What of Paris?" the man asked. "What is the news?"
"There is a permanent committee attempting to restore order, " Guillaume said. "But bread is short, and there are riots in some quarters. Thieves and murderers prowl the streets at night."
"It is as I thought! The scum have crawled out from under their rocks; they'll be coming this way soon enough."
Guillaume took his arm. "You are safe for the time being, citizen. You have your militia and your patrols. But there is also a threat from the royalist faction, and that is my business. I must get through to Reims with my companions. We had intended to be there much earlier, but we were held up in Paris by Luther, and lost our money and papers. This man's sister was kidnapped."
"In Paris? You were held up in Paris?"
"Yes, it has come to that, I am afraid. But we are in a great hurry, and so at the mercy of any who might give us a moment's hospitality. We must change horses, and we need documents and weapons."
"Come along to the Inn, friends." He made a gesture with his arm, and smiled with the candour of one who has never been touched by the city.
I glanced across the street at the brick building that served as hotel and staging post for the exchange coach for Reims. There were men on the balcony, and I could see more inside, through the window. I wondered how long our story would hold up among these agitated people.
"We have very little time to lose," said Guillaume. "We must eat on the road. As for papers, there is a lawyer next door to the hotel; he can provide for you. But will you not join me in a meal?"
"There is nothing that would give us more pleasure." said Guillaume. "However, if we delay, the girl may be lost to us. My companion is desperate, as you can see."
"I'll take you to the lawyer, then. I know him. And while you conduct your business, I'll see to it that a meal is prepared for you."
We thanked him and followed him across the street to the lawyer's office. I was worried about Duvernay; I would have preferred to leave him here and give him a chance to rest, but I knew it might be the cause of his undoing. If someone were to come from Paris, he would be arrested.
The lawyer was a country fellow, full of his own importance, but his pride had been tempered by fear of the brigands, and he became obsequious when he was informed that we were on a mission for the permanent committee.
"These are grave times, messieurs," he said as he drew up papers for us. "Men like you and I must set an example for the people; we must show them by our courage and our stability that the nation will hold."
His pen scratched over the paper, and he signed his name with a flourish.
"The villagers are like children," he said. "They panic at the merest rumor. But if they see us going about our business, and acting to save the nation, they will take heart." He gave us the documents and said, "There will be troops here soon, will there not? These patrols the men put up are useful, but they are not practical against an army of murderers." Fear made him lose countenance for a moment, but he regained composure when Guillaume said: "A defense is being organized even now. Others will follow us."
"Excellent." The lawyer beamed as he came with us to the door. "Even though all men are equal, there are some who must act as leaders; is it not so? Men like you and I, we understand."
He bowed to us as we took a hasty leave. One of the villagers offered pistols, which I accepted gratefully. We could see the shopkeeper on the porch of the hotel, talking with a small group of men, and as we approached, he waved to us.
"You see what is happening," said Guillaume. "D'Orleans and his friends want nothing but anarchy all over France. If he gets his way, the court will lose ground as the revolution hardens, and he will have an excuse to restore order under his own authority. That is why he sends out messengers to spread alarm. I commend the man for his diabolical intelligence, though I suspect it is largely the work of his mistress, or of Luther.
"Then the roads are safe?"
"Nothing is safe," muttered Guillaume. "We are so much dust in the wind until we retrieve the extract and use it to weaken Luther."
Chapter 3
The others joined us, and we were given supplies that would last us a day or two. We were offering our thanks, when there was a groan from within the carriage, then a high-pitched, terrifying cry. The villagers drew back, frightened. We had told them of our wounded passenger, but this was not the lamentation of a mortal; this was a cry such as none of us had heard before from the lips of man.
Guillaume acted with precipitate haste, turning on his heels and wrenching open the carriage door, but at that moment, Duvernay thrust himself up to the window, exposing the ghastly array of his wounds. There was blood everywhere, flowing from the rents made by the claws of the hawks. In his feverish agony, he had torn loose his bandages, and his mutilated socket stared wildly at those around him.
The soldiers of the militia fell back, making the sign of the cross. Guillaume moved to force Duvernay back into a reclining position, but he failed in his efforts, and was thrown back into the street with a force that astounded me.
I ran to his aid. Of a sudden Duvernay gave a hoarse cry in a voice that was lower and more powerful than his own; the one good eye left to him burned with a fierce light, and in a single bound, he leapt free of the carriage!
Whatever he had been in the past, he was Luther's man now. My hand went to my pistol, but he had fixed with me his glittering eye, and something of Luther's influence came over me, slowing me a little. In spite of the mysterious force possessing me once again, I managed to take aim, and was about to fire when Guillaume leaped in front of me to confront Duvernay, raising his skinny arms as he did so.
Something seemed to have taken possession of Duvernay. He tossed his herd like a wild beast brought to bay. He was snarling now, his long, sharp teeth exposed, and foam appeared at his lips. All at once he struck out at Guillaume, and there ensued such a struggle as I could scarcely believe. If ever I had doubted Guillaume's strength, I had no reason to ever again; he showed himself the equal of any lion that ever stalked the forests of Africa.
But what filled me with even greater astonishment was the performance of Duvernay, who struck out with the savagery and force of a man entirely unaffected by the singular wounds that had been dealt to him. There was no question of getting off a shot now; I rushed to help Guillaume as best I could, but my aid was not needed.
With a tremendous cry, Guillaume broke free of Duvernay's bear hug, and seizing him about the waist, hoisted him high over his head. Then he dashed him to the ground, and broke his back on a stone.
Duvernay gave a piercing scream that returns in my nightmares to this day. His eyes rolled, his arms thrashed. Out of his contorted, ugly mouth, there issued a powerful voice that seemed to have a life of its own.
"You will be torn to pieces," it said. "In the night...in the night."
With that, his face relaxed, his arms stopped moving, and something of his old personality seemed to return, because he said in his former voice: "Free... after... so many…years." Awareness of pain came over him with visible effect, forcing a cry of extreme agony, but he mastered this with a tremendous act of will, and said in a halting voice: "Luther did this ...to me. He controls... men's minds... and the soul... the soul. He takes... possession. He...will...have you. There is... no escape... except in death. I cannot bear... to think...of the things I have ...done... under his power. Killed... eaten... human flesh."
He gave a final cry, and then was seized with violent convulsions that lifted his body several inches from the ground, and dashed it repeatedly back against the hard soil and the stone. Dust or vapor rose all around him, obscuring our vision, but even so I was able to observe the most horrifying transformation in his features. When his death struggle had finally ended, he was no longer with us, for the thing that lay on the ground before us was in most respects the corpse of a wolf, with one eye missing.
I gazed in shock at this apparition for the space of a few seconds, and might have stayed longer, but I felt Guillaume's hand on my arm, and we turned away and strode for the coach. We both climbed up to the driver's seat this time, and without further delay, I urged the horses into a full gallop. The villagers had one and all taken to their heels, frightened out of their wits by the carnage they had observed.
Chapter 4
We drove at great speed for a considerable length of time, and I recall more than one frightened soldier of the citizens' militia drawing back out of our way as we thundered on past a series of villages. At length, however, the team grew exhausted and I drew them down to a trot, then to a slow walk. The poor beasts were entirely soaked with lather, and as their heads nodded under the strain of further movement, bits of foam blew off into the morning air.
At this speed we were no longer the frightening apparition that had borne down with such a relentless and colossal aspect on the little villages in our way; we had become merely another coach and six, and could be stopped by any man with a serviceable weapon. I thought of this, and of the run-down condition of the team, and fretted myself into an acute temper as I imagined Luther galloping away in the distance.
Guillaume, meanwhile, had come around from a prolonged bout of intense thought, and with a cock of his head and a wave of his stick-like arm, he said: "Do not raise your hopes too high, Morivania. Even if we find the girl--"
"We'll find Therese," I snapped.
"Yes of course! We will! We will!" He fixed his gaze on me with this shrill declaration, and was silent for a moment.
"Tell me then," I said irritably. "Why do you sow doubt in my mind?"
"I would not turn you against me, Morivania. Understand that."
"It seems to me a man of your strength has no need of my opinion."
"Nevertheless, I esteem it. Very much, and if my words offend you, then I will say no more."
"Perhaps that is best." I gave him a fierce look, and shook the reins to keep the horses from nodding off.
"Ha!" exploded Guillaume. "Such knowledge as I have is best locked away in the breast of the initiate. It would be too much to bear, considering what you have already endured."
"And I will endure more!" I said. "What is this knowledge you have?"
He peered sideways at me, from under his arched brows. "It is not to be thought of," he said. "For your peace of mind."
"The devil take you, Guillaume! Tell me what you know, or we go our separate ways and I pursue Luther on my own."
I felt long fingers grasp my arm tightly as Guillaume thrust his head at me with the motion of a bird. "You may find Therese," he said. "And you may wish you had not. You have endured Luther's black arts and are now much as you were before you met him, I suppose." Here he gave me a look that brought memories of Ingrid to the fore, and it was with difficulty I met his gaze. But I saw what he was getting at.
"Therese may succumb," I said. "If so, it will be up to me to restore her."
"Laudable sentiments," he muttered. Then he gripped my arm again.
"I only wish you to use caution," he said. "You saw how Duvernay greeted you in Paris; how he put on a show of good will. There was nothing in his manner to betray the thing that had taken possession of him. It will be the same with Therese."
I shook my head violently, denying this possibility. "Duvernay was soft," I said. "Therese has more strength of character."
"Sometimes it is the strong who are most susceptible."
"Enough! I will hear no more of this Guillaume." I shook the reins again, and the poor horses started into a feeble trot that soon died out. Meanwhile, Guillaume flapped his long arms, and uttered a number of peculiar squawking noises.
Neither of us spoke again for a time, and I fell into an unpleasant train of thought from which I could obtain no release. At length, however, the plight of our weary horses intruded itself upon my melancholy reflections and I said," We will have to obtain a new team at the next village. Perhaps we had better abandon the coach as well, for the sake of speed."
"You still think to overtake Luther."
"I do."
"There is no fool like a stubborn fool," he grumbled. "If I were your doctor, I would see you committed for your own good."
"Fortunately for me, you are not my doctor."
"Is that so! You think me a quack do you?" Guillaume's voice rose to a high pitch and broke as he uttered a string of prison-house oaths that did no credit to his former occupation. Indeed, I thought his cursing an intolerable thing under the circumstances, until I realized that it was not directed at me.
Guillaume's sharp eyes had picked out the form of a barricade some distance down the road, and as we drew closer, I could make out a number of tiny figures moving around it.
"Brigands," he muttered finally. "Or the militia. At any rate, it means trouble for us."
"Then we must force them down."
"You think so, do you? Well look to your weapons, young Morivania; you may find these dregs in your path sooner than you thought possible."
I was mystified by this warning. We were on a long, flat stretch of road that led straight as an arrow to the horizon, where a steeple and a bell tower announced the presence of a village. The only thing between us and the village, apart from a barn or hayrick here and there in the fields, was the barricade, which grew steadily larger as we approached.
All the same, I gave heed to his words, and it was just as well, because we had not gone much further, when there was a sudden rush in the fields on either side, and a scattering of men, women and children came at us.
They were hardly better than scarecrows; poor, famished wretches dressed in odds and ends that had been looted from farmhouses along the way. For all that, they were dangerous enough, and they menaced us with scythes and axes as they approached. One fellow even carried a blunderbuss taken from some collection, and when he saw that we had no intention of stopping, he fired, sending a charge of shot into the back of the coach. At the same time, Guillaume got off a shot at one of the strongest fellows on his side, and there was a yelp of pain.
The rabble was close now, and I could squeeze little more out of our team. One of the men made so bold as to grasp hold of the lead horse. I took aim, fired, and cut him down with a ball in the leg. Of a sudden the carriage gave a jolt, and I knew that someone had leaped on. I called to Guillaume as an axe went flying end over end past my shoulder and over the coach, plunging down on the other side where it struck one of our attackers.
The team was nervous enough now, and I managed to force it into a trot. The rabble began falling back and a storm of axes and scythes came at us, falling ineffectually against the rear of the coach. All at once Guillaume gave a devilish shout. I turned to look and saw three men climbing over the back of the coach, their knives gripped between their teeth. The first one made it up as Guillaume raced towards him; I heard an unearthly growl, a scream, and saw Guillaume hurl the fellow down to the road.
The other two were up now, but the sight of this madman had put an end to their resolve, and they watched him with fearful eyes, knives at the ready. One of them feinted while the other made a sudden move; there was a cry, a scream of agony, and it was over. I looked back again and saw Guillaume returning with two severed heads. I would have remonstrated with him but we were closing on the barricade now, and I had no time for argument. I merely urged him to throw his wretched trophies into the field, and got the answer I had learned to expect from him: the screeching laugh of a man on the edge of insanity.
The barricade was made up of two overturned grain wagons. There were a dozen or so brigands around it, looking very much like the rabble we had just escaped. One of them aimed a musket at us, while several of the others beckoned to us to stop.
I made to rein in the team, but Guillaume gave me a sharp poke in the ribs and told me to work my way around the barricade. The brigands advanced; the musket was trained on him now, and I thought all was finished with us, but just at that moment Guillaume rose to his full height, gave a roar that startled everyone below, myself included, and hurled the severed heads with terrific force at the fellow with the musket.
The first one knocked the wind out of him. The second missed and struck another of the brigands full in the chest, bowling him over. The others gazed first at the heads, then at Guillaume, paralyzed for a moment by a sort of superstitious fear.
Guillaume allowed them no time to recover. Even as I urged the team around the overturned wagons, he leapt down amidst the thieves and set about him with an astonishing fury. In seconds, three of them were dead or dying, and he had turned on three more, giving out as he did so with a savage growl that raised the hair on the back of my neck. It was no wonder the poor devils broke and ran; I would have done the same if confronted by something that struck so viciously and with such speed, foaming at the mouth all the while. He gave chase long enough to see them scatter in all directions, then loped back to the coach and, catching hold of the door, pulled himself up. I hardly dared look at him when he took up his position beside me again, and indeed he presented a fearful sight; his features were all distorted with the passion of his kill; his mouth was twisted grotesquely, exposing teeth that were more like canine incisors than anything human.
Chapter 5
He said nothing for a long time after that, and we were close to the village before he had regained his composure. At length, however, he gave a shrill laugh, and threw me a sidelong glance.
"My methods do not please you," he said.
"They are effective. We will need every resource when we meet Luther."
"But you do not approve."
"My purpose is to save Therese; I accept any means that will aid me."
"And yet you are not sure whether to judge me friend or foe. Admit it, Morivania."
"I believe you are a friend," I said. "But a dangerous one."
Guillaume cocked his head and gave another of his startling laughs. "But it will come between us, this doubt of yours. I foresee it. There is no need, you know. I truly am your friend; I will be your friend. And I tell you, when all is anarchy, you and I cannot afford the luxury of delicacy in meeting our enemies."
I said nothing, but I gave a nod that signified my acquiescence. Guillaume seemed to be satisfied with such an answer.
"Luther will show you no quarter," he said.
"And I will give him none."
"You overestimate yourself, my friend. You have a weakness in the girl; she represents a door into your heart, and Luther knows how to turn the heart to his advantage. You understand, he is familiar with hearts. He eats them, raw, and still quivering with the life of some poor wretch who overestimated himself."
"I take your warning."
"Aye, but in the head only. It is in the soul you must heed, and take care. You must feel your peril with your very being."
I murmured something in reply, more to put an end to the conversation than to express an opinion. But Guillaume was unhappy; my unwillingness to pursue the matter sparked a certain fretful unease in him, and every so often he would fall into his clucking way, ending it with a squawk and a jerk of the head for all the world like a madman who has been startled out of his reveries by some intrusion of the world.
As we drew near the village, however, it became evident that we would have more troubles to occupy us; the tocsin was sounding with an oppressive note, disturbing all the tranquility of the fields for miles around. There were no other coaches or wagons on the road, but we could see figures at the very extremity of the village, moving in great agitation between rows of high elms. Soon we could pick out the details of their clothing, and we saw that a guard had been posted, taking up a position among the brick and timber houses at the entrance.
We neither of us said anything, though I pocketed my weapons as being useless against a company so armed and prepared. The road took a turning, wound through apple orchards that had been decimated by the hard winter and the drought, and deposited us at the foot of the main street.
The guards beckoned us, and we jumped down as two or three of them hastened to make an inspection of the coach. A tall fellow with a patch over his left eye spoke for the rest, demanding our passports and some explanation of our business, but we barely had time to take the documents in hand before I pressed my interests on him, demanding to know whether he had seen anything of Luther's coach.
He immediately became suspicious; he gave a backward glance to see that his men were alert, and questioned me. "What is your connection with this Luther?"
"He is a murderer and a kidnapper," I said. "His men attacked us in Paris, and we have been on his trail ever since."
The guard stared at us in a slow country way as he pondered my words, and by degrees his expression changed. He gave a cursory look at our passports, handed them back, and said gruffly: "Your man came through early this morning and stopped in the market square, in the midst of a gypsy encampment."
"Then he is still here?" I seized the fellow by both arms, startling him, and two of his men advanced on me with threatening looks, but he shook free and motioned them back.
"I cannot say," he said. "They came in two coaches. One is now gone, so I am told, but there is a story that it was not used by the same company that brought it in. The documents were all in order, though I smelt something peculiar in the business, I can tell you."
"Will you take us to the market?" I asked.
"I don't want to raise your hopes, sir. We observe those that come in narrowly enough, but we don't always pay close attention to those that leave. He may be gone by now."
I was impatient, and my looks showed it; without further ado, the guard clambered up onto the coach with us, and we set out at a slow walk under his direction.
The market square was a large, cobblestone area in the centre of the town, and was entirely enclosed by stone merchant's houses on three sides, with a gothic church on the fourth. The gypsies, suffered to encamp there by ordinance of the new citizens committee, filled a good part of the square with wagons and colorful tents; and they had rigged out a sort of carnival, with all sorts of strange beasts in cages. Fortune tellers, peddlers, and fiddlers conglomerated among dozens of ragged country folk.
"We must search the tents and the wagons," I said to the guard. "Can you spare any of your men to help?"
He agreed to this readily enough, and sent off a messenger to city hall while I explained what and who to look for. Then we set to it, picking our way amongst the crowd, and soon losing most of our accompaniment.
The gypsies were irate and sarcastic when we poked amongst their goods, but they could do little else than bear up under it. After a few moments of searching amidst yelling children, sullen mothers, and angry men gibbering at me in a strange dialect, I began to lose heart--surely these people would pass a warning from one to the other until word reached Luther, if indeed he were here. What might happen then did not bear thinking on.
It was difficult work, and I began to perspire with the heat of so many bodies in the close tents that smelled of animals and pungent spice. I followed Guillaume out of an enclosure that housed a dancing bear, and was on the point of entering another wagon with him when I became aware of a hand clutching at my breeches. I glanced down with some irritation, supposing it to be another of the gypsy children, when I discovered a dwarf with a very large head on the body of a small child.
He was splendidly dressed in a canary morning coat with matching waistcoat and a spotless white shirt with white ruff. His shoes gleamed in the straw, and a gold chain glimmered with a subdued luster at his waist. The effect was completed by an English silk hat set at a jaunty angle. The only incongruities were his size, and an impish brown monkey that perched on his narrow shoulder. The monkey reached a long arm out to pinch the material of my breeches, as though he were examining it with an eye to getting a pair made for himself.
My astonishment at seeing this apparition left me speechless for a moment, and the dwarf took the opportunity of presenting himself.
"Those that would speak to me call me Horace," he said, staring me in the eye with all the boldness of a Prussian Cavalry officer.
"I opened my mouth to reply, but he held up an arm, and the monkey imitated him as though he followed this conversation,
"I know who you are and what you seek," said Horace. "I am a party to certain dark secrets, and I may help."
"You know where Luther is?" I demanded eagerly.
"I'm not saying that I have exact knowledge of his location this precise instant, you understand. However, I can predict." At this the monkey twisted around on his shoulder and pinched his cheek, an action which Horace chose to ignore completely.
"You must help me," I cried. "The man has kidnapped--"
"I know." Horace raised a tiny, imperious hand again. "Do you have any of the king's gold on you? Not for myself, you understand. But my little friend here has an appetite that would shame Tantalus--a figure from ancient times, sir; as I take it you know--and I have unfortunately stored the greater part of my worldly goods in another country, so as to keep them safe. I find it difficult to supply my little friend..."
Without further word I reached into my pockets and thrust all that I had upon Horace. He in turn examined it with a baleful eye as he held it in the open palm of his hand, seemed to debate its value as I pressed the matter, stuck it into his own pocket and took my hand.
"One kindness deserves another," he said. "I will lead you to a woman who may instruct you further."
In my eagerness to come upon Therese, I went off alone with Horace, as I was unwilling to take the time to look for Guillaume and the guard who had been helping us with our search. I glanced once or twice in the direction they had gone, but the crowd had closed in around the spot, and they were nowhere to be seen.
We made our way very quickly past a group of men who had formed around a Barbary ape, then into a large tent that housed a number of cages, most of whose occupants had been taken out to perform their tricks. We came to the opposite wall of the tent, when Horace stopped abruptly and gave a little low cry.
There was an answering cry, then the tent wall began to move and one corner of it lifted away from the floor. Horace winked at me and urged me to slip under the opening. I was more than ever reluctant now, but the desire to find Therese was overwhelming, and I soon bent low so as to go through to whatever lay beyond. At the same time I gave another look at Horace, and caught him in the midst of the most extraordinary transformation. His entire face had taken on a peculiar animation; the skin seemed to be alive as it puckered and wrinkled, twisting the mouth into an ugly expression. He saw my look, his eyes glittered, and he grinned, showing dirty yellow teeth with edges as sharp as if they had been filed. "One kindness deserves another," he said hoarsely, and licked his lips afterwards with the fine point of a narrow tongue. "My little friend will have enough to eat for at least a week, thanks to you, sir."
I turned away and slipped under the flap of tent with a growing unease. The space beyond was extremely dark, and at first I could make out nothing at all, but gradually my eyes became accustomed to it, and I could see a small table and chair.
Chapter 6
Then someone struck a match and lit a candle on the table. The flame threw a yellow glow over a face that had been thickly painted around the eyes, which were as black as lumps of coal. The flame wavered and twisted in a draft, altering the balance of light and shadow in the face, so that it seemed to grimace a thousand different ways. Two hands came out of a pool of darkness, spread themselves palms up around the candle flame, and beckoned me. As I moved to sit opposite that figure, I saw the black silk scarf that bound her hair; the massive golden ear rings that jingled as she turned her head, and the gold and silver rings on her fingers. She beckoned again, and smiled. Her hands sank with a motion of enchantment to a crystal globe mounted in dark stone.
The noise of the market place had been shut out entirely, and there was silence all around me. I could see nothing but the woman's face and hands, which conveyed to me no idea of her age, or of her proportions. She might have been thin, she might have been fleshly; I had no way of telling.
All at once she began speaking in a voice that was deep and harsh: "Luther is not where you seek him. Neither is Therese to be discovered by the light of day."
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