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[bookmark: 1_0_2]FOREWORD


     

     The Legend of Wulfheim first assumed the shape of a Masque with
 Music. A translation was prepared for the late Max Reinhardt, who
 contemplated presenting it in Vienna, using a concealed choir and
 orchestra. Some evidence of its origin may be detected in Wulfheim's
 present form: under the novel, the masque remains.

     Nothing could be more destructive of the purpose of Wulfheim
 than slavish adherence to the modes of any one period. Geographically
 and historically, the Domain of Wulfheim forms part of the realm of
 sleep.

     M.F.
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[bookmark: 1_1_1]CHAPTER ONE


     

     (1)

     BROTHER HILARIUS is at prayer.

     He prays with an abandon which only saints can know—saints, and
 poets. Perhaps his fervour brings him very near to the Man of Sorrows
 beneath Whose cross he kneels; perhaps his spirit falters upon the
 ivory steps of heaven. Perhaps. Who shall say? If a veritable ecstasy
 of appeal may bear a poor human prayer to the throne of God, then God
 is listening to Brother Hilarius. Kneeling upon the stone floor, his
 arms up-stretched to an iron crucifix nailed upon the wall of his cell,
 this is a figure which, without irreverence, might well conjure up that
 of the Christ.

     For Brother Hilarius has great beauty; beauty of feature and of form,
 beauty of mind, and the grace and fineness of high breeding. He has
 youth. Brother Hilarius is only twenty-three. The tonsure shaven on
 that proudly poised head mocks the monkish razor which set it there
 amid virile, raven hair. His hands are clasped so tightly that muscle
 and sinew stand out as if tensed to snapping point. His lips are firmly
 closed. He does not plead aloud. He seeks to project his spirit to the
 compassionate Redeemer, there to plead for him.

     From somewhere in the great monastery steals a murmur of distant
 chanting. Through the high, barred window a sunray peeps, hesitant,
 into his dim cell. But Brother Hilarius does not hear the chanting nor
 see the sunshine. The sun has risen, has set again and now newly
 arises. He has prayed through darkness and through light; the moon has
 played with his shadow. Chanting at sunrise and chanting at eve has
 failed to penetrate that silence which enwraps him. His body kneels on
 the stone floor; his tortured spirit mounts the ladder of the stars,
 seeking a sign.


      


     In the ancient building around him, brethren already go about their
 daily tasks. See—in a great kitchen before a mighty fire, spits are
 turning, laden with spoil of pond and fen. Here, a cook busies himself
 with a savoury herbal compound designed to stuff selected carp; there,
 on the opposite side of a laden table, another prepares garnish for
 quails which turn upon the spits, with liberal measure of good Canary
 to lace the condiments.

     Near a window open wide to clean morning air, a specialist breaks up
 lettuce, dandelion and other salad leaves, employing chopped shallots
 with a delicate nicety, as a painter uses vermilion.

     Where the wine lies deeply cloistered beneath vast arches, an old
 vintner shuffles from bin to bin, peering here through horn-rimmed
 spectacles, exploring there with rheumy fingers, and carefully examines
 the contents of dusty flagons against the light of a lantern, rejecting
 one, accepting another. Sometimes, with a steady hand, he pours a spot
 into a cup and tastes it.

     Breakfast for the Father Abbot is preparing.

     Outside the monastery, brethren move off to their several toils. One
 party, carrying axes, makes for the woods. Another, with spades and
 hoes, will work in the kitchen gardens. Some are to follow the plough
 in the meadows of the abbey, some to tend the cattle. Others must look
 to the com, and many are setting out, sedate and silent, towards those
 terraced vineyards whose grapes render a rare and rich wine for the
 abbot's table. There are secretaries by their duties confined to the
 monastery; there are artists who illuminate holy books; there are, too,
 the doctors who visit the poor, and the lay brothers who perform
 domestic work.

     So extensive are the possessions of the great abbey that it is rarely
 a working party is called upon to traverse a public way. But, because a
 high road, following the valley, divides farmland from vineyards, those
 who cultivate the grapes must cross it. The Order is a strict one, and,
 in crossing they glance neither to left nor to right, except as
 personal safety may demand.

     At this early hour it would seem unlikely that carnal temptations
 should cross their path, yet sometimes, even so, the brethren see
 sights which conjure up images of the life they have renounced. A weary
 gallant on horseback, his cravat ill-tied, suggesting a lover returning
 from a secret rendezvous. A pretty face peering from the window of some
 family coach. Such glimpses of the greater world may, and do, often
 inspire pictures to linger in the memories of younger brethren, to
 dance in mockery before them, like marsh lights, sinfully through the
 vines.

     And so, in cloister, meadow, woodland and vineyard, the men of the
 cowl begin a new day. But Brother Hilarius is at prayer.

     Pray on, Hilarius. Let your prayers be heard even at the footstool of
 the Almighty. Pray on; for the sign which you seek will point
 straightly in one of these directions: to Heaven—to Hell.

     Pray with all your might, Hilarius. Seek not to persuade God that it
 is a yearning of the spirit which urges you. He knows, and you know,
 Hilarius, that it is a lust of the flesh. It is possible, Hilarius,
 that your prayer has been answered already. It is possible that you
 strive to force a different verdict from your Maker. If this be so, you
 pray in vain.

     If this be so, it is not to God but to Satan that you should address
 your appeal. It is to Lucifer, Son of the Morning, to the Dark Angel
 that your hands should be raised in supplication, not to the Man of
 Light.

     Pray on, Hilarius; pray well. In the shadowy woods which call to you,
 in the womb of the Evil Mother, in the haunted lands which gave you
 birth, something stirs. Listen, Hilarius! Your spirit hears it? A sound
 as of the opening of a mighty stone gate.... What is this which steals
 out, Hilarius? Pray, pray with all your soul, pray to be spared a
 meeting with That Which Steals Out.


     (2)


     HIGH NOON WAS come before Brother John heard the dim bell and
 answered its summons. Brother John, a weighty man, had become a lay
 brother because only at the abbey could he get enough to eat. In girth
 and somewhat in shape he resembled one of those casks which contained
 the abbot's famous burgundy, and his face, which had the circumference
 of an omelette pan, might have been dyed in that same ripe red wine. He
 had no hair whatever, and the gleaming pate was nearly as brilliant of
 hue as the fat face.

     “Bless my soul, Brother Hilarius!” he wheezed, “but it is good to
 know you're alive. A score of times I have looked in, and every time
 you were kneeling there as still as an effigy.”

     Brother Hilarius smiled. “Thanks for your care of me, brother. Please
 convey a message to the Father Abbot. Say that I await his call.”

     “That's all very well. But you will break your fast?”

     Hilarius shook his head. “Not until the interview is over.”

     “But you have not touched a mouthful since supper time last
 Wednesday.”

     “That may be true. Yet I have no wish for food.”

     “A sup of wine? Or a glass of brown ale?” But Hilarius continued to
 shake his head. “Go, Brother John, to the Father Abbot. I shall wait
 here.”

     And so it came about that less than half an hour later, Brother
 Hilarius walked slowly into the abbot's room, crossed and kneeled for
 his blessing. The abbot's room was simply but richly furnished. It was
 bathed in sunshine, and outside the wide windows one saw a paved
 garden, meticulously kept. A handsome prie-dieu stood in an alcove, and
 this, and the abbot's chair, alone bore the crest of his princely
 family.

     “Sit down, my son—there, where I can see you—and let us talk at
 ease.”

     The Abbot Julian had the delicate features of his race, and would
 have borne a marked resemblance to portraits of Cardinal Richelieu if,
 instead of being clean shaven, he had worn moustache and beard. His
 hands rested on the arms of his great chair so that his ring of office
 gleamed like a wet violet. His hands possessed much beauty and he
 tended them with care: they were curiously still, but potent. He smiled
 when his glance met that of Hilarius, a gentle smile full of
 encouragement. A priest when performing his sacred offices, the Abbot
 Julian was an aristocrat always.

     “I thank you, my father.”

     Hilarius sat down, waiting for the abbot to speak again.

     But the abbot, still smiling, continued to watch Hilarius in silence.
 When he spoke, his words were unexpected.

     “So I am to lose my favourite reader for a season?”

     Hilarius bowed his head. “My thoughts are an open book to you. I can
 find no other way. I have sought aid in prayer as you directed me to
 do, but—”

     “No aid has been granted to you?”

     “Yes. Courage has been granted to me.”

     “No one of your family ever lacked it.”

     “I lacked it, father. For what I have to do is hard.”

     The abbot fell silent again, watching Hilarius, and then, “Does it
 demand greater courage to do this thing than to avoid doing it?” he
 asked. “Are you sure that you are called to this task? If you tell me
 you are sure, I shall be satisfied.”

     (Think well, Hilarius. Search your heart, oh, search your heart,
 before you answer.)

     Hilarius lowered his eyes. His momentary hesitation did not escape
 the astute reader of human motives who studied him. “I must go,
 my father. A power greater than any I have known forces me to go.”

     “If it is the Power of God, go, with my blessing, Hilarius. That is a
 call which no man may deny.”

     Hilarius clasped his hands between his knees and looked down at the
 polished floor.

     “I thank you, my father, and ask for your blessing.”

     When the abbot began to speak again, Hilarius did not look up.

     “I have been deeply concerned about your spiritual welfare, my son,
 for a long time. It has never been clear to me what prompted you to
 renounce the world. I have not sought to learn that which you did not
 desire me to know. Your father, the Count, saw fit to dispatch me a
 letter of reproach when I notified him of your intention to join our
 Order. This saddened me. You are his only son, and Wulfheim is a rich
 heritage. But since you were sure that you had the vocation, I could
 not deny you. Latterly, however, I have suffered grave misdoubts. Had
 you been a Teuton, my mind might have remained at rest. But your name
 derives, not from your race but from its great possessions. Your family
 is of the old French chivalry.”

     But Hilarius did not look up.

     “You are a poet. It may be that in you resides a great but captive
 spirit which shall bloom in the soil of Mother Church and give to the
 world another loveliness like the flowers of the blessed St. Francis.
 You have a golden voice. It may be that your eloquence will call men to
 God. But you are a young man, and the world has much to offer Otto
 Wulfheim. My abbey can offer Brother Hilarius only a brown habit and a
 stone cell. If a certain restlessness which I have marked in you
 derives from some duty to your father which you conceive to be
 unfulfilled, then go, and make your peace with him, if you may.”

     Hilarius looked up at last and met the regard of the abbot's eyes.

     “Thank you, my father.”

     “It would be only proper to send a message notifying the Count of
 your proposed visit. This, I think you would do well to dispatch at
 once. The journey is a long one but fortunately the weather is settled.
 You have leave of absence from your duties, which Brother Jerome will
 take over, until the end of the coming month. I shall then look for
 your return, refreshed in spirit and restored in body.”

     Hilarius knelt to receive the abbot's blessing.

     But the letter to Count Wulfheim proved particularly difficult to
 write. In the silent library, Brother Hilarius tore up page after page.
 He paced up and down before three great windows which overlooked the
 cloisters, staring out but seeing nothing. Or did he see nothing?
 Nothing, perhaps, of the silver-grey cloisters; but what of an inner
 vision? Did a phantom move there, that same phantom which crept between
 his thoughts and the words he sought to write, that same phantom which
 had usurped the place of the Figure upon the cross nailed to a wall of
 his cell, that phantom which had claimed his prayers so often, which
 had mocked him in his quest of the eternal?

     Who shall say?

     The letter was composed at last, but Hilarius knew it for a halting
 thing. He whose speech was spontaneous poetry, scorned every line of
 it, and scorned the writer.

     He passed a restless night and sleep came but rarely. Nor did he
 welcome it, for it brought evil dreams. In one, he approached the altar
 of an incense-haunted cathedral. Stained-glass windows exceeding the
 glory of those at Chartres, dusted each sunbeam with powdered
 amethysts. A priest celebrated Mass and as Brother Hilarius knelt to
 make the Sign of the Cross, the priest turned, and Hilarius met the
 glance of eyes dark with mysticism. He awoke, groaning—for the priest
 was no priest, nor even a man.

     Again, he struggled in darkness amid a wood beset with thorns which
 lacerated his flesh as he sought to force a way through them. Far, far
 ahead, a light glimmered, and he thought it was the light of a star.
 This he kept ever before him as a guide and beacon. But when, torn,
 weary and all but in despair, he broke free of the thorns, he failed to
 reach the borders of the wood because, now, delicate but baffling
 silken threads entwined his arms, floated across his eyes like cobwebs
 and obscured his sight. He dreamed that the distant light grew
 brighter, he dreamed that he swept the silken threads away from his
 eyes, freed his arms from their clinging entanglement and looked to see
 what these slender threads, which yet were so strong, could be.

     And again he awoke in terror. For he knew that they were not threads,
 but strands of hair.

     Brother Hilarius sank to his knees before the iron crucifix, and
 slept no more that night.
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     (1)

     THE WORLD OUTSIDE the abbey, outside the farms and vineyards, outside
 the pale of brown-robed brethren, spread its carpet beneath the feet of
 Brother Hilarius. It was a world in transition, a world passing through
 that phase during which men's knee-breeches became skin-tight trousers
 without yet presuming to disguise the contours of men's legs.
 Picturesque cloaks remained, full and sweeping; driving-coats with many
 capes; beaver hats; ruffles; snuff-boxes. Women wore ringlets and the
 high waists of the English Regency were in vogue; whilst daringly bared
 shoulders mocked the austerity of black-coated squires.

     It was a world of strange freedoms and of singular restraints. It was
 a world of cultured vulgarity, and of vulgar culture. The gentlemen of
 this world possessed a polished ignorance unrivalled in any period of
 European history. Yet this unpromising soil had proved highly
 favourable to the cultivation of art. That tender plant flourished
 exceedingly amid the social weeds, enriching mankind with many rare
 blooms of music, poetry and painting. This was the world into which
 Brother Hilarius set out, sandalled, rope-girdled, and alone.

     For some miles of the way—indeed, until he had crossed the first
 hills—he would listen, at intervals, for the fading note of the abbey
 bell. And when at last distance quite silenced it, he found a void in
 his heart. Yet, he found, too, a new freedom. But with it came a sense
 of truancy.

     Beyond the wide lands of Abbot Julian, monks were unfamiliar enough
 to merit a stare. In some villages, in fact, a monk was looked upon
 with grave suspicion if not with enmity. So that whilst here an old man
 would doff his hat—and Brother Hilarius murmur a benediction—there a
 woman would snatch up her child into her arms and turn hastily aside.
 But this was not all. Brother Hilarius was no ordinary monk. His dark
 head carried high, his sombre eyes gazing ever forward, the lithe
 carriage, the panache of this brown-robed figure, provoked other
 emotions. There was, for example, the incident at the Bunch of Grapes.

     Hilarius remembered the inn from a former visit. It backed upon a
 little trout stream, and here, at a rustic table, one might drink a
 glass of sound white wine and rest awhile, watching the fish rise, and,
 if the day were hot, enjoying that refreshment to be found where water
 ripples coolly by. Here he lingered, his staff resting against the
 wooden bench, but his brain resting not at all. His meditations were
 broken by a voice.

     “If you please, reverend sir, I am sorry to disturb you, but—”

     Hilarius looked up. From a window nearly overhead a young woman
 smiled down upon him. Her bare arms were raised in the act of hastily
 adjusting flaxen hair. The pale blue eyes were bold and their glance
 seemed to mirror anticipation of a maidenly confusion on the reverend
 sir's part. But the spirit which lighted the pale blue eyes was
 disappointed. Brother Hilarius possessed a brown habit, but he also
 possessed the imperturbable composure which marked the men of his race.
 He smiled back unruffled.

     “In what way may I serve you?”

     The young woman's fresh colouring deepened slightly. She had thought
 to torment a good-looking shaveling: she looked into the eyes of a man,
 a man whose voice was unlike other men's voices.

     “I was brushing my hair—and I dropped—my brush. See, there it is,
 near your feet.”

     Hilarius looked—-and there lay the brush. Greatly to the
 disappointment of the lady who had dropped it for that purpose, its
 fall had failed to attract his attention. He nodded, and picked it up.
 She watched him, her lids critically narrowed, until he raised his eyes
 to her again.

     “Can you catch, if I throw it?”

     She bit her lip, to hide the character of a new smile. “I should be
 sure to miss it. Please come up to the balcony and give it to me.”

     Hilarius saw that she was pointing to a set of wooden steps which led
 to a balcony running part of the way around this side of the inn. From
 the spot where it ended, one could just reach her window. He ran
 lightly up, and extended the brush. She stretched out a white and
 pretty arm, failed by an inch to reach the brush, tried again, and
 almost fell. Hilarius tensed his own arm, thrusting it rigidly forward.

     “Hold on to me. There—now all's well. Take the brush.”

     “How strong you are. I thought monks were weaklings.”

     She closed her fingers tightly on his muscles for a moment, looked
 into his eyes—and drew back.

     “Some are weak in spirit.”

     “Thank you for helping me.”

     “I hope I have helped you, little sister. Pax vobiscum.”

     He returned to his wine.

     Brother Hilarius spent that night in the hut of a woodcutter among
 the pines of the high hills on whose farthest spur Castle Wulfheim
 stood poised like a watching eagle. He hoped to reach the castle before
 dusk of the next day, and thoughts of the reception which awaited him
 there drove sleep from his eyes again. He lay watching a dying wood
 fire and listening to the snores of his host. Hilarius was a student of
 music, and he found himself trying to beat time with his fingers, but
 the tempo eluded him.

     There were images in the fire. His father's stern features looked out
 at him for a moment, and then crumbled. How silent the woods were
 around the hut, the interior of which was misty with perfume of
 smouldering pine logs. This perfume reminded him of incense—of the
 abbey church—of the Abbot Julian. In the strange stillness of the
 woods he seemed to be as remote from that part of his life as from his
 lonely childhood. A veil was being drawn, slowly but inexorably,
 between the man who watched the dying fire and that Brother Hilarius
 who almost nightly in the refectory had read aloud passages from the
 lives of the Saints.

     What was this veil of which now he grew conscious? Was it a product
 of his imagination? Might it not be a mere fancy due to his intense
 concentration upon the imminent future? If this was the explanation,
 why should he find it so hard to crystallize those recent memories, and
 so easy to build up glittering images of things to come?

     The woodman stirred in his sleep, rolled over and stared dreamily at
 the figure by the failing fire. “Are you asleep, sir?”

     “No, my brother, I was thinking.”

     “Oh. Did you hear anything?”

     “I heard you snoring.”

     “Oh.” The man watched him for some moments, with an odd expression.
 “The woods are very still tonight.”

     “I had thought so, too.”

     “Yes, the woods are very still. I am glad of your company tonight.”

     “I am happy to know I am welcome. But what of tomorrow night?”

     “Oh, I shan't be here tomorrow night—not tomorrow night.”

     “How is that?”

     “Well”—the man turned over, pulling the covering up—“I shall be
 spending tomorrow night with my nephew and his wife down in the
 village.”

     “I see. Some special occasion?”

     “Yes—a special occasion.”

     He seemed to be listening, but sleep overcame him, and he began to
 snore again.

     Hilarius discovered something vaguely mysterious in his behaviour,
 but dismissed the matter from his thoughts and became lost in a new
 reverie. Suppose the ordeal which he had proposed to himself should
 prove beyond his strength? Suppose he should falter? What was it the
 woman at the inn had said, the blonde woman with pale, wanton eyes?—“I
 thought monks were weaklings.” Her words had referred to his body, but
 he had replied, “Some are weak in spirit,” and she had known herself
 rebuked.

     Had he the right to rebuke her?

     Seated there on a three-legged stool, his elbows on his knees, his
 chin cupped in his hands, he watched the pine logs pass from red to
 bluish grey and from grey to white powder. So he still remained when
 again the woodman stirred, turned over and peered through the darkness
 of the hut.

     “Are you asleep, sir?”

     No. “I am wide awake.”

     “Oh. Did you hear anything?”

     “Nothing. Did you?”

     “No. I was dreaming. Is it light outside yet?”

     “I see no chink of light, but I think—listen—I hear a cock crowing
 in the distance.”

     The woodcutter half sat up; and faintly, far, far away in the
 stillness, a chanticleer might be heard challenging the young morning.

     “Thank God,” said the man, crossed himself furtively, rolled over and
 was snoring again almost immediately.


     (2)


     SPRING DANCED IN THE AIR and through the veins of Brother Hilarius as
 he came, under a noon sun in a cloudless sky, in sight of an ancient
 bridge spanning a stream. Remains of a crumbling chapel overhung the
 first span. A red-roofed tollhouse guarded either end. And that end
 which rested on the farther side rested on the Domain of Wulfheim. As
 far as human eye could trace the winding river north and south of the
 bridge, its eastern banks marked Wulfheim lands. And beyond, where hazy
 blue woods swept up to a dizzy skyline, beyond again, far into the
 mountain marches which Castle Wulfheim guarded, all this since times
 forgotten, had belonged to the stiff-necked men of his name.

     Spring tingled through his veins. The sap rose in the fruit trees,
 their swelling buds yearning for fruition. This—all this—was his,
 even though at his death it fell to Mother Church. As Brother Hilarius
 the world would know him, but one day, if he lived, he must become
 Count Otto Wulfheim, which no man could dispute.

     Even so, he doubted if he should be recognized here, unless by chance
 he fell in with a servant from the castle, or met an intimate friend of
 the family. His father had guarded jealously the secret of his
 disappearance. Few were aware of the fact that he had entered a
 monastery. Nor was his figure well known in the countryside; his
 earlier visit had been of too brief a duration to make his appearance
 familiar. Brother Hilarius re-entered Wulfheim as a stranger.

     There he stood, filling his lungs with great draughts of the fragrant
 pine-laden air, and in a mood which alternated between heady exultation
 and illimitable misery.

     By fasting and prayer he had sought to steel himself. But was his
 spiritual armour indeed proof against this surging bodily vigour?
 Almost, even in that hour, he turned back. But of this about-face with
 the woods of Wulfheim before him mounting to azure noon he found
 himself incapable. Momentarily, that veil between himself and his life
 in the monastery became raised. “Does it demand greater courage to do
 this thing than to avoid doing it?” the abbot had asked.

     And as he stood there looking down to the river and up to the pines,
 he remembered how he had hesitated to answer; and he knew why. But he
 did not know that in those recent moments of indecision he had actually
 turned around, had taken one rearward step, until a voice broke in upon
 his musing.

     “Have you lost your way, brother?

     Hilarius twisted his head aside, and found a little, gnomelike figure
 at his elbow, that of one dressed in discreet and rusty brown of a
 texture not unlike his own habit; a diminutive man with beady, black,
 intelligent eyes and a wizened face.

     “I fear I have long since lost my way—yes.”

     “I thought so. I saw how you stared down at the bridge and then
 turned back—”

     “Turned back?”

     “You turned back.”

     “I do not recall turning back.”

     “Well, you did. So I said to myself, 'Bartok' (I'm called Bartok; I'm
 a tailor by profession) 'this young monk has lost his way!' Was I
 right?”

     “You were right.”

     “Of course I was! I don't belong to your church, so there couldn't be
 any reason for me to speak to you, could there, if I hadn't seen that
 you'd lost your way? I mean, I'd do the same for anybody.”

     “This is the manner of all true Christians. I am happy to make your
 acquaintance. I am called Brother Hilarius.”

     “That don't matter. You're just a man to me. As one who does some
 public speaking, I wish I had your voice; but that don't matter either.
 Where might you be trying to get to?”

     “Your question is more difficult to answer, Brother Bartok, than
 would at first appear. But the next stage of my journey should be
 Castle Wulfheim.”

     “Castle Wulfheim! You must be mad. Your road lies straight ahead, but
 they'll have none of you at Castle Wulfheim. What gave you the notion
 they would let you stay at the Castle?”

     “There is a guest house for belated travelers, or used to be one, I
 am told.”

     “So there may be. But it's not for belated monks. Take my advice,
 Brother Hilarius, it's the advice of a friend, and give Castle Wulfheim
 a miss. They're likely to loose the dogs the moment they see you. Old
 Kupt would do it as soon as belch. Tonight particularly. He's an old
 swine.”

     “Is that so?” Brother Hilarius grew thoughtful. “You disturb me.”

     “Are you for over the mountains, next?” Bartok asked in his eager,
 elfin fashion.

     “Yes, Brother Bartok, I am for over the mountains next. Over the
 silver mountains of the moon, and to the crest of that mountain of gold
 the shining of which makes Mars red. I am for the high virgin peak of
 Parnassus and for hushed and lonely valleys where the asphodel grows.
 Pax vobiscum, Brother Bartok.”

     But Brother Bartok made no reply. He stood for a long time watching a
 tall, brown-robed figure swinging down the steep path to the riverside
 town and the bridgehead. This strange encounter would serve him well in
 that circle which looked upon the tailor as a raconteur of wit
 unsurpassed, and serve him, too, on many occasions.



[bookmark: 1_1_3]CHAPTER THREE


     

      (1)

     THERE IS NO RECORD of Brother Hilarius's progress through the town
 and beyond to the fir-clad slopes. It may well be that he was observed.
 It is unlikely that many hats were doffed. As the tailor had truly
 implied, men of the cowl were not popular there. On his own part, so
 profoundly did reverie claim him that Hilarius, later, found himself
 unable to recall this phase of his pilgrimage. One impression, only,
 remained, a vague and uneasy impression: that the veil which had
 descended between himself and the monastery, now followed at his heels,
 with the result that successive phases became blurred one by one.

     From this captivity of his conscious self to some thrall,
 sub-conscious but insistent, he did not entirely escape until his
 meeting with the forester, a bearded, burly fellow who wore the
 Wulfheim badge. The forester, a long-barrelled gun Besting on his
 shoulder, came out from a side path to confront him.

     “Good day to you, reverend sir. May I ask where you are going?”

     “Good day to you, brother forester. I am going to the Castle. Am I
 upon the right road?”

     The man lowered bushy red eyebrows and stared hard. “You are in the
 Middle Forest of Wulfheim. The road you follow will bring you to an
 inn, the Woodman. You would do well to go no farther. Dusk will
 overtake you. Besides—” he hesitated.

     “you are going to tell me,” Hilarius prompted, with his disarming
 smile, “that I shall not be welcome at the castle?”

     “Ah—that's not for me to say. Every man should know his own affairs
 best. But you'll find a good bed at the inn, and Lorien, the innkeeper,
 is a devout Catholic. Take my advice, and sleep at the Woodman.”

     “I thank you for your kindness. But should I, after all, decide to
 press on, in your opinion I shall fail to reach the castle before
 nightfall?”

     “Aye, that's it. Or if you did reach it, as like as not they'd refuse
 to open the gate. Wulfheim Forest would be a bad place to spend
 tonight.”

     “Why tonight rather than another? There seems to me every promise of
 a mild temperature and a bright moon. And I am used to hard living.”

     The forester glanced aside uneasily. “I fear, reverend sir, we are a
 superstitious brood in these parts. I can tell you this, only: I would
 not stay in the forest tonight for all the beer in the Woodman's
 cellar. I have given you my advice, and now good day to you—and good
 luck.”


     “Pax vobiscum,
 brother forester.”

     The fact presented itself to Hilarius as a sad one that his father's
 foresters were wholly ignorant of his identity. The Woodman, to which
 someone else had directed him earlier in the day, he knew to be
 Wulfheim property, but he had never seen the place. Hunting parties
 from the castle sometimes called there for a stirrup-cup, but his
 father had not invited him to hunt during his one, brief visit.

     He was troubled, too, by some obscure implication which had underlain
 the words of Bartok and of the forester. There was, also, that strange
 unrest of the wood-cutter and his intention to spend the following
 evening with friends. The behaviour of the wood-cutter assumed a new
 and a different complexion. “Wulfheim Forest would be a bad place to
 spend tonight....” Why? Hilarius looked about him into blue twilight of
 the woods and thought that a mossy bed among the fragrance of these
 pines would be a good place to spend it.

     And presently he came to a fairy dell beside the forest road, a dell
 which claimed and held his fancy, then and for long afterwards. Woodmen
 had made a clearing here and the miniature valley was a riot of
 bluebells. He sat down on a grassy bank to drink in the magic of the
 scene.

     Hiding here and there he found elfin bouquets of primroses, and as he
 filled his eyes with the wild glory of the flowers, he reflected that
 nature undisturbed can be very beautiful.

     So still he sat that squirrels, dispersed by his approach, now
 returned to their play; and watching them, Hilarius saw that the game
 was courtship. One graceful little creature pursued by another, leapt
 to within a few feet of the bank upon which he rested, considering him
 with her large, soft eyes. The second squirrel, her ardent wooer,
 lacked the confidence of his furry mistress, and from a slender,
 swaying branch above peered down in doubt upon this intruder.

     It was spring. Dryope's son stole through the woods and all life
 danced to the goat-god's piping.
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     THE WOODMAN PROVED to be a forest inn without other pretensions. It
 boasted few graces, and apparently few customers. In the lower
 left-hand corner of its weather-streaked signboard one could just make
 out the Wulfheim arms. Here, Brother Hilarius met with the warmest
 welcome he had received since the hour of his setting out. Lorien, the
 innkeeper, a man of appearance venerable enough to have graced a prior,
 bowed his nearly bald head and crossed himself devoutly when Hilarius
 gave him blessing. There was little cloud in the sky but already long
 shadows of the Woodman's chimneys stretched far across a patch of
 greensward which separated the inn from the forest.

     The host would take no refusal, but added a game pie, gratuitously,
 to the bottle of red wine ordered by his guest. Hilarius invited the
 good man to draw up a chair, to which Lorien replied, “Your reverence
 is very kind,” and joined him.

     “Do you wish a bed for tonight?” he asked presently.

     Hilarius shook his head. “I must soon be on my way again, Brother
 Lorien.”

     The innkeeper looked troubled. “I pray the blessed saints your
 reverence does not mean you go farther along the road by which you
 came?”

     “Yes. I suppose I do mean that. When we choose a road we must often
 follow it farther than perhaps we intended. Where, now, will this road
 lead me?”

     “It will lead you to the village, not a mile from here, and if that's
 where you're going, well enough.”

     “I go farther.”

     “May the blessed saints go with your reverence! There's not another
 house, nor cottage nor barn, between there and the cross-roads. It will
 be dark in the trees before you are clear of the forest, and have you
 remembered that you must pass the ruins?”

     “I must pass the ruins? I fear I am a stranger in this neighbourhood,
 Brother Lorien. What are these ruins?”

     The host crossed himself. “This is not the day to talk about such
 things. But the ruins are those of Wulfheim Abbey.”

     “Of Wulfheim Abbey, you say? Strange that I never knew such an abbey
 to exist.”

     “Not strange by any means, your reverence. The family tries to forget
 it, and the good God knows no one else wants to remember. Your
 reverence's glass.”

     But Hilarius watched the innkeeper in dark perplexity. “Tell me more
 of this Wulfheim Abbey, Brother Lorien. If, as you assure me, I am to
 pass it on my way, inform me what I have to fear.”

     Again the old innkeeper crossed himself. “Reverend sir, you are
 doubtless protected by Holy Church, but no ordinary traveller would
 walk within a league of the Abbey after dark for all the wealth of the
 Wulfheims—no, nor pass the cross-roads. None that I know would climb
 the wall around the ruins even on a sunny morning. The remains lie
 among forest trees, and it is always dark. No birds nest in those
 trees, and it is always still. The Curse lies heavy on it.”

     “The curse?”

     Lorien repeated the sign of the cross. “The curse of Rome.”

     Hilarius grasped the arms of his chair, a swift horror claiming him.
 A hundred hints, a thousand queer glances, a grave, gentle watchfulness
 with which Abbot Julian used sometimes to regard him, leapt together
 like drops of quicksilver, forming a mirror in which he saw a dreadful
 truth.

     “You mean that the curse of Rome was invoked upon Wulfheim Abbey?”

     “I mean that same, your reverence, and upon Caesar Wulfheim, the last
 abbot.”

     “A Wulfheim was abbot?”

     “Caesar Wulfheim. The abbey was burned to the ground, and Caesar
 Wulfheim's body lies at the cross-roads beyond; it is said with a stake
 through his heart. He was tried and condemned for sorcery, your
 reverence. That's past three hundred years ago, but the folk of these
 parts mostly lack the true religion. They are witch-ridden. And they
 believe that the soul of the Black Abbot (so he was called) has found
 no rest. I don't know where your reverence is going, but I humbly pray
 you not to go tonight.”

     Hilarius watched the innkeeper silently for a while, and then, in a
 low voice, he said, “Others on my way have spoken of tonight as you
 speak of tonight. What did they mean? What do you mean, Brother
 Lorien?”

     The old man's eyes regarded him in pathetic doubt. “Your reverence's
 great learning will not have touched upon such matters, and I have no
 wish to talk about them. But today is the last day of April.”

     So speaking, he stood up to attend to a customer—another of the
 Wulfheim foresters—who had appeared in the doorway.

     'The last day of April?' Hilarius mused. Certainly his 'great
 learning' had not enlightened him concerning any special significance
 which attached to this date. Unless, perhaps, he reflected, it was that
 upon which the abbey had been razed to the ground.

     Caesar Wulfheim, abbot of Wulfheim Abbey! Small wonder that his son's
 decision to enter a monastery had astounded, had horrified the Count.
 With such a gruesome secret buried in family archives, small wonder
 indeed that cowls were unwelcome at the castle. His own motives became
 bathed in a new light. His very flight to the sanctuary of the Church
 assumed a different aspect. So, long ago, perhaps another of his name
 had lain nightly on a bed of anguish, to fly at last from torment which
 tried his spirit too sorely, seeking peace in the cloisters.

     In his solitary youth, in those long years of exile during which his
 father had remained no more than a name, how carefully this grim page
 in the Wulfheim story had been hidden from him! Of the splendour of his
 race, the great captains, the fair and gracious ladies who had ascended
 thrones, the statesmen whose handiwork might yet be traced upon the map
 of Europe, of these he had been told, in these he had been taught to
 take pride. But of Caesar Wulfheim, of the existence of Wulfheim Abbey,
 no word was ever spoken. Yet, beyond doubt, his tutor must have known,
 for his tutor was Father Paul, he who had been chaplain at the castle
 in the days of its grandeur. Since it was common knowledge throughout
 the Wulfheim countryside, there were brothers among those he had left
 behind who must have known. The Abbot Julian knew....

     More than ever, how now, Hilarius, shall you confront the Count your
 father? How now, more than ever, Hilarius, shall you confess the true
 reason which drove you to abandon your birthright and to enter a
 monastery?
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     THE ROAD THROUGH the forest had several curious features. From the
 Woodman as far as a straggling little village, its character was not
 unlike that which it had borne hitherto. Down one side of the narrow
 village street there ran a tiny mountain stream, and the neat red and
 white cottages were all built on this side, so that each was approached
 by a wooden bridge. Hilarius suspected that most of the inhabitants
 were employed in one capacity or another on the Wulfheim estates.
 However this may have been, none was visible, and although sunset
 remained fully one hour away, in every window in the village candles
 were burning!

     This singular circumstance presently brought Hilarius to a halt. Near
 one of the wooden bridges, that which gave access to the last cottage
 in the row, he stood, wondering. Hazy twilight was fallen, for the
 sinking sun had dipped below the higher trees, but this could hardly
 account for such wanton illumination on the part of a people
 notoriously thrifty. He looked about him. But no one was in sight from
 whom he might have made inquiry.

     Then, a woman looked out from one of the candle-lighted rooms; and
 Hilarius witnessed a strange and a painful thing. Her comely face
 became twisted into a mask of fear. Although the window was closed, he
 heard her scream. He saw her fingers raised, twined in some unfamiliar
 gesture. He saw her make the Sign of the Cross, and fall back. A moment
 more he lingered, looking up at the window, and then pressed on....

     If, as he had conjectured, the people here worked on his father's
 property, of a certainty they went to their labours by some route other
 than the one he followed. For, crossing a stone bridge, beneath which
 the little stream chattered out of the village and into a millpond, the
 forest road, hitherto deeply rutted, became a mere track. No woodman's
 lore necessary to enable any traveller to see that this was a path
 rarely, if ever, trodden.

     But still Hilarius pressed on, the more urgently now that ferns and
 bracken began to overgrow the way. Clear of the village, forest trees
 closed in again and he walked in a world of violet shadows. On he went
 and on, mile upon mile, until, hot, tired and thirsty, he was forced to
 rest for awhile. And, as he rested, another curious feature of the
 forest road impressed itself quite suddenly upon his mind.

     Where were the woodland creatures? This twilight hour before dusk's
 curtain fell normally was boisterous with busy preparations for the
 night. Yet here no rabbits darted across his path, no bird sang; rooks
 there were none. He listened, intent upon discovery. But about him, in
 the dark aisles of the trees, nothing stirred, no leaf whispered.

     A few paces onward he paused again, to confirm an impression that the
 character of the surface beneath his feet had altered. It was true.
 Although overgrown like the rest, at some time the path here had been a
 made-up road. And then, as he pursued his way once more, he saw,
 emerging ghostly out of shadows, as if advancing to meet him, a great
 ruinous gateway, choked, distorted, racked with ivy whose hairy arms
 had wrenched stone blocks asunder, and torn iron bars from their
 sockets. Left and right of those phantom gates, high, crumbling walls
 merged greyly into distant darkening vistas of the forest.

     “The remains lie among forest trees, and it is always dark. No birds
 nest in those trees, and it is always still. The Curse lies heavy on
 it....”

     For a space of time immeasurable Hilarius stood there, peering
 fearfully through those shattered gates. Dim shapes and mounds amid the
 trees alone recorded that here had towered a stately abbey. There was
 no sound. Hilarius dropped to his knees and bowed his head.

     The veil, now, seemed to have closed in behind him, for when he
 hurried on eager to reach, before darkness fell, a high road which he
 knew could not be far away, life at the monastery seemed to have come
 to an end, not a matter of days before, but in some abstract past. He
 found himself wholly unable to recapture the spirit of the cloisters.
 It had receded. He was conscious even of bitterness, of regret.

     Amid a hush which prompted the idea that something, someone,
 listened, silent, to his hastening footsteps, he stumbled through
 thorny undergrowth to come out at last, breathless, on the high road.
 It stretched, white with dust, like a ribbon through the forest. It led
 straight into the red fire of the sunset. As he rested there for a
 moment he could see an object which resembled an ebony cross
 silhouetted against that dying splendour. He knew it was a signpost at
 the cross-roads.

     And, when Wulfheim Forest had swallowed the last fiery fragments of
 the sun and darkness swept down, triumphant, Hilarius became aware of a
 sound. It was a sound of digging. And it came from the cross-roads.

     He stood up swiftly, a chill touch upon his heart. Digging at the
 cross-roads. Who would dig at the cross-roads? Could there be, anywhere
 within the Domain of Wulfheim, a man at once so base and so fearless?
 But the sound of the busy spade went on. He must accept the evidence of
 his senses. Someone, man or demon, dug at the cross-roads.

     Stealthily, Hilarius drew nearer, so that presently he discerned a
 moving light low down upon the ground. He crept nearer yet—and still
 nearer, until at last he could see, and comprehend, what was going
 forward there.

     Two men, whom he knew, by the manner of their dress and appearance,
 for gipsies from over the mountains, had dug a considerable pit close
 beside the signpost. One held a lantern down into the hole in order to
 aid the other who wielded the spade. They seemed to be indifferent to
 interference, a fact which Hilarius found hard to explain until its
 simple explanation flashed to his mind. The place was avoided after
 dark, like a leprosy, and especially so, for some reason, on the night
 of the 30th April.

     “If I don't find anything now,” said one of the men, his voice
 unsteady, “I'm giving it up.”

     “Get out, then,” growled the other. “Get to hell for all I care. If
 you're afraid of a dead priest, I'm not. Here—take the light.” '

     But, in the moment that he spoke, the spade struck harshly on metal.
 “Chripes!” exclaimed the digger, “we've found it!”

     Horror, fascination, anger—but, ruling all, horror—had temporarily
 deprived Hilarius of speech. His mouth was parched. He experienced that
 dreadful inertia met with in dreams, when one's limbs grow leaden in
 moments of desperate urgency. But, silent, heavy footed, he continued
 to advance.

     “It's an iron box!”

     “Hand it up.”

     The man with the spade raised his head. A moment he remained there
 motionless, waist deep in the earth; then he screamed, a high, shrill
 scream, scrambled out on the farther side and ran. His screams merged
 into broken sobs which died away in a doglike whimpering. The other, he
 who held the lantern, turned. Hilarius stood within a yard of him. The
 lantern fell back into the pit. The man who had held it groaned once,
 thrust out his hands as if to repel that which he saw watching him and
 collapsed insensible without uttering a word.

     Hilarius stooped and raised an object which lay there beside the
 lantern. The lantern continued to burn. He stood upright, and then
 crouched low among the near bushes. A sound of rattling wheels, of
 madly clattering hooves, had warned him that a carriage approached the
 cross-roads. Almost before he was fully concealed, it burst upon him.
 Its lamps gleamed down on to the backs of a pair of powerful bays,
 glistening with sweat and foam-dappled, as the vehicle roared and
 rolled past his hiding-place, a seemingly frenzied coachman using his
 lash without mercy. A man mounted on a grey mare galloped beside the
 carriage.

     The cortege swung into the road which led to Castle Wulfheim,
 in doing so to envelop Hilarius in a cloud of grey-white dust. The
 sound of the lash, of the wheels, of the horses, died away into that
 great silence which their coming had disturbed. Hilarius rose to his
 knees. He had detected, or he believed he had detected, yet another
 sound.

     This was a sound of distant chanting—and it came from the direction
 of the forest. But it passed, like a half-heard whisper, leaving the
 young night still.
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     GUESTS ARE EXPECTED AT THE CASTLE.

     Time was when they came in their scores, when a hundred windows
 staring down into the valley blazed with light and the stables were
 full of horses. But times are changed. Sorrow has laid its wilting hand
 upon the Count and for many seasons he has lived retired. None of those
 almost medieval customs observed here has been permitted to fall into
 desuetude, however. Painted ghosts, Wulfheims long gone to their
 reckoning, who watch in silence from the walls of the picture gallery,
 observe little alteration in present conduct of the household.

     Kupt, the seneschal or warden, is a survival to gladden their ghostly
 hearts. His office forms a visible link with feudal days. True, he is
 of an order lower than many, if not most, of his predecessors; in fact
 he is of vulgar origin. But better a common seneschal than no
 seneschal. At least he belongs to that backcloth before which gallant
 deeds have been enacted. He may lack the breeding of some who have
 played the part before, but he still exercises their harsh authority.

     There is, too, Madame Sonier. She is distantly connected with the
 family, and although she receives a salary for her services, she
 contrives without difficulty to exact from her staff that same degree
 of deference which all would accord to the blood direct. During the
 minority of Fragia, the Count's daughter (and since the death of Lucia,
 second Countess Wulfheim, Fragia's mother) Madame Sonier has acted as
 official chatelaine. For any domestic employee to refer to her, in her
 hearing, as the housekeeper, would result in instant dismissal. Not
 that Madame Sonier is a martinet or a victim of false pride. On the
 contrary, Madame Sonier, frail, white-haired and gentle, is truly a
 sweet old lady. But her sweetness, like that of a Mother Superior, is a
 Paisley shawl worn over chain mail. Madame Sonier is highly competent,
 conscientious to a fault, and a born disciplinarian. She does not
 resent the growing authority of the Lady Fragia, now beginning to take
 her proper place as hostess in the establishment of her twice-widowed
 father; Fragia, who is a capable and tireless manager, and who is
 adored by everyone; by none more deeply than by Madame Sonier.

     Nor should M. Prune be overlooked. Indeed, who would dream of
 overlooking M. Prune? M. Prune is the chef. He is fond of asserting
 that he has been in tears for five years. He refers, not to the death
 of the second countess, but to the fact that during those years which
 followed it, the Count almost ceased to entertain. This was a disaster
 from the effects of which M. Prune has only recently recovered. His
 high chef's cap which throughout that time of mourning had seemed to
 shrink and visibly to wobble, resembles once more a gigantic toadstool.

     Fragia has been interviewing M. Prune; for tonight her school friend,
 Loe, arrives to stay—and Otto, Fragia's brother, is on his way, too.
 Fragia is deliciously and childishly excited. With Madame Sonier she
 has inspected those rooms which the several guests will occupy, moving
 a chair here, patting a cushion, rearranging a piece of drapery there,
 and moving a bowl of flowers from some niche over-shaded to a window
 ledge where the blooms may glow more gaily. Into cavernous old kitchens
 she has brought the laughter of spring and a fragrance and shy magic of
 primroses. M. Prune has exhibited, with native pride, rows of ortolans
 (fresh vine leaves are waiting) wrapped each in an overcoat of fat
 bacon; he has displayed that blue lustre which belongs to trout
 swimming in a lighted aquarium from which, unhappy fish, they are to be
 netted at a signal given by the master artist, watch in hand. Here is a
 game pie, the symmetry of which surely no wanton knife should ever
 disturb, no base appetite desecrate. Rather, it should be mummified,
 like a Pharaoh, and so be preserved to inspire generations to come.
 With his own hands, M. Prune is mixing secret ingredients for a souffle
 which he alone can prepare. A prince of blood royal once offered a
 large sum for its recipe—vainly. And in a cool room, white-tiled from
 floor to ceiling, Fragia sees inspired compositions of fruit mounted
 upon crystal vases, fruit forced to premature splendour in hot-houses
 of the castle to jewel the table of the Count.

     Fragia has just returned from her tour of inspection. She wears a
 blue velvet rest gown with flowing sleeves and a bright silk
 handkerchief is knotted under her chin, and worn to protect her fair
 hair from the steam of the kitchens. Fragia's bedroom is the apartment
 of a princess; and why not so? Fragia is beautiful as any princess and
 is she not of a line of Margraves who reigned for generations, absolute
 and unchallenged?

     A dressing-table like a throne occupies the deep recess of a bay
 window. Below, is an Italian garden already radiant with spring. Fragia
 loves flowers, and bowls of crocuses, bluebells and daffodils surround
 her. Many watercolours on the walls, too, are floral pieces, and the
 bright creamy room is fragrant as a dell in the forest. Fragia's frock,
 her stockings, her shoes, are placed on a brocaded couch, with the
 filmy mystery of lingerie resting, light as thistledown, upon a silk
 cushion beside them. Madeleine, her maid, is expecting a bell to summon
 her, but Fragia does not ring. Fragia, seated in a chair upholstered in
 blue velvet, of a shade darker than her gown, slowly unknots the
 handkerchief and shakes out her fair hair so that it glitters as if
 powdered with gold dust. She selects a comb and begins to settle curls
 and ringlets, each one in its appointed place. She watches herself
 attentively in the large oval glass.

     This contemplative Fragia is not she who brought laughter to the eyes
 of Madame Sonier and joy to the heart of M. Prune. The change, perhaps,
 is subtle, but Fragia herself can perceive it; and this other, this
 second Fragia it is she studies in her mirror now. Eyes watching her
 own eyes, familiar yet strange, hold memories, and long, curling lashes
 are but prison bars through which those memories peer out.

     The grey shadow of Castle Wulfheim, in which her childhood
 passed—always that grey shadow has chilled her; nor has familiarity
 freed her spirit wholly from its numbing touch. Those men and women in
 the picture gallery who watch her without love: they, too, have lived
 in the grey shadow. Not one among them is her friend. Her mother she
 admired and would have adored, had her mother not been so
 unapproachable, so immune to affection. Her very beauty was impersonal,
 the beauty of a rare and glittering gem or of an idyllic landscape.
 Fragia does not believe, now, that her mother ever loved the Count, her
 husband. She, Fragia, the countess had loved, but with a love tempered
 by that grey shadow.

     For her father Fragia cherished an affection the nature of which
 dismayed her. It had in it something holy and prayerful; it partook of
 that reverence with which she contemplated the Madonna. She had
 wondered, oh, so many times, if the shadow of Wulfheim had frozen her
 own heart, too, had imprisoned behind a barrier of ice every human
 impulse and passion. So she had continued to wonder until—Otto came
 into her life; Otto, her brother. Then, her heart awoke, broke from its
 icy prison, leapt and laughed, and lived rapturously. Otto! When the
 Count informed her that Otto was expected, she knew a transport of
 happiness almost touching ecstasy....

     Now, seated before her mirror, this transport has left her. She has
 remembered, Otto is no longer Otto, no longer the companion of joyous
 hours. He is a monk....

     Fragia searches those eyes which watch her from the mirror. She
 challenges them. Why did Otto abandon life? Of that other Fragia she
 demands an answer. But she knows, should it be spoken, that she will
 not dare to listen....
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     AND SO FRAGIA STILL IS SEATED when Kupt, below, goes walking out on
 to a paved and battlemented terrace where darkness gathers and bats
 pursue their silent questing; a heavy man, clean-shaven but
 blue-jowled. He wears a sort of black uniform with knee breeches, and
 silk stockings displaying to much advantage his muscular calves, of
 which he is vain to a degree. In place of a fob he carries a set of
 miniature gold keys. His keys are his badge of office, and the symbol
 of his vast conceit.

     He peers about to right and left through growing dusk and presently
 discerns a figure draped, inert, over the parapet.

     “Asleep again!” Kupt has the voice which belongs to a good appetite.
 “Hi, there, Franz! Wake up!”

     Franz—a horn lantern rests at his feet—turns slowly. Franz wears
 the grey Wulfheim livery and is a lean fellow of saddened aspect.

     “Master Kupt—”

     “What ails you, man? Are you bewitched—or drunk?”

     Franz draws a white-gloved hand over his eyes as if harbouring some
 doubt on this point, himself. “Master Kupt—certainly one or the other,
 by your leave, unless—”

     And he stares back over his shoulder into the blackness below the
 battlements. Kupt rattles his golden keys, irritably and officially.

     “Unless what, maudling numskull, unless what?”

     “Unless I dreamed it,” stammers Franz.

     But Kupt, a fool who believes he has wisdom, begins to share some
 form of disquiet which clearly possesses Franz, and vain at once of his
 office and of his superior education, he determines to banish this.

     “Blistering purgatory!”—a shout—“dreamed what?”

     “The singing, Master Kupt.” Franz's voice is hushed. “The singing in
 the valley! Like the chanting of priests it sounded, save that not
 heaven but hell was in it! Master Kupt—you heard it?”

     Master Kupt has not heard it, but he begins to grow more uneasy and
 proportionately more angry. “Poor gnat's egg! Unhappy idiot! I did
 not hear it. All I heard was the snoring of a human beer-barrel.
 Wake up! The master's guests might have reached the avenue and no
 lantern to guide them. Wake up, dog's body!”

     But dog's body is an obstinate fellow. “I am awake. I heard
 it. Tonight is Walpurgis—the Witches' Night—and there was singing in
 the valley! My father heard it, ten years gone—and it boded death.”

     A faint breeze sighs through the branches below. Its lament is not
 unlike the sound of distant, subdued voices.

     “Your father, Franz, was mad as you. Crazy you were born. Crazy you
 will die. And to die crazy, so Dr. Oberon says, is to become a ghost—”

     “Master Kupt! listen—listen!”

     More closely now than before, that sorrowful sound resembles some
 weird chanting of a human choir. Kupt becomes aware of a chill. “Brrr!
 A breeze springs up. That was wind in the pines.”

     “It was singing in the valley,” Franz persists stoutly. “I should
 know the difference. Tonight, master, no sane man would pass the ruins
 of Wulfheim Abbey—”

     But Kupt has reached the end of his patience—never far away. “Stop!”
 It is a bellow. “Stop, dung-heap! For that saying not only you, but
 I might be sent a-packing. The name is forbidden.”

     But, mechanically, as if wound up, Franz goes on. “It was burned to
 the ground by orders of Holy Church. You know why, master.”

     “And I know when, poor stink-bug! Three hundred years gone!
 Men dead three hundred years sing no more!”

     “He lies at the four-ways—a stake through his heart.”

     “And has lain there three hundred years.”

     Kupt furtively crosses himself.

     “Hark! at last! The General's carriage!”

     “Holy Virgin keep them!” mutters Franz, and imitates Kupt. “They are
 at the four-ways!”

     Sounds are audible for great distances in that clear air. The
 cross-roads must be three miles off, yet rattling of wheels and the
 rhythm of hoofs may be heard distinctly.

     “Listen!” whispers Kupt, momentarily forgetting his dignity in a
 sudden hunger for human contact. “How they gallop the horses! I can
 hear the crack of the whip!”

     “I heard a cry, too. Mother of God! and a dreadful howling!” But this
 is too much for Kupt's tolerance. His nerves are playing him tricks.
 Franz's nonsense must be responsible, and so the storm breaks on that
 doleful head.

     “Son of a mange! Hoist up your lantern and hurry down the steps! Else
 there'll be more dreadful howling. In two minutes they will reach the
 end of the avenue. The lantern, shame of your father—the lantern!”

     Franz clutches the parapet and seems to be listening as one might
 listen to a sentence of hanging. “I am afraid, Master Kupt.” But he
 stoops and takes the lantern up. “For God's sake, come with me.”

     “Come with you!” This is the last straw. “Damn and blast the
 tapeworm! Am I a porter? Those lean buttocks tempt my shoe! Hell's
 candles—get a move on! Hurry!”

     Kupt has now cursed himself into a state of spurious courage and
 feels the better for it. Not so Franz, hooking his lantern to the end
 of a long staff. “I am afraid. I tell you so.... But I'll go, Master
 Kupt, I'll go—”

     Poor Franz begins to descend cavernous steps, his lighting staff on
 his shoulder, his shadow dancing before. Kupt, bending over the
 parapet, stares after him. “Hurry!” But Kupt is thinking, “He has
 courage, that herring-gutted Franz. I dare not stir from here.
 There was a cry. I, too, heard the howling....”
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     BRAVE KUPT, your courage is slippery as your good humour. Worthy
 Kupt, how pale you are! For this is Walpurgis Night, Kupt....
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     TWENTY MINUTES or more had elapsed when the General's carriage came
 rocking into a paved courtyard below the castle platform. Steam from
 the horses rose like fog around yellow-flamed lamps, and the bays'
 muzzles were smothered in foam. Wulfheim's towers and battlements
 frowned down upon the scene. Contempt of petty clamour, of ridiculous
 fuss, of the discord of silly human affairs, marked every harsh outline
 of that grim old fortress.

     “Hi, there!” cried the coachman hoarsely—“hi, there! Pull in, you
 brutes, pull in! Hallo! Show a light—show a light!”

     A slender young man, who by means of admirable horsemanship had kept
 his grey mare close to the off-side window throughout, took no part in
 the man's appeal. But he sprang from his saddle and opened the door.

     “Coming, coming!” Franz appeared with his lantern. “Another fifty
 yards if you please. Follow me. This way.”

     Progress was resumed, the tired horses slipping and sliding upon a
 paved slope, having two hairpin bends, which formerly had led up to the
 portcullis, now dismantled. Rumbling of heavy wheels echoed,
 melancholy, from the high facade, in imitation of thunder. The horseman
 led his grey without moving far from the window of the carriage. He had
 reclosed the door and paced on beside it. Upon turning the last bend a
 volley of light welcomed the visitors. Lamps in iron flambeaux flanked
 the great entrance. Kupt stood impressively in the opening.

     No sooner was the carriage at rest than the horseman opened the door
 again and assisted a stout lady, cloaked and hooded, to descend. She
 did so with tottering steps, on stilt-like heels, from time to time
 uttering a suppressed moaning sound. A small, slim girl, who also wore
 a cloak but whose hood was thrown back, sprang out next and placed a
 protective arm around the elder lady.

     “We are here, Mama. Only a few steps, now.”

     Upheld on one side by the solicitous horseman and on the other by the
 girl, the lady made her hesitant way to the doors. It might have been
 suspected that the distinguished cordonnier of Paris who had created
 madame's amazing shoes had designs not only upon her ankles but also
 upon her neck. Kupt stepped out, and then stepped in again. Count
 Wulfheim had passed him, signalling to Kupt to stand aside.

     “Madame Flam!” the Count's voice must have recalled, to one who had
 known father and son, that of Brother Hilarius, save that it possessed
 a deeper, organ note and a stern gravity. “What is this?”

     And Madame Flam, swaying dizzily forward, threw herself into his
 arms. “Oh, Count! Wolves!”

     Thereupon, she fainted.

     This led to such an outcry, and a running about of people here and
 there, that the appearance of the general, last to descend from the
 carriage, temporarily passed unnoticed. True, the general was a very
 small general, and moreover had submerged himself in a vast overcoat
 having a massive fur collar which obscured everything below the tip of
 his nose. His voice, however, would have commanded attention anywhere.

     “My butterfly! my golden moth!”

     He sprang to the form drooping in Count Wulfheim's embrace, uttering
 these endearments in a tone better suited to the barrack square.

     “Quick, papa!” cried the girl. “The smelling-salts!”

     The general ran back to the carriage.

     “Wolves!” muttered the Count. “This is incredible. Chapinade—you saw
 them?”

     Chapinade, the horseman, glanced at a roguish young face beside him.
 “I was riding by the carnage, sir, and frankly I saw nothing.”

     “My tender fairy!” It was the rusty gallantry of the general,
 returning hot-foot, with smelling-salts. “You have nothing to fear, my
 love. I am with you.”

     Whilst Count Wulfheim supported madame, the general administered the
 remedy, and the lady revived with startling suddenness. Escaping from
 the embrace of the Count, she staggered to Chapinade and sank into his
 arms. “You saw nothing? Wolves! Great things as big as the horses, with
 eyes like lamps! General! My smelling-salts!”

     “Poor buttercup!” The general hastened to reapply the restorative to
 his wife's nostrils. “You are safe. I am here.”

     Kupt, during this episode, had effaced himself discreetly, the
 carriage had lumbered off in the direction of the stables, and a groom
 had led Chapinade's grey away. Franz appeared out of darkness and Kupt
 stepped forward. Here was an opportunity to associate himself with the
 incident, throughout which he seemed, unaccountably, to have been
 neglected. He spoke in tones benignant, and audible to all.

     “Ah, the good Franz! There is talk here of wolves. What does the
 coachman say, friend?”

     “Nothing,” Franz replied, and went on his way.

     “Louse!” muttered Kupt.

     And now, Count Wulfheim, freed of the responsibility of supporting
 his fair guest, turned to that lady's daughter. “Did you, Mistress
 Flam, see anything of these—wolves?”

     “I thought I saw strange shapes in the shadow of the crossroads. But
 I protest Lieutenant Chapinade blocked my view!”

     Madame Flam stood upright. “Child! They howled! If your eyes were
 busy, at least your ears were free. General—they howled! Support me. I
 am far from well.”

     General Flam had his arm around her in an instant. “My wild
 hyacinth!”

     “General, I repeat—they howled!”

     “Friends,” said the Count, “let us go in. You are very welcome. I
 deeply regret that this mysterious incident should have disturbed your
 journey.” He gave his arm to Madame Flam. “A glass of wine will go far
 to restore you.”

     Kupt bowed ceremoniously as the party entered. The general followed
 his wife and host, Chapinade and Mistress Flam brought up the rear.
 Chapinade was whispering something in his companion's ear, and she
 blushed.

     The entrance hall of Castle Wulfheim belonged to the oldest part of
 the building, and because it was associated with historic deeds of one,
 Cedric of the name, it had been left by tacit agreement between later
 generations, largely undisturbed. It was composed of stone blocks and
 decorated with banners and armour in the manner of a memorial chapel. A
 grim, stone staircase on the left as one entered, challenged the
 intruder to ascend to higher apartments—if he dared. These stairs
 disappeared above, under an archway, from which, across the hall and
 facing the entrance, ran a gallery having regularly spaced openings
 such as are seen in some churches. The gallery went on round the corner
 and was continued to the front of the hall. As if to stress its
 churchlike quality, the place was lighted, above the entrance doors, by
 a row of stained-glass windows. At night, great wrought-iron
 candelabra, each supporting a platoon of candles, stood on duty at
 selected points.

     Near to the foot of the staircase, as the party entered, waited
 Madeleine, a vivid brunette, possessing the fine, languorous eyes of
 the South and full red lips. Her maid's attire was so contrived as to
 display to advantage the fact that Madeleine was well shaped. The Lady
 Fragia's compliments and apologies. But she had been detained by
 household affairs and so found herself unable to be dressed in time.
 Would Madame Flam and Mistress Loe be so good as to step up to Lady
 Fragia's rooms. They could also leave their cloaks there.

     Madame Flam and her daughter stepped up, slowly, as Madame's heels
 dictated. Chapinade waited for a smile from Mistress Loe, and got one,
 through the first opening in the gallery above. General Flam, glass
 upraised, studied Madeleine's legs until they went out of focus and
 looked foggy.


     (5)


     “SIR—DID YOU SEE THESE WOLVES?”

     The general, who still stares up at the empty archway, turns around
 immediately. “Sir—I was fast asleep. Admit it. Probably snoring.”

     Tall, aquiline of feature and pallid, Count Wulfheim makes a slight
 gesture which dismisses the subject. He may be dissatisfied with his
 guest's airy treatment of his question, but he permits no trace of such
 dissatisfaction to appear in his manner. There is neither acceptance of
 the general's tone of easy badinage nor reproof for it in the Count's
 gracious smile.

     Count Wulfheim, alone of the three, seems to befit this grey and
 Gothic background; a pawn of Fate; a feudal noble fighting against
 inevitable extinction. He is Wulfheim. His white, nervous hands
 are the hands of the pure aristocrat. His easy grace of movement
 belongs to courts and palaces. Authority he possesses as an inherent
 attribute, that authority which derives from generations born to
 command.

     “Then, gentlemen, let us adjourn in order that we may consider the
 merits of the grape. My daughter will attend to the comfort of your
 ladies.”

     His speech is deliberate, his choice of words exact as though he
 submitted perpetually to the judgment of his peers. Count Wulfheim has
 the gravity which characterizes one marked by an inescapable doom. His
 dignity is that of a great lord, never descending to patronage.
 Tonight, the pupils of those steady eyes, eyes calm beneath straight
 dark brows, are enlarged, brilliant with introspection. He is thinking
 of his adored wife, she who died in giving birth to Otto, that son
 whose coming brought sorrow, who in renouncing his birthright, his
 ancient name, has struck a further blow upon the Count's proud heart.
 Perhaps he wonders why the chariot of memory so often sweeps him back
 to Otto's mother, so rarely to his second countess. That later
 bereavement has left no scar, although Fragia is a living, lovely
 memento of the fair and stately lady who bore her. Fragia! Fragia is
 the light in his darkness, a clear star in contemplation of whose
 purity he finds peace....

     Two lackeys appear from an arched opening below the great stair and
 attend each upon one of the gentlemen. General Flam is gently
 extricated from the furry entanglements of his travelling coat and
 Lieutenant Chapinade relieved of his cloak. Kupt, having closed the
 double entrance doors, throws open another pair at the right of the
 hall. The Count's guests see a brightly lighted panelled room where
 long-stemmed goblets and Venetian wine jugs potent with magic both
 purple and gold glitter and beckon.
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     THE DOOR OF COUNT WULFHEIM'S study opened and Kupt came out, having
 assured himself that decanters and glasses were suitably arranged for
 that time when the guests, as was customary at the castle, should meet
 there for coffee after dinner. So soft was his step that he all but
 collided with Madeleine, who was coming in. She carried a tray of cups.

     “Oh, I nearly dropped them!” she exclaimed, and set the tray on a
 buffet. “How you made me jump.”

     “You made me jump, too, wicked little ghost. Come and feel how
 my heart beats.”

     Dutifully, Madeleine allowed herself to be clasped in a bearlike hug,
 kissed and fondled.

     “You are so strong, big one,” she breathed in Kupt's ear. “I believe
 you could break me in half.”

     “I am much more likely to break someone else in half, you maddening
 little jade!”

     “Oh, no! how wicked!” Madeleine's dark eyes, very widely opened, were
 raised to his face. “Who is it, please, you want to break in half?”

     “Never mind his name. You know well enough. I'm just warning you.
 Look at me.”

     “I am looking at you,” Madeleine pouted.

     “Say, 'I love you'.”

     “I love you—big, cruel darling.”

     “Say—” but further catechisms were proscribed by a sound of
 footsteps, and Kupt let Madeleine go, whispering: “Come to my office at
 the usual time. I have something for you.”

     Madeleine returned to her duties, listening attentively, however, to
 the faint sound of Kupt's receding tread and to a less catlike approach
 from the other end of the gallery. Suddenly, she turned.

     One of the footmen, Stoep by name—he who had extracted General Flam
 from his travelling impedimenta—stood in the doorway. He carried a
 silver tray upon which were a coffee percolator and a spirit lamp. He
 set it down upon meeting Madeleine's burning regard.

     “I waited in my room all through dinner,” she blazed. “Why didn't you
 come?”

     Stoep, big, powerful, brown-skinned Stoep, his dull reddish hair
 close-cropped but grown low upon his cheek-bones, watched her
 loweringly. “I could not get away.”

     “You are not wanted at table. Why tell me lies! It is always the same
 when that stuffed doll of a Flam girl is here! You get away all other
 nights.”

     “Not when there are guests,” Stoep replied stolidly.

     “You are a liar. You would sell your soul to have her—and your
 chance is as good as a candle in hell!”

     “Not so loud, dear.”

     But Madeleine was on fire. “You think she has pretty arms. Have mine
 turned ugly since you kissed them last? You are always watching her
 skinny legs, but don't forget that Jornsen, that great artist, begged
 me to sit for him—”

     “He did not want you only to sit for him!” said Stoep leeringly,
 something sinister in his hidden brutality.

     “Whatever he wanted, he is a good judge.” And Madeleine, raising the
 hem of her skirt, pointed a neat foot.

     Stoep, in one swift movement, had her locked in his embrace. Whilst
 she remained still mute from his kisses, he spoke. “Madeleine! You are
 so jealous—and of a great lady. Even if I fancied her, what chance
 have I?”

     “I have told you,” Madeleine breathed, her eyes half closed. “About
 as good as the general's with me.”

     “Don't say that!” Stoep's tightened hold frightened her. “I hate the
 little fop. Whenever he looks at you I could choke him.”

     “And whenever you look at his darling daughter,” Madeleine went on
 breathlessly, “I could choke you.”

     “The cases are very different.”

     “Of course. I might change my mind about the general.”

     “Madeleine!”

     “Don't hurt me, you brute. I was only joking. I just live for the
 time when we can be together always.”

     Stoep gave her another kiss, but did not reply to this leading
 question. “The young Count is late,” he said, and moved away to tend
 the spirit lamp.

     Madeleine flashed a wicked glance at his broad back, but restrained
 herself. “Yes. He was expected to dinner. Think of a Wulfheim turning
 monk! And such a lovely boy—”

     “So you always thought. I am glad he is a monk.”

     “A monk may still be a man. Ssh! Lady Fragia.”

     They stood apart, heads bowed, as Count Wulfheim's daughter came in.

     Dressed very simply in white, a classicist might have been reminded,
 on meeting Fragia, of a vestal virgin, a mystic have claimed a saint,
 but a poet must have seen a lotus bud, trembling, half-opened, which
 shrank from the ardour of the sun. Not yet nineteen years old, Fragia,
 ethereally fair, had the frank blue eyes of a Nordic woman. Slender,
 tall, she was modelled with delicate precision, as though the shaping
 gods had worked hard to endow each detail with an ultimate perfection.
 She was an ideal. Such women tempt men to worship but rarely to love.
 Her beauty was a lonely beauty. She was exquisite. She was
 unattainable. A lotus, but a sacred lotus.

     “Madeleine, tell the ladies that coffee is served here. Stoep, please
 inform my father.”

     Stoep bowed, Madeleine curtsied, and both went out. The severity and
 economy of Fragia's words were warmed by her charming smile and the
 soft music of her voice. Somewhere in the distance a bell clanged.
 Fragia raised her hands to her breast. Madeleine reappeared for a
 moment, looking in at the doorway.

     “The young master at last, my lady!”

     Fragia stood there, silent, after Madeleine was gone, listening; and
 soon she heard slow, approaching footsteps. There was some quality in
 these footsteps which suggested that they advanced from a great way
 off, not merely from the other end of the gallery, nor even from the
 entrance hall, but from another place altogether, another plane,
 another world. Fragia's expression changed. Her eyes, which had shone
 like jewels, with that mystic light seen in the eyes of a Veronese
 Madonna, faded, to leave them lovely yet, but lacking that sweet
 lustre.

     A short man entered, a man of perhaps sixty or even more; somewhat
 carelessly dressed but cleanly shaven. He had the student's pallor and
 his heavy brows overhung bright, birdlike eyes. A mass of white hair
 was brushed straight back from a really magnificent forehead.

     “Dr. Oberon!”

     “Yes.” He nodded, and took a pinch of snuff from a large ebony box.
 “Youth is expected and age intrudes. You thought it was your brother.”

     His self-possession was that of one wholly outside the desires and
 conflicts of those with whom he came in touch; that of the detached
 spectator.

     “Doctor!” Fragia frowned in reproach. “Who is more welcome than
 yourself?”

     She took her place on a couch set before a long low bookcase, and
 with a prettily gracious gesture invited Dr. Oberon to sit beside her.
 He inclined his head and obeyed. Subdued lighting lent to the rows of
 leather-bound volumes something of the effect of a painted cloth, of a
 queerly embroidered drapery, or of tapestry faded.

     “My brain is welcome, Fragia, because it is still young. Nothing that
 is old is suffered gladly—unless it is worth a lot of money. You pet
 the kitten and drown the cat. I am glad to see you. You are very
 beautiful.”

     Fragia laughed almost gaily. “Really, doctor, should you like me less
 if I were ugly?”

     “Much less, Fragia. All men worship beauty. In youth they try to
 steal it. In age they save up to buy it.”

     He rose again as Count Wulfheim came in with Madame Flam, followed by
 Chapinade and Loe. Madeleine came next, carrying a cushion and a huge
 pink fan composed of ostrich feathers. Immediately behind Madeleine,
 and for that reason partly invisible at first, came the general. The
 Count's sad features were rejuvenated by his smile.

     “Ah, doctor!” he exclaimed. “Late, but none the less welcome. You
 have dined?”

     “Naturally. Such is my invariable custom.”

     “Dear Dr. Oberon!” Madame Flam interrupted in her high girlish tones,
 wagging a coquettish finger. “Always so divinely rude. The cushion in
 tins chair, general.”

     “Glad to see you, sir,” murmured Chapinade, as the general hastened
 to take the cushion from Madeleine and to deposit it in the chair
 selected by his wife. Loe greeted the doctor shyly. She had always been
 afraid of him.

     “There, there, my sunflower,” grated General Flam, depositing his
 lady in her place as though her ample curves had been composed of
 egg-shell porcelain. Madeleine offered the pink fan, curtsied
 gracefully and withdrew.

     “The girl is pretty, but bold,” madame pronounced.

     General Flam, however, apparently failed to note this remark. He
 turned to Dr. Oberon, glass raised in scrutiny. “And how's the doctor?
 Eh? How's Dr. Oberon?”

     “My health is good, general, and cannot possibly be improved by
 seeing you.” He had resumed his seat beside Fragia. Loe and Chapinade
 were together in a window recess. “I observe, Madame Flam, that you
 must be dieting.”

     Madame Flam had dressed, or more correctly, had undressed for the
 evening in a toilette of the most devilish allurement. Only the great
 couturier who had constructed it, Madame herself, and Madeleine who
 had assisted at the mysteries, could possibly have accounted for the
 fact that it did not slip off altogether and leave her quite naked. As
 a girl madame had been petite, like her daughter, and was much
 complimented on the beauty of her bust and shoulders. They remained
 beautiful, but in common with other attributes, their beauty had become
 somewhat exaggerated. Madame Flam was eternally and determinedly young.
 Her fair hair was glitteringly golden. She wore insufficient clothes
 and too many beauty spots.

     The glance which she bestowed on Dr. Oberon, now, was in the extreme
 arch. “Oh, really, doctor—how observant you are! Do you think I am too
 thin?”

     “No, madame, that was why I observed that you must be dieting.”

     Stoep entered and began to serve coffee. He paused so frequently,
 upon one and another pretext, in the neighbourhood of the window
 recess, that Loe stood up and crossed to join her mother. Chapinade
 followed, assured and handsome in his new uniform. Dr. Oberon glanced
 up at him.

     “Well, Chapinade, when's the wedding to be?”

     “You go too fast, doctor!” Chapinade flushed boyishly.

     “Your dreams have outrun me, sir, many's the night. What's the delay,
 General?”


     “Please,”
 Loe pleaded. “Dr. Oberon!”

     “It's a family matter, sir,” rasped the General.

     “It will be, if I'm not mistaken. But let them start.”

     “Oh, truly, doctor—” Loe turned aside—“I protest you make me blush.
 Mama, I don't think I will take coffee. It is warm indoors tonight,
 Count, don't you think? Shall we stroll out on to the terrace?”

     “Excellent idea,” Chapinade agreed.

     “Wolves, my child—think of the wolves!” Madame Flam spoke
 dramatically.

     But Fragia said, “Perhaps you will see Otto coming, Loe. I begin to
 grow alarmed.”

     “There are no wolves, dear Madame Flam,” Count Wulfheim assured her.
 “At least, certainly none on the terrace. I will have coffee served
 there.”

     Dr. Oberon took a pinch of snuff. “I have met wolves in military
 tunics. But wolf your fill, Chapinade. 'Tis an appetizing dish.”

     French windows opened from the study upon a long, wide terrace,
 embroidered with rock plants. From this, right and left, steps led down
 to a succession of gardens, each a stage lower than the other. The
 last, where there were lily ponds and pools stocked with gaily coloured
 fish, almost overhung part of the paved carriage way. From one, higher,
 point of the woods, travelers in spring who looked down upon the Castle
 gardens derived an impression of a giant staircase strewn with prayer
 carpets of Ispahan and Damascus.

     Chapinade and Loe withdrew, the girl blushing hotly, as Madeleine
 came to help to transfer cups and glasses to the terrace. Bearing a
 laden silver tray, she went out, and General Flam stood up.

     “The child is wise. It is hot this evening. The gardens appeal to me.
 Are you comfortable, my golden pansy?”

     “A little warm,” Madame Flam replied. “Your arm, General. I think a
 stroll in the gardens, as you say, and then we might join Loe on the
 terrace. Count, please come and be scolded about your wolves.”

     “A scolding from you, madame, is a caress.”

     “Did you hear that, General?”

     Resting on her husband for support, Madame Flam proceeded to the
 terrace, Count Wulfheim pacing slowly beside her.

     “My moon-flower—” the General's husky tones became muted by
 distance—“I remember, when I was with the Prince.
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     “ALL LIARS,” said Dr. Oberon and took a pinch of snuff.

     “What strange things you say, doctor.” Fragia turned to him; her eyes
 mirrored some hidden emotion.

     “Not strange, Fragia—merely unfamiliar. And only unfamiliar because
 they are true. No one but myself and nature ever speaks the truth. Loe
 and Chapinade are deeply in love. He has what the military call honour.
 She has what the civilians call purity. Both are simply scruples in
 disguise. Given the opportunity—and Chapinade—Loe would be caught up
 in the stream of life, a stream no power can dam. Life knows no
 scruples. Its only law is renewal.”

     Wulfheim Castle seemed to listen to him; the painted drapery of
 books, pictures, vases and flowers, to draw closer, stooping to hear.
 Soft rustling in remote galleries, for the ancient hold was never
 still, might have been earlier Wulfheims stealing softly, tip-toe, from
 their gilded frames.

     Stoep came in, glanced about the dimly lighted study, and then placed
 a full decanter and glasses on a tray beside Dr. Oberon. Another tray
 he loaded with similar crystal vessels and went out on to the terrace.
 Fragia remained silent for some moments longer.

     “Why,” she asked then, “do you talk to me of such things?”

     “Because you understand.”

     “How can you know that I understand?”

     “Because you are an idealist.”

     “That, surely, is no reason.”

     “It is the best of reasons. Idealism may border on fanaticism. In a
 woman possessing this lies a fund of passionate force which, repressed,
 produces a Jeanne d'Arc, or, expressed, a Poppaea. Given the stimulus
 of religion, such a woman could become a nun holy as the holiest. Given
 the urge of desire, she could out-Messalina Messalina. My knowledge of
 life tells me this.”

     Fragia's lips were slightly parted. She closed them firmly. “What
 else does it tell you—about me?”

     “That you are afraid.”

     “Afraid of what?”

     “Of life.”

     Fragia clasped her hands upon her breast, a gesture peculiarly her
 own. “You begin to frighten me.”

     Dr. Oberon nodded. “The truth is frightful. If we all knew it, we
 should all express ourselves—and die.”

     Past Wulfheims, right back to Cedric the Red, were crowded now, into
 the room. It was vibrant with ghostly presences. Human voices speaking
 on the terrace failed to penetrate an invisible veil which wrapped
 these two about.

     “What do you mean by expression?” Fragia whispered.

     “I mean fulfillment. By fulfillment we conquer both life and death.
 Ghosts are unfulfilled desires.”

     And Fragia, staring straight before her, echoed his words “Ghosts are
 unfulfilled desires.” She turned those large limpid eyes in Dr.
 Oberon's direction. Why do you tell me these things?”

     “I don't. You know them already. I merely formulate what you know.”

     “Is there—no escape?”

     Dr. Oberon considered a design inlaid upon the lid of his snuff-box.
 “There is postponement.”

     “Postponement? How can one postpone the problems of life?”

     “By dying. We shall have to face them all over again, but they may
 not appear in so difficult a form.”

     Awareness of approach, of some new presence, swept in upon Fragia's
 mind. Perhaps a Wulfheim even more potent than Cedric was come among
 the phantoms, to disperse them, to stand alone, shunned, feared, but
 listening. Fragia, about to speak, checked the words. Her lips slightly
 apart, she grasped Dr. Oberon's arm. “Doctor! Dr. Oberon! You hear it?”

     “Yes.”

     “It is—a choir—chanting! It terrifies me. What can it be? Where
 does it come from?”

     “It is nothing. It comes from nowhere.”

     “But you hear it, too. What do you mean—it comes from nowhere? Oh,
 it is ghostly.”

     “That which is ghostly lives only in the mind. Therefore, it is
 nothing, and comes from nowhere. Only the positive IS. The negative IS
 NOT.”

     “Oh, but that awful chanting—”

     “We, who think we hear it, create it. Therefore, let us cease to
 think we hear it—and destroy it.”

     Somewhere—it seemed a vast distance away—a bell rang. Fragia sprang
 up, her hands clenched.

     “Dr. Oberon—”

     “Yes—that was a positive bell. Your brother, Otto—Brother
 Hilarius.”

     Fragia sank back again into her seat. She took Dr. Oberon's hand.
 “Stay with me,” she said, in a tone so low as to be barely audible.

     And so was she seated, having her fingers nervously entwined in Dr.
 Oberon's clasp, when Hilarius came in. He swept a glance about the dim
 study, as if expecting to find others present, crossed slowly and stood
 before Fragia.

     “Otto!”

     Hilarius stooped, grasped both her hands, then knelt and kissed them.

     “Fragia!”

     She stroked his hair. Her eyes were like stars. They grew misty when
 those gentle fingers touched the shaven tonsure. “Dear Otto.”

     Dr. Oberon coughed dryly. “I am glad to see you, Brother Otto
 Hilarius. But unless my observation is at fault, you have failed to see
 me altogether.”

     Hilarius stood up and wrung the doctor's hand warmly.

     “You are wrong, doctor, but—”

     “Youth calls to youth—and youth hears the call.” He took a pinch of
 snuff as Fragia spoke again. “You must be hungry, Otto dear.”

     “No indeed, no. My Order is of frugal habit.”

     “High living, Fragia,” Dr. Oberon pointed out, “is not conducive to
 high thought. A low diet makes for sanctity.”

     Hilarius smiled. Smiling, he was strangely like his father. “You are
 not serious, doctor. Indeed, you are never so.”

     “On the contrary. I am always serious, but never solemn. The Christ
 Himself is depicted smiling.”

     “So is Satan.”

     “Again you are in error. The master of sin is depicted
 laughing—never smiling. Only men and gods can smile. A jackass can
 laugh.”

     “Do you liken the Evil One to a jackass?”

     “Unquestionably. A jackass laughs because his natural desire, for
 freedom and a mate, is unfulfilled. The laughter of the jackass is
 ironic. So is the laughter of Satan—for Satan is the lord of
 unfulfilled desires.”

     Fragia clutched his sleeve as he stood up. “You are not leaving us,
 doctor?”

     Dr. Oberon looked down at her. “But you wish to be alone with Otto.”

     “I don't know.”

     “Fragia!” Hilarius began; but Dr. Oberon interrupted him. “That is
 true. I respect the truth. Let me decide.” He walked towards the
 door.

     “Doctor!” Dr. Oberon checked his progress at Hilarius's call.

     “I must see you privately, tonight, upon an urgent matter.”

     “The health of your body?” Dr. Oberon spoke over his shoulder.

     “No. The health of my soul.”

     “In the long gallery. At nine o'clock.” Dr. Oberon went out.

     Hilarius stood looking after him. Night scents stole in through the
 open window from the garden; faintly, voices were audible. Hilarius
 turned and dropped down upon a cushion which lay at Fragia's feet,
 looking up at her. She took the upraised face between her slender
 hands.

     “Otto, dear, why have you stayed away so long?”

     They watched each other's eyes. “Fragia—I could not help myself. My
 Order is strict.”

     “I shall never, never understand,” Fragia whispered, “why you did it.
 Won't you tell me, dear?”

     Hilarius dropped his head upon her knees. “You never could
 understand.”

     “Otto, dear Otto, how you tremble.”



[bookmark: 1_1_6]CHAPTER SIX


     

     LOE AND CHAPINADE had found their way to that lower garden, sacred to
 golden carp. He had brought her cloak, for the night, though crystal
 clear, was none too warm. He sat now beside her on an uncomfortable
 stone bench, one arm clasped about her shoulders, and she was
 whispering brokenly.

     “Please, please, don't talk about it! I simply cannot bear to think
 of your going away.”

     “I, as a soldier,” whispered Chapinade, brushing his cheek fondly
 against her pretty brown hair, “am not permitted to think. A Cavalier
 poet once said, my Loe, 'I could not love thee, dear, so well, loved I
 not honour more'.”

     She raised her lips to his and he kissed her, not once but often. At
 last, Loe gently disengaged herself. “My dear, truly, someone might
 surprise us!”

     A recognizable product of her parents, Loe had inherited from her
 mother an erotic strain, from her father a great respect for the outer
 proprieties. She was attractive but lacking in individuality. True to
 her generation, she coveted amorous experience, and her love for
 Chapinade was almost wholly physical, although she did not appreciate
 the fact. Influence of a recent convent training was manifested in her
 mode of speech, unnatural and based upon romances of the period.

     “It is always the same,” Chapinade grumbled. “We can never be alone.
 On the terrace, Wulfheim was most tactful; but that insufferable lout
 of a manservant came out five times.”

     “Did you count?” Loe asked roguishly.

     “I counted. I would lose my promotion to have him in my troop for one
 week.”

     Rather vain, and assured of his charm, Chapinade at the age of
 twenty-five had learned to detect eroticism. His treatment of Loe, when
 they were alone, was a combination of sacred and profane love. As the
 daughter of the distinguished General Flam, he respected her. Her
 glances sometimes encouraged him to daring caresses which she prettily
 repulsed.

     “I feel I should be sorry for him, darling.”

     “Your mother is wonderful about us, but your father stubbornly
 refuses to hear of our engagement. He knows, too, that I am under
 orders for—”

     “Please, please!” Loe placed her fingers on his lips, and he kissed
 them, one by one. “Just for tonight, let's forget. However long you are
 away, I know you will come back to me. And however far away you are,
 you will know that I am with you in my dreams, dear....”

     She still lay in her lover's arms in an ecstasy of ardent sorrow when
 his clasp tightened, then was relaxed, and he raised his head. A sound
 of softly approaching footsteps had reached his ears.

     “Well!” muttered Chapinade, “if that animal, Stoep, isn't coming
 here, now! Loe, I shall go mad if I have to part with you before we
 have had one little hour together.”

     Stoep presented himself, salver in hand. “A glass of port wine, sir?”

     “No.”

     “Madame?”

     “Thank you—nothing.”

     Stoep bowed, and withdrew.

     “Curse the fellow!”

     “Isn't it frightful?”

     “To be under the same roof, and—”

     Chapinade paused. He stood up. Madeleine, silently, had come into the
 garden. “Oh, I am so sorry!” she exclaimed. “T didn't know anyone was
 here, sir.”

     She curtsied, and went away. Chapinade stood looking after her,
 snapping his fingers irritably, when a low cry from Loe drew his
 attention to the sound of staccato tones drawing near.

     “Heavens! my father! We must go!”

     “Damn!” said Chapinade. “Let's go this way. They are coming down the
 steps.” And grasping Loe's hand, he drew her to the right where a gate
 in a box hedge gave access to another part of the garden. They had
 vanished like wraiths when Count Wulfheim and General Flam reached the
 foot of the steps and began to pace up and down before that stone bench
 upon which the lovers had been seated.

     “I confess, Flam,” the Count was saying, “that this talk of wolves
 disturbs me. You know the origin of the wolf in our crest?”

     “Certainly, certainly.” General Flam was looking everywhere for
 Madeleine.

     “But you heard and saw nothing?”

     “Nothing, sir. Nothing, but the vapourings of that young rip
 Chapinade. He's for the wars on Friday, though. Now, when I was with—”

     “I like and respect Chapinade,” Count Wulfheim gently interrupted.
 “Your daughter loves him. Be advised by one who has studied human
 nature from a standpoint other than your own. Give your consent.”

     “Damn it, sir! I decline,” rasped the general, pausing to glance up
 into the Count's face, although he was unable to see it, since at this
 point in their promenade moonlight was obscured by overdrooping trees.
 “Wulfheim, I refuse. Now, if it had been your boy—”

     “Unhappily—” the Count's musical voice touched its deepest
 note—“unhappily, impossible. A monk is already dead. But Chapinade is
 of good family, and will win his spurs yet.”

     “You are in league with that rude old fool, Oberon? What? In league
 with the old chatterbox.”

     “Oberon may be rude, and somewhat talkative. He is certainly advanced
 in years. But he is no fool.”

     “Matter of opinion, sir, matter of opinion.” They were come, again,
 to the foot of those steps by which they had descended, and now they
 proceeded to go up. “I recall when I was with the Prince at...”

     But listening spirits of the garden did not hear the exploit, the
 epigram or the scandalous adventure which had crowned this occasion;
 for that crackling voice died away as host and guest ascended. Silence
 and moonlight shared the pleasance undisturbed. Upon this silence
 nothing intruded. It was complemented by a rhythmic plash of water from
 a distant fountain, suggesting that naiads sported there, invisibly.

     A sufficient interval of time had elapsed to enable the gentlemen to
 have regained the terrace when this sylvan stillness was broken. It was
 broken by a faery peal not in itself inharmonious, the jingling of tiny
 bells. This elfin music drew nearer. Perhaps the spirits of the garden,
 the naiads from the pool, gathered together to welcome the coming of a
 stranger sprite. If so, they were disappointed. Madeleine came down the
 steps, moving with caution, but often glancing over her shoulder.
 Hesitantly, she approached the stone bench. Footsteps louder than her
 own betrayed a follower; these, and heavy breathing.

     General Flam proclaimed himself, looking to right and left. Madeleine
 shrank into the sanctuary of those overdrooping trees, and was still.
 To the right, the general could see nothing but lily ponds; to the
 left, he saw Stoep, who had materialized, gross, fleshly, from shadows
 sacred to ethereal things. Stoep made the attack, stepping forward at
 once.

     “Madame Flam's compliments, sir. She is in the salon.”

     General Flam cleared his throat. One ignorant of its source might
 have been excused the idea that the sound was that of a dog barking.
 “Thank you. Dismiss.”

     General Flam about-turned and went tramping back up the steps. Stoep
 remained, still as a statue, until a distant bark served to mark the
 General's progress. Then, he looked towards the shadowing trees.
 “Madeleine!”

     Madeleine came out. “Well?”

     “You are wearing those abominable garters that Jornsen gave you. You
 told me you had thrown them away.”

     “Well, I didn't. The bells are real silver.” And she kicked
 gracefully so that faery chimes rang out.

     Stoep clenched his powerful fists. “They are not fit for any decent
 girl.”

     “I am proud of them,” Madeleine replied. “Jornsen is a great artist,
 and he said I had the prettiest legs in Europe.”

     “Garters with bells,” growled Stoep dangerously, “are fit only for a
 harlot. Give them to me.”

     “I won't.”

     But inch by inch Stoep had changed his ground. Now, he sprang, and
 Madeleine found herself helpless in the strangling grip of those great
 arms.

     “Give them to me.”

     “I won't,” she panted. “You have been following that girl about all
 night. I won't.”

     “Give them to me—or I'll tear them off you!”

     There was a struggle, violent but brief; for Madeleine in a choking
 voice, terminated it. “Let me go, or I'll scream for help! I warn you!”

     Stoep released her. She struck him a blow on the face, the slap of
 which awakened mocking echoes. “You big ugly brute! I hate you!”

     To an accompaniment of chiming silver bells, she sped, breathless,
 fleetly up the steps.


     




[bookmark: 1_1_7]CHAPTER SEVEN


     


     THE LONG GALLERY in Castle Wulfheim was not part of that which ran
 around two sides of the entrance hall. In fact, the long gallery's
 windows opened upon an opposite, and southeasterly, elevation of the
 building. Castle Wulfheim embodied the ideas, as it imprisoned the
 uneasy spirits, of many generations. That part of it now inhabited was
 relatively small and was principally of sixteenth century origin. Here
 were towers crowned with conical red roofs. True, the great entrance
 hall had in some way got itself mixed up with a later phase, so that
 phantom hounds of border strife, of siege, of secret assassination, of
 blade on blade and the creak of racks, thrust their vicious muzzles
 into soft, luxurious ease.

     Trophies of swords, of spears, of emblazoned shields, lichened the
 walls of the long gallery. There were a few hunting pictures. There
 were heads of wild boars, of bears, of deer. There were a number of
 deep leathern arm-chairs, and there was quietude. Lamps suspended upon
 chains from brackets placed at regular intervals illuminated the
 gallery.

     In one of these leathern arm-chairs, a decanter of wine and a
 long-stemmed glass placed on a table beside it, Dr. Oberon sat, alone.
 Light from a lamp which hung almost directly behind him, painted deep
 shadows upon his lined yet strangely juvenile face. His hands, which
 had short, square fingers, rested in placidity upon the chair-arms,
 except when he moved one to raise his glass or to renew its contents.
 The castle clock chimed the hour: nine.

     A door at the south end of the gallery opened almost without sound.
 Hilarius came in, to stand for a moment, arrested, motionless:
 somewhere, a muted clamour, dogs were howling. Then, with long, lithe
 strides his sandals making no noise upon the rugs, he advanced to meet
 Dr. Oberon....

     Behind you, Hilarius, press Wulfheims to defy numbering! Are you
 conscious of their presence? Here are men powdered, bepatched, laced
 and beruffled; others whose long spurs clanked bravely when Louis XIII
 yet sat upon the throne of France. Do you hear the jangle of those
 spurs, Hilarius? Some, too, in mail of proof; some in more courtly
 equipage; and one, stately in flowing robes of a cardinal. He, more
 than any other, urges his counsel upon you. Can you not hear him? His
 words, once, were potent at the court of Lorraine. Have they no
 message, then, for you, Hilarius? And see, the phantoms try to form a
 barrier. In this they are as one. They fight desperately to deny
 passage to another who seeks admission. But they are powerless to check
 him. He forces a way through their closed ranks. They shrink back,
 dismayed—appalled. They fade into the lifeless air of the long
 gallery. Vanished is that still panoply of the splendid dead. But he
 remains, Hilarius! He remains....

     “You are prompt,” said Dr. Oberon.

     Hilarius placed upon the table a small, antique, iron-bound chest, to
 stand again in an attitude of listening. “You heard it?”

     “Do you refer to a sound resembling distant chanting?”

     “I do.”

     “I have been conscious of it. I am, further, aware of some spiritual
 unrest. You have noted the behaviour of the dogs? Should the gallant
 Kupt be bold enough to explore the picture gallery, it would not
 surprise me to learn that he discovers paintings of marble pillars upon
 which no graceful figures lean, princely chairs, unoccupied, martial
 but static backgrounds with no great soldier to animate them. The
 Wulfheim ghosts walk tonight; they have all left their frames.”

     Hilarius watched him with burning eyes. “That sound of voices has
 followed me since the hour when I found this chest.”

     Dr. Oberon took a pinch of snuff. “Which you consider unaccountable?”

     “Can you account for it?”

     “Possibly—when you have informed me where you found the chest and
 what it contains.”

     “I respect your great wisdom.”

     “It is not great. It is merely greater than your own. Take a seat.
 You appear to be much fatigued.”

     Hilarius drew up another of the leathern chairs and sat down facing
 Dr. Oberon. “My fatigue is spiritual. I came to Wulfheim with a
 purpose. But something has taken place which makes me doubt its wisdom.
 As I journeyed here tonight, on foot, which is customary in our Order,
 I arrived at dusk within sight of the cross-roads, known, I believe, as
 the four-ways. I heard men's voices.”

     “There are other brave men, it seems, in the Domain of Wulfheim.”

     “These were gipsies. No men of the country would venture there at
 night. Even the general's carriage was driven by at a gallop.”

     “You saw it?”

     “I was hidden in the bushes at the foot of the signpost when it
 passed.”

     Dr. Oberon sipped his wine. “Why did you hide?”

     “Because I did not wish others to learn what I had learned. The
 gipsies, seeing me approach in my monkish habit, mistook me for an
 apparition. One ran off in terror. The other fell senseless at my
 feet.”

     “And they left their treasure behind?”

     “It contains no treasure, doctor.”

     “And where had they found it?”

     “They had dug a great pit under the bushes; the traditional resting
 place of—”

     “I know of whom. So in this way, you blundered upon the family
 skeleton, the Wulfheim Curse? Your father did not wish you to know
 until you came of age. When that event occurred, you had already
 entered a monastery.”

     Dr. Oberon became silent, watching Hilarius. He knew that Hilarius
 was about to ask a question.

     “Caesar Wulfheim, since he was a priest—” Hilarius chose his words
 with care—“can have left no legitimate issue.”

     “On the contrary,” Dr. Oberon replied dryly, “you are of his direct
 line.”

     “What do you say?”

     “Like yourself, but later in life, Caesar Wulfheim became a monk. He
 was then a widower, and had one son. He achieved the mitre of an abbot,
 by means of what merit or influence I have no information to suggest.
 His direction of the community became a public scandal, and the rest
 you know. At his death his son succeeded to the title and estates under
 an edict of the Pope. This son, Edmond, was your ancestor.”

     Hilarius clasped locked hands between his knees and looked down at a
 brightly woven rug which lay at his feet. His heart throbbed
 suffocatingly. The cross he had taken up was a cross heavier than even
 he had dreamed it to be. He was of the blood of Caesar Wulfheim!

     Dr. Oberon's dry, matter-of-fact tones broke in upon his
 wretchedness. “The gipsies supposed, no doubt, that a dignitary of the
 Church would be interred with his sacred ornaments. What did you do
 when the carriage had passed?”

     Hilarius raised his eyes. “I did nothing, at once. Strange sounds
 were in my ears.”

     “They were in your mind. You had seen the coffer?”

     “I held it in my hands.”

     “And you suspected what it contained?”

     “Dimly. Legend has it that the body was buried with a stake through
 the heart.”

     Dr. Oberon nodded briskly. “And does legend lie?”

     “Not exactly. It is merely inaccurate.”

     “Legend is always inaccurate. I have yet to learn that it is ever
 untrue.”

     “See—” Hilarius bent over the casket—“the point of the spade had
 broken the seal and burst open the lid.” He met Dr. Oberon's steady
 gaze. “Do you, from the few fragments that remain, recognize the seal?”

     Dr. Oberon also bent over the chest. “In this imperfect light—no.”

     Hilarius stood up, extended his arm and pointed. “It was the seal of
 St. Peter—the Great Seal of Rome—consecrated by His Holiness the
 Pope!”

     Dr. Oberon took another pinch of snuff and glanced up quizzically at
 Hilarius. “There are notes in your voice which resemble uncannily those
 of your father. The Pope in question, if my memory serves me better
 than my eyesight, was Alexander Borgia. One ventures to doubt the
 spiritual value of his consecration.”

     Hilarius frowned, but almost immediately effaced the frown with a sad
 smile. “As a man he was fallible, brother physician, as the heir of St.
 Peter he was not.”

     Dr. Oberon tapped the top of his snuff-box thoughtfully. “I bow to
 your convictions. The power of your Church does not reside in the soul
 of the Pope but in the hearts of the faithful. So you carried this
 chest to Wulfheim. May I see what it contains?”

     Hilarius bent, and threw back the lid. “I have not dared to touch it.
 I dare not touch it, now!”


     (2)


     THAT SPIRITUAL unrest to which Dr. Oberon had referred seemed to have
 communicated itself to many, if not all, of the inhabitants of
 Wulfheim. Even the dogs—or perhaps it would be more accurate to say,
 particularly the dogs—were behaving in a manner which had brought
 Alwyn, the kennel groom, to a state of blasphemous desperation. Aware
 of the fact that there were guests in the castle, he feared loss of his
 place if this pandemonium should continue. But none of the measures
 which he adopted had much effect. He tried kindness. He tried cracking
 the whip. The poor brutes merely flinched and watched him pathetically,
 while continuing to hold quivering nostrils uplifted and to make a fair
 spring night hideous with their howling.

     Alwyn accused Felix, the undergroom, of having misfed them, but
 Felix, a mere boy, almost tearfully protested that he had followed the
 usual routine. “It's the strange noises, Alwyn,” he said. “Dogs are
 like that.”

     “Like what?”

     “I mean strange sounds will start 'em off. Master Kupt, he says it's
 the wind rising, but I never heard the wind go on that way, before.”

     Alwyn relented. “There has been funny noises somewhere in the
 valley,” he confessed, and glanced aside at Felix, no more than
 partially visible in the dim light of a lantern.

     “It's the night, Alwyn.”

     “What's the night?”

     “Tonight. It's witches' night. I say the dogs are bewitched.”

     “Oh, you do?”

     “That's what I say. And listen to the horses.”

     From stables not so distant might be heard a restive clanking,
 pawing, and a whinnying as of disturbed and frightened animals.

     “The horses are Pierre's job. Thank God I'm not responsible for the
 horses. The dogs are more than enough for me.”

     And the dogs continued to howl, so that Pierre, the head groom,
 walking around his great stables and trying, vainly, to pacify fretful
 occupants of many stalls, cursed Alwyn and his dogs. He was accompanied
 by Ryker, General Flam's coachman, who considered himself responsible
 for the bays.

     “Why in hell can't the man quieten those brutes!” yelled Pierre.
 “That grey of the Lieutenant's will tear the ring from her stall if she
 don't stop it!”

     “Aye,” said Ryker, “and you wouldn't be so surprised, neither, if
 you'd sat beside me when I drove past the four-ways tonight. I may say
 you wouldn't be surprised at all. Not if you had any sense,” he added
 as a dignified afterthought, stroking impressive whiskers.

     “You've told me already, Master Ryker, what you saw.... Stand still,
 you swine!”

     “But it don't seem to have sunk in,” said the coachman. “I told you
 there was a wolf the size of a man crouching over an open grave at the
 four-ways, didn't I?”

     “You did, Master Ryker.”

     “And that a corpse lay there.”

     “You told me that, too.”

     “Ho! then if I did, what have you got to be surprised about?”

     The staggering logic of this reduced Pierre to an awed silence-but it
 had no discernible effect upon the horses. Ryker pulled reflectively at
 his whiskers, and Pierre scratched his head. So they stood when a
 cloaked figure burst in from moonlight to be swallowed up immediately
 by surrounding stable shadows.

     “What are you doing to the horses?” an imperious, angry voice
 demanded.

     “Lieutenant Chapinade!” muttered Ryker.

     “What is going on here?” Chapinade cried. “The disturbance is
 clearly audible in the salon.”

     Ignoring restive heels, he swung open the half-door of a stall which
 housed the grey mare and went to her head. He had personally supervised
 her grooming and had himself prepared her evening meal. “Nada! Nada!”
 He nuzzled the beautiful animal affectionately. “What is it, my dear?”

     “Tell me that, sir,” said Ryker with respect, although his
 imagination was busy upon a cask of excellent beer newly broached for
 use in the servants' hall, “and I'll be much obligated. Look at the
 bays, sir!”

     Nada responded immediately to her master's voice and touch. But she
 trembled as if seized with some strange fever. He failed, completely,
 to pacify her. He turned to the two men.

     “This is sheer panic! What have you done to her?”

     It was Ryker who replied. “Before you ask me that, sir, let me say
 again, Look at the bays. Nobody's done nothing to any of 'em, sir.
 Listen to the castle hunters in the next stalls. They're all the same,
 sir. Nobody's done nothing to any of 'em.”

     Chapinade snapped irritable fingers. “It must be the dogs who are
 disturbing them.”

     “That's what I say, sir,” Pierre broke in. “If that dumb fool, Alwyn,
 can't keep his brutes quiet, I'm not to blame for my horses.”

     At last, Chapinade had to give it up. Nada he succeeded in soothing
 to some extent, but her heart continued to thump madly and her eyes
 were wild. It was the same with the other horses, although they seemed
 to derive temporary comfort from the men's presence. Howling of the
 dogs, too, ceased to be communal; but solos from time to time awoke
 eerie ancient echoes and were always taken up by the full choir. There
 were peasants in neighbouring hamlets and belated travelers in the
 mountains who heard, and who never forgot, the howling of the castle
 dogs that night.

     Chapinade gave instructions about the grey mare and went out. He had
 come to the stables by way of service quarters and across a paved yard
 which separated the kitchens from the buttery. He remembered, now, that
 one of the salon windows had been opened and he determined to go back
 along the terraces. He was concerned about Nada, but even more deeply
 concerned to rejoin Loe. Swiftly he sprang up moon-lighted steps and,
 reaching their top where shadows lay, saw a lance of light cast across
 the mossy pavement from an open window. He stood perfectly still,
 reduced to sudden immobility by something else which he saw.

     It crouched beside the opening, its outline clearly distinguishable.
 That wild talk of Madame Flam, the behaviour of the horses and of the
 dogs; these things crowded hotly upon his mind. His lips moved,
 although he did not in fact utter a sound, but they framed the words,
 “Great God! a wolf!”

     He was unarmed, except with the high courage of a lover. His
 hesitancy lasted but a matter of seconds. Chapinade dashed forward.

     The dim shape sprang up—not to all fours, but as a man springs to
 his feet! A swift glance Chapinade had of a face turned towards him, of
 a figure which wore the grey Wulfheim livery, and the eavesdropper had
 sprung over a parapet on to the second terrace below. Chapinade, his
 blood up, followed suit. Half the length of this lower terrace
 separated him from the intruder, but he covered the distance fleetly.
 He failed to overtake his quarry. Here, shadows of the building spread
 a dark carpet. He stood still in order to listen. But he could detect
 no movement.
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     DR. OBERON AROSE, purposefully, but without haste. Stepping behind
 the chair in which he had been seated, he unlatched and threw open a
 window. He leaned out looking over the terraces down to where a shaded
 outline of turrets, above, met the strewn silver of the moon. A moment
 he stayed so, and then turned again to Hilarius.

     “I imagined I heard a sound of running footsteps. But there is
 nothing. Even the dogs are quieter. Shall we leave the window open? For
 this season, I find the night oppressive.”

     “It is indeed oppressive.”

     Dr. Oberon resumed his seat and from the open casket took out a small
 object transfixed with a dagger. Hilarius stood tense, silent, beside
 him.

     “H'm.” Dr. Oberon adjusted a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles the
 better to study this singular relic. “It resembles an underfed quail on
 a spit—or, even more closely, one of those lolly-pops which rejoiced
 my boyhood.”

     “Dr. Oberon!”

     “Surgically, it has points of interest which you might not
 appreciate.”

     “Holy Virgin! You will jest before the Judgment Seat!”

     Dr. Oberon glanced up at him. “Since life is a jest, we all
 jest before the Judgment Seat. Life is the Judgment Seat!” He
 returned the object to its box and reclosed the lid. “You know what
 Fate has placed in your hands?”

     “I do.” Hilarius made the Sign of the Cross.

     “It is the heart of Caesar Wulfheim, last Abbot of Wulfheim Abbey!”

     “Transfixed with a knife—” Hilarius spoke in hushed tones—“having a
 hollow hilt which I believe to contain—”

     “With a knife, as you say,” Dr. Oberon broke in dryly, “probably
 consecrated in some way. But not with the traditional stake.
 Highly curious. One presumes that the body, having perished in the
 flames, was dissected, and the heart, alone, buried at the cross-roads.
 What do you intend to do?”

     Hilarius clasped his hands and raised his head so that one might have
 thought, and justly, that he beheld a saint martyred.

     “My plain duty. I shall place the heart in the oratory until such
 time as it can be buried—”

     “In the family vault?”

     “Dr. Oberon! With the Curse of Rome upon it!”

     Dr. Oberon replaced his spectacles in their case and the case in his
 pocket. He twirled his glass. “Yet, this shrivelled thing, so
 incredibly preserved from dissolution, by what means I hesitate to
 surmise, but possibly by embalming, is of your flesh and blood! Your
 father knows?”

     “Not yet, doctor. I sought counsel from you before daring to inform
 him.” Hilarius sank his chin on to clenched fists. “I don't know how to
 make you understand what this dead heart has said to my living heart.”

     “Do you wish me to understand?”

     “I do. I feel that the tortured spirit of Caesar Wulfheim suffered as
 my spirit suffers. His sins, which I shall never know, were outlets
 for primeval forces long pent up.” He stopped abruptly, looking at Dr.
 Oberon. His eyes were the lanterns of an agonized soul. “Dr. Oberon, I
 meet you tonight to tell you something which no one else has ever
 known—save my confessor and my God.”

     “Why?”

     “Because—I am afraid.”

     “Of what?”

     “Of life.”

     “And it was this thing, the thing you wish me to know, that impelled
 you to give up life?”

     Hilarius dropped his hands and inclined his head in assent and
 humility. “As Caesar Wulfheim gave up life before me. To learn, as I
 think he learned, that we may discard the world, but never the flesh.
 Man is too weak to conquer Man.”

     “He is,” said Dr. Oberon—“without the aid of Woman.”

     “Doctor! You speak in riddles. At the time of my birth, because of
 the death of my mother, my father set out upon those travels which
 lasted many years. He could not suffer me near him.”

     “I know. I was present at your birth.”

     “With a tutor, in boyhood, I, too, wandered over Europe. I passed
 through a university; I passed into the world—a man. But I had never
 seen my father. My wanderings were renewed. They carried me beyond
 Europe. When, at last, he consented to meet me—”

     “It was I who prevailed upon him.”

     “He told me so,” Hilarius said sadly. “He was again a widower, and
 the child of his second marriage was about to celebrate her seventeenth
 birthday. Fragia! Here, beneath the roof of Wulfheim, my home, I met
 two strangers—one, a grave, cold man: my father; the other, a lovely,
 loving girl: my sister!”

     “Tell me no more.”

     “I must go on.”

     “I know the rest.”

     Hilarius shook his head. “No, doctor—not all. You cannot know that,
 unlike other young men of ample means—for I was never stinted—who
 have seen the world, I had never known the love of woman....”

     Dr. Oberon regarded Hilarius speculatively. “Nor the embrace of a
 woman?”

     Again, Hilarius shook his head. “I never took a mistress. This was
 not due, so much, to moral scruples as to a vast fastidiousness. Many
 women offered themselves. I was wealthy. But, because of this reason or
 of that, I found inclination lacking. Always on the skyline of my life
 loomed the Unknown Woman in whose arms I should find happiness.”

     “You desired love?”

     “Intensely.” He paused, as if listening. “With all the pent-up
 passion of my nature, I longed for the clasp of a woman's arms. I had
 known neither love of father nor of mother. I grew so to envy lovers
 that the capitals of Europe became intolerable. Yet, I could neither
 stoop to buy nor could I accept those gifts which were offered. It was
 at this time that I came, a stranger, to Wulfheim.”

     Hilarius paused again. Softly, through the open window and up from
 the salon below, stole slender notes of a harpsichord. He clasped his
 hands, and, head lowered, stood there enwrapt and silent. A voice,
 light but sweet, began to sing.

      

     “And there by the murmuring waters you wait for me

     In the light of the moon, with a light in your eyes.

     You wait amid whispering reeds where the lotus flowers

     Are scenting the night with the breath of their sighs.

     Oh, happy those hours in the hush by the river

     When love was the light in your eyes.'

      

     The music ended abruptly. Someone had closed the french windows,
 below. But Hilarius remained, looking out into the night. Dr. Oberon,
 twisting sideways in his chair, watched him for several moments, in
 silence.

     “I have heard Fragia sing that song before,” he said. “What is it
 called?”

     “It is called simply, 'Fragia's song'.” Hilarius turned haunted eyes
 in the doctor's direction. “I composed it when I was here, in those
 days which seem so long ago, when we were happy together. Indeed, there
 were few hours of any of those days that we were not together. We
 walked in the woods, we rode in the mountains, we wandered by the
 river... Fragia!”

     “You had found the Unknown Woman?”

     “The truth crashed upon my mind with all the sudden violence of a
 summer storm—the truth which I could not deny, which I dare not
 accept. I knew that my love for Fragia was not that of a brother. I
 knew that I had conceived such a passion for her, at the very moment of
 our first meeting, that now, in this hour of awful recognition, it
 turned me cold, like the finger of death. I was shaken to my soul. All
 that night I lay in agony, fighting—fighting. I prayed with a fervour
 I had never known... and, as I prayed, I imagined I could detect the
 perfume of her hair.”

     Still facing the open window he stood, his hands locked together,
 and, now, upraised so, in an agonized rapture of appeal. Dr. Oberon's
 dry tones sounded almost gentle when he spoke.

     “What event, or series of events, particularly led to this knowledge
 of the truth?”

     Hilarius did not change his pose; it remained statuesque. His lips
 alone moved.

     “A hundred events, each on its occasion to pass unnoticed, like the
 first spears of the snowdrop. Yet each foretold the birth in my heart
 of a love unholy and abominable. This foul passion had bloomed, was in
 fullest flower—not virginal white, but a black flower rooted in
 hell—before I awoke to its existence. From this it was I fled—before
 her crystal purity should be sullied by even a suspicion of my
 foulness.”

     Dr. Oberon tapped his snuff-box. “And so, for the second time in
 history, a Wulfheim took the cowl.”

     Hilarius moved, crossed himself, and turned to face Dr. Oberon.
 “Tonight, some higher knowledge has come to me. It was to seek peace
 that Caesar Wulfheim forsook the world. It is to warn me of his
 fate that this casket has been delivered into my hands. The ways of God
 are strange. I had prayed for guidance before setting out, for some
 sign to lead my steps into the right path. The sign has been granted.”

     But Dr. Oberon seemed to be thinking deeply. “What was your purpose
 in coming to Wulfheim? Am I right in believing that you thought you
 owed your father an explanation of your singular course of conduct?”

     “I knew I owed him this.”

     “I must agree with you. And what explanation had you proposed to
 offer? The one which you have given to me?”

     Hilarius inclined his head. “I came to tell him the truth.”

     “It has been said that the Wulfheims never lacked courage. Evidently,
 this is true. Were you satisfied that your father would become
 reconciled to the loss of a son, and heir, by the knowledge that this
 son and heir had fled from an incestuous passion?”

     “I wished him to know the truth.”

     “Am I to understand that you wish it no longer?”

     Hilarius dropped into the chair facing that which Dr. Oberon
 occupied, and sank his head into upraised palms. “I am uncertain—now.
 What have you to say to me?”

     “That hell rings with laughter.”

     Slowly, Hilarius raised that lowered head. His eyes resembled those
 of an animal wounded by a beloved hand. “Dr. Oberon!”

     But Dr. Oberon merely nodded. “I am the audience, Otto Hilarius. I
 may listen. I may watch. I cannot alter one line of the play. Had I
 been cast for an active part in it, you would have given me my
 cue—your confidence before you fled from Wulfheim. Then, I could, for
 I must, have spoken.”

     “What could you have said to me?”

     “That you were without sin, that God is not a cruel God. Perhaps I
 could have done more.”

     “What more?”

     “Saved your soul—and Fragia's.”

     


[bookmark: 1_1_9]CHAPTER NINE


     

     (1)

     WHEN DR. OBERON came into the salon he entered so quietly as to be
 unobserved. The long, lofty apartment, stately in green and gold, could
 with ease have accommodated a hundred guests and indeed had done so on
 many occasions. So that the small company assembled seemed to have lost
 itself amid a prairie of gilt furniture, to have become
 indistinguishable from Watteau's dainty rustics languishing upon
 distant walls, and to be infinitely less significant than any of those
 rosy cherubs who smiled fatly down upon the mortals from a high painted
 ceiling.

     At a card table in a remote corner, General and Madame Flam were
 seated with their daughter, Loe, and Lieutenant Chapinade. A large
 mirror occupied the wall immediately behind this group, so that Dr.
 Oberon could observe the face of Chapinade quite well, although the
 young officer sat with his back to the room. He was able to observe,
 also, for at long sight his vision was singularly acute, the fact that
 Chapinade's right foot had been extended under the table in order to
 meet the left foot of Loe, cautiously stretched out for that purpose.

     Fragia remained seated at the harpsichord. Count Wulfheim, from a
 deep chair nearby, contemplated her tenderly. She was rearranging music
 in a red portfolio. Dr. Oberon watched her, also. What did he seek in
 that exquisite face? Did some flaw exist in its seeming perfection,
 invisible to others but perceptible under the microscope of Dr.
 Oberon's scrutiny? Of late he had studied her much, as if expecting to
 surprise an expression upon her features, a shadow in her eyes, which
 should afford a clue to whatever the problem might be which engaged his
 mind. His singular conversation was directed to the same end. Deeps
 there were in her nature, and he was for ever trying to sound them.

     Now, he saw that she was reading a piece of manuscript music, and he
 knew that it must be “Fragia's Song”. Why did she read it? She knew
 each syllable and every note by heart. Had she not sung it within the
 hour? Her lips moved to the rhythm of the words, and they were
 tremulous. Fragia was as perfect a reproduction of her mother, as was
 Otto of his father—physically; for Lucia, second Countess Wulfheim,
 had been a beautiful woman. It might be that Dr. Oberon eternally
 watched for evidence to show that Fragia's resemblance to the second
 countess was not merely one of physique. It might be that he suspected
 this lovely casket to contain a similar mind, a like spirit.

     Or did the physician detect symptoms of some incipient ailment in
 Fragia? Her gaiety, when she was gay, was that of a child. She would
 dance for sheer joy of life, and he had seen her running through the
 woods like a young dryad and heard her clear voice mingle in the
 concert of the birds. But long, silent moods would follow, during which
 Fragia rarely left her apartments, or else sat in meditation somewhere
 in the gardens, courting solitude. If interrupted at such times, she
 would seem to recall her wandering spirit from a distant journey, but
 always her awakening smile was sweet and gracious.

     He sometimes thought she sorrowed for the mother she had lost in
 childhood. A father's tender adoration could not quite take the place
 of a mother's love. Fragia had assumed the duties of hostess at an
 early age and had performed them with grace and efficiency. Madame
 Sonier gladly bore witness to this. But Dr. Oberon knew that she was
 often lonely in the great house. He took a pinch of snuff and the snap
 of his box as he closed the lid made his presence known. Fragia looked
 up from her music as if startled, but she had for him a smile of
 welcome. Count Wulfheim rose, courtly, and set a deep chair beside his
 own. Loe swiftly withdrew her foot from Chapinade's. General Flam
 raised his voice.

     “Hallo! hallo! Thought how quiet we were! After-dinner nap, doctor?”

     “No, General. I have been reading.”

     “Bible?”

     “A more modern work.”

     “Romance and mystery, what?”

     “Yes. A human heart.” He sat down beside the count.

     Fragia, her delicate instincts enabling her to divine the fact that
 these old friends would wish to talk unobserved, put the red portfolio
 away and went over to the card table, where she lounged on the arm of
 Loe's chair, one hand lightly resting on Loe's shoulders. Chapinade,
 with military correctness, as the gentlemen stood up, moved to bring
 another chair, but Fragia, thanking him with a smile, shook her head.

     “I sometimes think,” said Count Wulfheim, his glance following the
 slender white figure, “that Lucia is present when I look at Fragia.”

     “So do I.”

     “Her brother's reappearance has disturbed her. She is deeply attached
 to him. I cannot refrain from the conclusion that Fragia regards his
 behaviour as evidence of the fact that Otto counts her happiness, and
 my own, lightly.” Dr. Oberon making no comment, the Count continued. “I
 should have wished his visit, if necessary at all, to be a private one.
 But I could not possibly disturb an old standing invitation to the
 general. The presence of a monk at the feast does not, in my eyes, add
 gaiety to the occasion.”

     “The monk, thus far,” Dr. Oberon observed dryly, “has abstained from
 the feast.”

     “He, very properly, presented himself on his arrival. Since then he
 has been conspicuous only by his absence. I found his manner aloof,
 distrait. Do you bear me out in this?”.

     Dr. Oberon nodded gravely. “Otto has some heavy problem upon his
 mind. I deplore, as you deplore, his singular resolve, and the haste
 with which he acted upon it. Had he, frankly, consulted either of us, I
 am confident that this fatal step would never have been taken.”

     “Fatal step?”

     “Fate has proved stronger than the four together.”

     “The four you say?”

     “Fragia is the fourth piece in the player's hand.”

     Count Wulfheim turned his eyes, to watch Fragia again with tender
 solicitude. “She never knew such happiness as during those days of his
 first return. I, who had banished him—and how wrong I was—because I
 could not carry the burden of sorrow which innocently he had imposed
 upon me, welcomed his gay and splendid youth. I was proud of my
 stranger son. Fragia found a new life. Together they filled Wulfheim
 with their song of spring. Now, Otto seems almost to avoid Fragia, as
 clearly he avoids me.”

     “His Order, I imagine, imposes heavy devotional exercises upon him.”

     Count Wulfheim sighed. “You may be right, doctor. I am strangely
 uneasy tonight. Rumours are abroad concerning uncommon disturbances in
 the valley. Ancient superstitions lie very near the surface here.”

     Dr. Oberon tapped his snuff-box. “I had observed it. The weather is
 unusual for the season, and I suspect an electrical storm to be
 pending.”


     (2)


     THE ORATORY OF CASTLE WULFHEIM was situated within the most ancient
 portion of that ancient building. It adjoined those apartments allotted
 to Ladies of Wulfheim when the place was a fortress guarding the
 mountain marches. Those gloomy rooms, now partially ruinous, with their
 stone walls six feet in thickness, and window openings gaping down upon
 a sheer ravine, may have been habitable when arras disguised their
 harsh masonry, great heaps of pine logs crackled and roared in the
 cavernlike fireplaces, and massive furniture occupied rug-strewn
 floors. Today, ivy had burst those sturdy blocks asunder, saplings
 found rootage where logs had burned, and owls built their secret nests
 in an alcove once used by some early chatelaine of Wulfheim to
 accommodate her embroidery frame.

     Out of one of the smaller of these long deserted apartments access
 was gained to the oratory by means of three stone steps. The oratory,
 lighted by one narrow, pointed window, had survived siege, tempest and
 time. From its niche, a figure of the Virgin, hands clasped, looked
 down serenely upon an age-blackened prie-dieu whereat mailed knights
 and their ladies had been wont to kneel in prayer when men sought the
 Holy Grail....

     Through these haunted ruins, carrying a lantern to light his way,
 comes Hilarius. Owls speed silently from gaping windows and bats take
 their flight. On the first of the three steps Hilarius sets his
 lantern, and beside it the casket. From a pouch beneath his robe he
 takes out a large key, newly obtained from Kupt. He mounts the steps.
 They are hollowed out in their centres by the tread of worshipful
 Wulfheims. The key frets rustily, but it turns; the heavy door swings
 open. A beam of moonlight like a sword unsheathed lies slantwise across
 the prie-dieu. Hilarius goes back for the casket, but leaves the
 lantern in the room below.

     Placing the casket at the feet of the Virgin, he kneels and makes the
 Sign of the Cross. He is silent for a moment, then raises his eyes and
 speaks a prayer.

     “Holy Mother of Mercy, I lay my heavy burden at your feet. It was his
 cross. It has become mine. This strong, unruly heart—poor tortured
 heart—poor lonely heart. It wept in his bosom, dear Lady of
 Sorrows—as my heart weeps. It wept for the sweetness and the sadness
 of life. It cried out for the strong wine of kisses and the cruelty of
 rapture. It yearned the empty hours of waiting and the moment of
 fulfillment: the ecstasy of knowledge, the agony of regret. Poor
 tortured heart—poor lonely heart.”

     Hilarius's voice makes music of his words. He becomes inspired. It is
 as though his soul sings, and sobs....

     “The days were long, dear Mother, and the nights black years. From
 this torment of the fire he fled, sweet Lady, over smoking sands and
 the icy shoulders of remote mountains. He hid in whispering forests and
 caverns naked since the birth of time. He plunged into the silence of
 lonely lakes and wandered in valleys virgin to man—seeking peace.

     “He longed to reach the stars. And the stars were too high. He wept
 under the moon. But the moon sailed on. He cried out upon God. And God
 was dumb. Poor tortured heart—poor lonely heart.”

     Hilarius prays on silently for a while. The moon brushes his dark
 hair with the magic of her silver. Again he prays aloud.

     “He lowered his eyes to the earth and saw the serpents. They were
 evil but beautiful. He raised his eyes to the sky. God gave him no
 sign. He had burned upon His altars, he had bled upon His cross. But
 God gave him no sign.

     “Sweet Virgin, grant only that Fragia may never know—that pure
 Fragia may never, never know. Give me strength to look upward. Let me
 hear the music of the stars. Let me peep but once through the gates of
 the morning.

     “Holy Mother of Mercy, I lay my heavy burden at your feet.”
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     HILARIUS IS IN THE FOREST. Higher he climbs, and higher, as if to
 race the rising sun. He climbs amid a silent fragrance. Pines enclose
 him, yet his tortured spirit is free. Short undergrowth does not
 trammel his footsteps as they were trammelled in the Middle Forest.
 This is the High Forest. Aspiring trunks, straight as arrows, offer
 their lofty plumes to the sky. It is an army which surrounds him, with
 not one weakly, not one stooping member in its mighty array. Stalwart,
 unbending as the greater scheme of things, endless, cosmic. The forest.

     Onward and upward he goes, onward and upward.

     His sandals make a pleasant, crisp sound upon the dry carpet of
 powdered cones, a carpet whose looming was begun before the first
 caravans set out for Samarkand, a carpet more ancient than any
 treasured by Shah or Sultan. The carpet of the forest. Princes and
 captains have come this way, and have gone. No mark of their progress
 remains. Roman legions, a puny company, marched through these silent,
 giant, watchful ranks, and marched on, to leave no trace behind upon
 the carpet. Hilarius wonders if death is like this, if the freed soul
 sets out through an eternal forest, a neutral zone between our
 shadowland of consciousness and that world of light toward which, aware
 or unaware, we all must climb, fall back and climb again, from
 childhood until the hour when God shall call us away.

     The carpet of the forest. To Hilarius, alone, it reveals footprints.
 These footprints he comes to seek. Yet he flies from them. He is
 bidding defiance to deathless dreams which they summon. He is bidding
 farewell to Otto Wulfheim, to youth, to love.

     Here, beside a rock like a Titan skull which bursts up amid the tree
 masts as though some buried monster had stirred in an enchanted sleep,
 they had rested one day. Fragia, active as a mountain goat and graceful
 as a gazelle, had insisted upon climbing to the top. He hears again her
 gay jesting when they learned that to climb down was less easy. She was
 fearless. He feared greatly—for her. At one point in the descent he
 had been compelled to carry her in his arms....

     Onward and upward he goes.

     Now, his path creeps, perilous, about the verge of a forest tarn.
 Fed, invisibly, from the bowels of the earth, its water cascades over
 the lip of a rocky cup, to tumble, chattering, into lower pools and
 from there to form a stream which goes laughing like a wanton through
 the valley. It is called the Black Tarn. Horrific stories have grown up
 around it like fungus around a branch decayed. Some of these stories
 Hilarius had related to Fragia, in that long, long ago when they were
 young and happy. Fragia, to plague him, had secretly removed a shoe and
 stocking, and had dipped one white foot into the haunted pool....

     Fragia! Higher he climbs, and higher, onward and upward.

     The voice of the cascade he leaves behind is her voice. “Otto!” it
 calls after him sweetly, “Otto, dear! come back. Come back, Otto!”

     In pretended displeasure that day, he had gone on, leaving Fragia to
 replace stocking and shoe. And she, feigning terror, had begged him to
 relent... “Otto! Otto, dear, come back....”

     So he flails himself with scorpion tails of memory. It is a
 deliberate torturing. Otto Wulfheim, whose vile and sinful body
 imprisons the soul of Brother Hilarius, must be lashed to silence, if
 need be, to death. Other ordeals He ahead, and he will endure them all.
 Faster his steps become, but he remains unconscious of physical effort.
 Fainter grows the voice of the cascade; yet still he can hear its call:

     “Otto, dear—come back....”

     The army of pines begins to open its ranks. Straight ahead, between
 more widely spaced outposts, he can see the glory of a newly risen sun.
 He is nearing the crest which is his goal. A narrow footpath bears
 slightly south of west and along this he strides, tireless. As he turns
 he pauses for a moment and stands still. From far behind him it comes,
 a crystal whisper.

     “Otto... Otto....”

     Hilarius goes on. His head he holds proudly, in high disdain of the
 incubus which rides him. The demon shall be shaken off. If not by
 prayer and fasting, then by a scourging such as few men could survive.
 Not one evil-sweet memory shall be buried. Each must be brought to
 light and added to that flail with which he seeks to eject hell from
 his heart. Onward and upward to the very edge....

     Below Hilarius lies the Wolf's Leap.

     A tongue of naked rock juts out from the forest. Its tip is hollowed
 beneath, so that it overhangs a shuddering precipice. Another,
 fang-like rock protrudes farther down, its point some thirty feet away
 from and fifty feet under the tongue. Lower yet, but rising to support
 the fang, pines rear their crests out of blue and misty shadow. This is
 the traditional Wolf's Leap. Hilarius goes on to within six feet of
 that perilous brink and then throws himself prone to peer into the
 abyss. From this point it is that one may look down upon Castle
 Wulfheim; for Castle Wulfheim holds a neighbouring but slightly lower
 and eastward crest, swimming in morning vapours of the valley.

     The distant terraced gardens, which later will resemble a great
 flight of steps strewn with barbaric rugs, remain submerged. Only
 higher battlements and two red-capped towers are thrust from a phantom
 sea, as if some strange ship had foundered there. Indeed, Hilarius
 muses, as this picture presents itself to his mind, a ship truly has
 foundered there, the ship of his immortal soul. Here, on a morning of
 another spring, be lay side by side with Fragia and watched a fairy
 castle materialize out of blue mist. With gleeful, childish happiness,
 Fragia had hailed each phase of that materialization... “My rooms are
 just coming to life, Otto!... There's your window—see, up under the
 red candle-snuffer! ... A corner of the terrace is peeping out....
 Look, look! the sundial is winking at us!...”

     Fragia!

     Alone, now, Hilarius watches the illusion repeated. Some of its
 earlier magic is lacking. It was another man who witnessed it—Otto
 Wulfheim. It is Brother Hilarius who watches, now. Fate had played
 unfairly with him—and with Fragia. They met as strangers. She was
 lovely. He was lonely. In Fragia he found all that life, hitherto, had
 lacked. How could Dr. Oberon maintain that God was not a cruel God?
 What had he meant in saying, “Had you given me your confidence before
 you fled from Wulfheim—I could, for I must, have spoken”? And then,
 again, “Perhaps I could have done more—saved your soul, and Fragia's.”
 What had he intended to imply? His words were never idle words. “I
 could, for I must, have spoken.” If then, why not now?

     Hilarius groans. It lies beyond the power even of Dr. Oberon to
 explain and so to condone a passion unnatural in the eyes of men,
 abominable in the sight of God.

     Ancient heresies jibe and taunt him. Granted no knowledge of kinship,
 is there any natural, animal law which prohibits desire between those
 even most closely related? Life on earth could not well have begun did
 such a law exist. But, granted knowledge of kinship, then passionate
 love becomes evil, wholly perverse and vile. Yet this passionate love
 has come to him, unbidden, and is burning him up.

     Hilarius postulates a first meeting with Fragia in some far away land
 under circumstances to preclude the possibility of either suspecting
 the other's parentage. What then? Would these circumstances have
 sanctified their love, making it innocent? If so, it would seem that
 purity may be no more than another name for ignorance....

     His chin resting on crossed hands, Hilarius watches Castle Wulfheim
 emerge from dissolving vapours like an Eastern dancer from her veils.
 Now, he can see the windows of Fragia's apartment. Now, those of his
 own room, that room “up under the red candle-snuffer”. And now, a
 corner of the terrace peeps out. Finally, the sundial winks at him.

     Miraculously clear in the pure mountain air, Castle Wulfheim shines
 like a jewel pillowed in green velvet. Then, to Hilarius, Castle
 Wulfheim quite suddenly grows misty again.

     Hilarius presses his forehead to crossed hands, and feels burning
 tears turn to ice as they trickle between his fingers.
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     HILARIUS WAS RECALLED from a deep pit of despair by a voice. “Otto,
 dear! Oh, Otto, how you have frightened me!” Hilarius lay quite still.
 But his bounding heart all but stifled him. A hand rested lightly on
 his arm, a hand which, like the soft voice, trembled. He did not stir.
 He dared not stir. Mental torture had done its work. As Castle Wulfheim
 had materialized out of blue smoke, so now his secret visions were
 taking corporate shape. He had dreamed that Fragia lay beside him on
 the Wolf's Leap. She seemed to be there. It was madness; but such sweet
 madness.

     “Look at me, Otto. Speak to me. My dear, my dear, tell me what
 troubles you. Ever since you came I have been afraid—so afraid. When I
 saw you set out, before sunrise, I was truly beside myself. I followed
 you, for I thought... you had some desperate intention. I wanted to
 know, to try to understand. And so, I gave no sign to show that I was
 near, but when you turned into this path and threw yourself down, it
 was almost more than I could bear. I crept to you, Otto dear, on hands
 and knees. For I thought, if you saw me before I was beside you....”

     Then, Hilarius turned his head and looked into Fragia's eyes. Her
 lashes were pointed with diamonds.

     “You thought—” he spoke in a husky whisper—“I should hurl myself
 into the chasm.”

     “Otto, dear!” Fragia's arms crept protectingly, fearfully, around his
 shoulders. “What was I to think? What am I to think, now? Your manner
 is strange. Your eyes are, oh, so wild and sad. Talk to me, dear. Tell
 me the truth. Have you made a great mistake? Is that it? Have you taken
 vows you cannot keep? Or is it that father will not forgive you? Tell
 me, Otto, please tell me. You must not lock your sorrows up in your
 poor heart. Let me share them. I may even be able, in my small way, to
 comfort you, to help you. Come back from this dreadful place, and talk
 to me.”

     Hilarius averted his face, turned aside, and taking the slender hand
 which trembled upon his shoulder, kissed it with passionate reverence,
 and then held white fingers crushed against his burning cheek. “You had
 nothing to fear, Fragia. My love for you is too deep to have allowed me
 to bring that horror to your heart. Fragia—my Fragia.”

     “But, Otto!” She pressed yet closer to Hilarius. Her hair, in divine
 disorder, intoxicated him. “Think how rarely I have seen you. Since I
 heard you were on your way I have been counting every hour. But it all
 came about so differently, dear. I could only suppose you were avoiding
 me. What else was I to think? Is there something you are afraid to tell
 me? Why should there be? Once—we shared our most secret dreams. Otto,
 dear, you are making me dreadfully unhappy. Have I done
 anything?”

     Hilarius crushed her fingers against his cheek so that his violence
 hurt her. But she welcomed the pain. Insanity, true, unmistakable
 insanity, threatened Hilarius. A voice, down in the pines below the
 Wolf's Leap, was calling—calling. “Otto Wulfheim, you are with the
 woman you worship as you have never worshipped Christ. Renounce Christ,
 the Man of Sorrows. Know at least one moment of rapturous happiness,
 the joy of agony, with Fragia in your arms. You cannot live with her as
 your love. Die with her, then. The sweet madness of her last kiss upon
 your lips, leap with her from the mirage of life into the sleep of
 death....”

     Perhaps those heretics who held that heaven and hell alike are
 chimera, that the soul of man is the creation of priestly craft, that
 what we fail to squeeze from this too reluctant world we shall never
 win in another, perhaps they were more wise than the Abbot Julian....

     “Otto, dear—come away. I cannot look down into those awful depths.
 Today, it terrifies me to be here. Come away.”

     Hilarius stood up. He continued to hold Fragia's hand imprisoned, her
 arm locked across his shoulders. So supported, she rose with him. They
 turned, in silence, and walked so, side by side, back into the forest.


     (3)


     VERY SLOWLY THEY RETRACED THEIR STEPS. The promise of the morning
 left behind them, they walked into shadow. They went now, hand in hand
 like children. Hilarius looked gravely ahead. Sometimes, Fragia stole
 timid glances at his profile. She thought that he resembled a tragic
 god. It was Hilarius who broke the silence.

     “You are an angel, Fragia. You, and you alone, can guide my steps. I
 am of common clay, of the earth earthy. You call to me from a purer
 world.”

     “Don't, Otto. Don't think such things. It isn't true, dear, and I
 should hate to hear you say it even if it were. I suppose you have made
 a dreadful mistake, and only just found out that it is a mistake. But
 why should you despair? There must be some way to set it right.”

     “There is no way to set it right. Either I am, or God is, hopelessly
 wrong.”

     “Otto! what do you mean? Is it that you doubt, not only the wisdom of
 the step you have taken, but the wisdom of God?”

     Hilarius stood still, turned, and looked at Fragia. Wide-eyed, a
 little reproachful, almost unendurably lovely, she watched him. “I
 doubt everything, Fragia, except you. Above all, I doubt myself. I
 doubt the entire scheme of things. I cannot make the world harmonize
 with heaven. I hear nothing but discord when I try. How can I continue
 to praise the Composer of this symphony of life, daily and nightly,
 when His works to me are hideous travesties of true beauty. You, only
 you, are beautiful.”

     “Dear Otto, you are distraught. Something has changed you strangely.”

     “Strangely indeed. And the more I pray the more I grow convinced that
 my prayers, like echoes, mock me. I have sought, with all the strength
 that is in me, to speak to God. I have peered through darkness to
 discover one ray of light shining from the Cross. I have laid my soul
 at the feet of the Holy Virgin. When I have called upon God, sometimes
 a sweet voice has answered my prayer. Your voice. Kneeling beneath the
 crucifix I have looked up and seen a clear light. The light of your
 eyes. You, only you, are beautiful. You, alone, are merciful. For you,
 alone, are real.”

     Fragia looked away through dim aisles of the forest. For one moment
 they became those of a mighty cathedral, and a priest at the altar, her
 priest, her adored Otto, poured out torrents of melodious blasphemy.
 The passion in that glorious voice, a lambent fire in his regard,
 brought sudden terror to chill her spirit. Her impulse still was to
 throw herself into his arms, to silence him with comforting love. But
 his eyes, and her wildly beating heart, forbade it. This was not her
 playmate of happier days. Yet she would gladly have died, could her
 death have restored his happiness. He had but to beckon and she would
 follow, were his chosen path upward to the stars, or down into hell.
 Fragia began to walk on. Hilarius walked beside her. “Why did you do
 it, Otto? You had everything life could offer. Youth, brilliance, a
 great name. Father became a changed man. He was so proud of you. And
 I—”

     But Hilarius did not speak. Side by side they walked on, their
 footsteps leaving no trace upon the carpet of the forest.
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     FRAGIA SAT BEFORE her oval mirror, questioning Fragia.

     A wind of madness had swept Wulfheim on the night of Otto's return.
 She, herself, had been conscious of this, in the form of sounds, sounds
 apparently perceptible also to Dr. Oberon. But Dr. Oberon had dismissed
 a thing which had seemed, to Fragia, unexplainable—so that she had
 supposed it to be due to some atmospheric disturbance. Others of the
 household had heard those phantom noises, and all the animals were
 affected. Her father, however, had never once mentioned it in her
 presence. But, although the were-wind had passed, its passing seemed to
 have left a psychic change behind—or was the change solely within
 herself?

     Accustomed, since childhood, to the rambling corridors, staircases
 and many abandoned apartments of the old building, Castle Wulfheim had
 held no terrors for Fragia. But, now, she feared the approach of
 darkness and thought with dismay of the dim gallery which led to her
 door. Twice that day she had been tempted to stop and turn around
 there, convinced that stealthy footsteps, unrelated to an echo,
 followed close upon her own. She was glad that Loe was staying. Yet, as
 the thought crossed her mind, she challenged it. Fragia remembered how,
 when she had heard that Otto would be home, she had regretted the
 presence of others, and wished she could have had him to herself. Why
 did she no longer wish to have Otto to herself? And why was Otto so
 different from the beloved brother she had known?

     He was a priest....

     Why should the fact of his entering the Church disturb their happy
 relationship? It seemed grotesque, of course, for Otto to disguise all
 his splendid, vital youth under a monk's brown habit, to renounce his
 birthright and to doom the name of Wulfheim to extinction. Fragia could
 not quite conquer a suspicion that it amounted to an act of cruelty
 towards his father. But in what way had it created this barrier between
 themselves? Was he secretly ashamed of what he had done? Did he regret
 it? Or was he conscious of her deep sympathy with the Count in what
 virtually amounted to a third bereavement? Perhaps something had passed
 between father and son which had brought home to Otto the full
 implications of his act.

     Was it to seek this interview that Otto had returned? Fragia had
 dared to dream that it was to see her that he came. She opened a drawer
 in her dressing-table and took out a slender bundle of letters. Once
 more, she began to read them. They were all she had received from Otto
 since that distant day of his sudden and still unexplained departure.
 Each was a tender prose-poem, for his thoughts were beautiful and there
 was wild wizardry in his words. But all ended with the same refusal to
 come to Castle Wulfheim and an assistance that the laws of his Order
 prohibited the visit even of a sister to the monastery, save in cases
 of desperate illness. The Count, throughout, had never referred to
 Otto. Fragia did not know if correspondence had passed between them,
 prior to the recent message announcing Otto's return. She replaced the
 letters and watched her image in the mirror.

     Otto had begun to change before that day when Fragia had awakened to
 find him gone. She had tried to conceal this change from herself,
 fought hard to retain that perfect companionship and understanding
 which had brought sunshine into the darkest corners of Castle Wulfheim.
 It had taken the form, on Otto's part, of a new and hurtful reticence.
 It had been as though a screen, at first impalpable but later tangible
 and not to be denied, had closed, drawn by phantom hands, inch by inch,
 stealthily, between them. Once, in the abounding joy of their youth,
 they had stood, often, hand in hand, their eyes exchanging happy
 laughter, their spirits at one with the ripening corn....

     When had she first observed the change? Otto had formed a habit of
 avoiding her direct gaze. Or—could it be?—she had formed a habit of
 avoiding his. At first, they had discussed Otto's future, his plans,
 his views regarding marriage. Always, he had been delicate to the point
 of diffidence in touching upon such matters, but nevertheless, to
 Fragia, an open book. He had talked to her of women he had known, of
 those natural impulses which drove him to accept pleasure in which
 there would be no love; of his rebellion against those urges, not
 because he considered them impure in a man but because they were
 offensive to the poet. She was sure he had never opened his heart in
 this way to anyone else. Had she encouraged him to these
 confidences—inspired them?

     Fragia gazed unflinchingly into eyes dark with introspection which
 watched her from the mirror. Many thoughts once expressed by Otto had
 been repeated, in another form, by Dr. Oberon. She had asked him why he
 spoke to her of such things, and Dr. Oberon had replied, “Because you
 understand”. It was true. She did understand. Otto, all unknowingly,
 had taught her. He had admitted her to the sanctuary where his dreams
 lay hidden. She had stood beside him on the altar of his doubts,
 sharing his visions, bathed in an incense of mystic poetry which was
 the soul of Otto.

     And then? And then the screen had begun to close, to dim her sight,
 slowly to hide Otto from her. Words seemed to fail him, words with
 which to clothe his illusions. It seemed almost as though his slower
 physical brain held down the Pegasus which was his quick spirit, as
 earth in flooded meadows will clog the pace of a willing hunter. Or had
 he repented those intimate confidences? Had some event, some person,
 intervened, so that in Otto's eyes they had assumed the shapes of
 indiscretions?

     A faint line, a shadow, appeared between Fragia's level brows. Some
 event? She was seeking to review those events which had immediately
 preceded Otto's disappearance. Vividly, she recalled, for she had
 thought about it many, many times in the years between, that he had
 ceased to kiss her—even when bidding her good night. And now, as if a
 new and keener perception aided her reflections, she clearly remembered
 their last kiss. They had been in the High Forest. She, to torment
 Otto, had plunged her foot into the Black Tarn. He had gone on
 pretending to be angry. But when she had run after him, he had turned
 smiling in gentle reproach, and she had raised her lips to his for
 forgiveness....

     Some sound in the room brought a swift return of those fears which
 had perplexed Fragia. She stared into the mirror and read terror in her
 own eyes. It vanished almost before it could be identified. Loe stood
 in the open doorway.

     “Fragia, my dear! I protest you are dreaming again!”

     Fragia stood up, turned, and drew Loe down beside her on the long,
 brocaded couch. “Yes, Loe dear, dreaming again. Do you never dream?”

     “Oh, ever so often!” Loe nestled a curly head against Fragia's
 shoulder, and sighed. “But my dreams frighten me.”

     “So do mine, sometimes. I can guess your dreams, dear, but I cannot
 guess why they should frighten you.”

     “Well, Fragia darling, because they may never come true. Charles goes
 to the war very, very soon, and—”

     “Of course, Loe.” Fragia gave her friend an affectionate squeeze. “I
 understand, now.”

     “And, then, papa won't hear of our engagement.”

     “I think he is wrong, and very unfair. Charles loves you, and I know
 your own heart, dear.”

     Loe nestled closer yet. “I simply adore him, Fragia. When I
 say my prayers I am ashamed. I think of Charles before I think of the
 Virgin Mary. I can never go to sleep until I have asked the Virgin to
 forgive me. You remember, when we were at the convent, how we used to
 wonder what love would be like. If we should know it when it came—or
 if it ever would come. I have often thought, since I met Charles, how
 silly we were. As if there ever could be any doubt!”

     Fragia smiled down at Loe, and ruffled her hair as she had never
 failed to do since their schooldays. “You were sure from the very
 first?”

     “Oh, Fragia darling—” Loe held Fragia close—“The whole world
 changed! I don't mean that I knew at the very beginning—”

     “I am quite sure you didn't, Loe. I remember you told me you hated
 him—”

     “Fragia!”

     “You said he was so vain you wanted to slap him.”

     “Darling.... Yes, perhaps I did. In fact I don't quite know when it
 occurred to me that, whether I loved or hated Charles, I rarely had
 time to think of anyone else! But I protest it is horrid of you to
 remind me.” And she kissed Fragia's ear very gently. “Fragia, I love
 him so much that it terrifies me.”

     “Because you are afraid you might lose him?”

     Loe shook her head, so that her cheek rubbed itself against Fragia's
 shoulder. “No. Because I think that to love a man so madly is wicked. I
 have made an idol of him. God, I am sure, must be angry with me. We
 should love no one like that. It is wrong. But I can't help it.”

     “Loe, dear!”

     “Although it has happened to me before it happened to you—and I
 always thought you would meet someone first—”

     “Why, darling?”

     “I suppose because you are so lovely. But you didn't. And so although
 you don't know what it is like, from experience, I mean, I am quite
 sure, somehow, that you know far more about love than I do, all the
 same.”

     “What is the imp talking about?” Fragia murmured affectionately.

     “The imp is talking about love. Poor imp! There seems to be nothing
 else to talk about, or to think about, for that matter. Try to imagine,
 Fragia, waking up in the morning, with one thought in your mind: not
 the sunshine, or the flowers, or the duties of the day, but always
 him. Where he is, what he is doing, whether his dreams are the same
 as yours, or whether he has quite forgotten one's existence. I protest
 it is a kind of sweet misery! I have read every letter from him at
 least a hundred times. And Charles is far from being a good
 correspondent. Indeed, his neglect to write often drives me frantic.
 When he is away, the days pass unnoticed. Almost every word he has
 spoken to me I can repeat over and over again. I have only to shut my
 eyes to see him, and to hear his voice. Is it always so in love, do you
 think, Fragia?”

     “I think it must be, dear, when one is really in love.”

     “But it's a madness, darling.”

     “I know it is.”

     “Yes.” Loe peeped up at Fragia. “I know you know. You have always
 known everything. You are very wonderful, Fragia. You are so calm. I
 can imagine a man being simply crazed with love of you, but I find it
 so hard to imagine you losing yourself in love of anyone, as I have
 lost myself in love of Charles. Sometimes I think I notice a coldness
 in his manner. I think I have offended him. Then—can you conceive it,
 Fragia—I lie awake all night, positively all night, considering over
 and over again every word that has passed between us and trying to
 puzzle out if in anything, perhaps a wrong intonation, I might have
 caused him annoyance.”

     “My dear!” Fragia clasped her tightly. “Certainly, it is high time
 you married him!”

     “Do you think it would always be like that, Fragia? I dream that our
 life together would be an endless paradise. But then I think of papa
 and mama. They must have felt just the same once, I suppose.”

     “No doubt they did, Loe.”

     “Well—you see? Of course, papa is simply sweet to her, in a sort of
 play-acting way—”

     “Yes, I know what you mean, dear.”

     “I wouldn't say such a thing to anyone else in the world, Fragia—but
 papa is a very gay old man! I don't know if mama knows. I believe she
 may, and doesn't care very much so long as he pays her plenty of
 attention. But I have often wondered, Fragia, if there is anything in
 heredity. Suppose I had inherited papa's ways.”

     “That would be a difficult problem for Charles, wouldn't it?”

     “Yes—it would. But, you see, it is only when I am with Charles that
 I am conscious of such a suspicion. Oh, Fragia darling, I have the
 wickedest notions! I protest the very thought of them is making me
 blush!”

     “Why should you blush, dear? It is your father who should blush for
 refusing you permission to marry.”

     “I am sometimes afraid,” Loe whispered, “to allow Charles to kiss me
 good night—afraid that he will know how madly I long to stay in his
 arms.”

     She clung to Fragia almost in fear, and they fell silent. Then Fragia
 spoke again, gently.

     “What is your father's reason, Loe, for refusing?”

     “I don't know what his reason is now, darling. But I know what he was
 hoping, once.”

     “And what was that?”

     “He hoped that I would marry Otto.”

     “Otto!”

     “Yes.” Loe peeped up again, but Fragia was staring toward the deep
 window recess which embraced her dressing-table, so that Loe could see
 nothing but that pure profile. “Didn't you know?”

     “I suppose it had never occurred to me.”

     “Are you cold, darling?”

     “Cold? No, Loe dear. Why ever do you ask?” Fragia turned to Loe,
 smiling.

     “I thought you went shivery for a moment, that's all. Yes, papa, and
 mama as well, hoped to make me a countess. Wasn't it silly? Of course,
 it would have been simply divine to have had you for a sister, but even
 if I had not fallen hopelessly in love with Charles the very moment I
 saw him, I am perfectly certain that Otto would never have given me
 a second glance.”

     “Of course, you met Charles here, at Wulfheim.”

     “Yes, dear, when Otto came home for the first time. As if I could
 ever forget where and when I met Charles! You and Otto had gone off
 somewhere, to the river, I believe, or into the woods, and I was
 walking in the rose garden. Someone, who had been sitting reading in a
 seat behind a box hedge, suddenly stood up just as I turned the corner.
 My first impulse was to hurry away. He was so handsome. But before I
 had time to move, he spoke. He said, 'I have been waiting for you,
 Mistress Flam. And rumour did not lie. You are really an uncommonly
 pretty girl'. Fragia, I protest I could have died!”
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      (1)

     KUPT'S OFFICE IN CASTLE WULFHEIM possessed some of the attributes of
 a steward's room but others which more properly belonged to a butler's
 pantry. An arrogant row of ledgers and other account books formed a
 background for a mahogany desk littered with loaded files and loose
 documents. A silver inkstand shone upon the desk like a chalice on an
 altar. There was a voluptuous leathern arm-chair discarded from the
 long gallery, but newly upholstered in papal scarlet for Kupt's use.
 Several good, if slightly worn rugs lay upon a polished floor. The
 opposite wall accommodated a number of glass cases displaying rows of
 sealed bottles, crystal tableware and highly burnished cases of
 cutlery. Inset, below, were two steel safes.

     On the wall above the desk hung a pencil drawing by some artist
 unknown, black framed. It offered a middle-aged lady in the last stages
 of melancholia who nursed a child resembling a young gorilla. Madame
 and Master Kupt were said to have inspired the composition.

     Kupt, seated in the scarlet chair, had Madeleine on his knee. The
 occasion was that of a presentation. The present took the shape of a
 slender gold chain supporting an emerald (a small one) set in a quaint,
 antique plaque. In order that he might suspend this offering about the
 neck of his goddess, Kupt had found it necessary to readjust her
 draperies to some slight extent, and now he browsed amorously in white
 pastures. If he offered prayers to his divinity, they were inaudible to
 earthly ears, but perhaps his adoration was expressed not in words but
 in worshipful caresses.

     “Big one, you make me thrill too much. Stop. My lady may ring for me
 at any moment.”

     Kupt acquired speech. “You maddening little devil, I could eat you.”

     Madeleine began gently but firmly to disengage herself. “I am not to
 be eaten. I am only to be looked at.”

     “Sometimes your eyes shine like that emerald.”

     “So? I have, then, eyes like a cat—yes?”

     “You have lovely eyes, wicked eyes.”

     “Please, big one, you are so strong. You don't mean it but you are
 hurting me.”

     “Tell me you like the emerald.”

     “I like it very much.” Madeleine raised it from its resting place and
 kissed the gem. “I like you very much, too.”

     “I don't know if I love you or hate you. And don't kiss the
 emerald—kiss me.”

     Madeleine obeyed and was forced to sustain her gratitude for a long
 time. “There's something I have to ask you,” said Kupt presently, “and
 I might as well ask you now. Why do you never wear the string of corals
 I gave you? Nobody—not even Madame Sonier—could object to it.”

     Kupt had acquired the corals, as he had acquired the emerald pendant,
 from a travelling salesman who visited the domestic quarters of the
 castle from time to time. Three bottles of excellent cognac the corals
 had cost him, and Kupt was a man who did not like to waste his
 employer's brandy. In fact, Madeleine, who had no use for the ornament,
 had exchanged it with the same huckster for a solid silver ring which
 she had given to Stoep.

     “Oh, big one—” she permitted him a brief new liberty—“I was afraid
 you would ask me about the corals. I didn't want to tell you—”

     “Eh? Why not?”

     “They were stolen.”

     “Stolen!”

     “Yes, big one.” Madeleine kissed the top of his head where his hair
 grew scantily. “I went into the town by the coach one day to do some
 shopping for Lady Fragia, and when I get out of the coach—off!
 the corals are no longer on my neck!”

     “That's just carelessness!” Kupt's voice was a rumble. “You can't
 have been thinking about them. You were thinking of something else.”

     “Big one, don't be so angry. I am not alone in being robbed. Many
 people are robbed.”

     “You were thinking about that red-headed animal, Stoep! Don't deny
 it! I've seen you!”

     Madeleine eluded him with an almost acrobatic movement which at once
 rearranged any elements of her attire in any way disturbed and freed
 her person from the clumsy embrace of Kupt. Her fine eyes were blazing.
 “So! you throw a common manservant in my face! You dare to accuse me of
 such a thing! Stoep has begged me, on his knees, a hundred times, to
 marry him. You make me your plaything, your toy, and then you tell me,
 you dare to tell me—oh!”

     Before Kupt could collect himself, attune the amorous to the
 respectful, jealousy with his proper dignity, she was gone. A door
 banged. He was alone.

     “Damn and blast the little bitch!” said Kupt.

     The little bitch to whom he referred speeded along passages and up
 stairs, upon fairy feet. She was late for an appointment with Stoep,
 and it was an appointment which she wished to keep. There were matters
 between them to justify no further ambiguity. She had just flown on to
 a landing immediately communicating with the entrance hall gallery when
 her flight was abruptly arrested.

     “Madeleine!”

     Madeleine stopped, turned, and looked down into the calm eyes of
 Madame Sonier—Madame Sonier awesome in black silk bombazine and snowy
 lace, her beautiful white hair piled high in the Marie Antoinette mode;
 a figure slight but puissant. Madeleine curtsied.

     “Yes, madame.”

     “Why this unseemly haste? There are guests as well as men-servants in
 the castle. You were displaying your limbs immodestly, nor will I
 permit any member of my staff to run about like a hoyden. Where are you
 going?”

     “I—have a message for my lady, madame.”

     “From whom?”

     “From Master Kupt, madame.”

     “Did Kupt instruct you to run?”

     “No, madame.”

     “Proceed, then, with more discretion.”

     Madeleine curtsied again. “Yes, madame.” She went on her way
 demurely.

     Stoep, shirt-sleeved, a baize apron tied about his middle, was
 employed in the library. One of his duties, performed at times
 convenient to Count Wulfheim, was scrupulously to dust and then to
 polish bindings of certain rare works, using a medicated and colourless
 oil designed to protect them from the larvae of the pine-fly. His
 labours produced a pleasantly pungent odour like that of myrrh.

     “Here I am,” said Madeleine, breathing rapidly.

     The library, a long, lofty, narrow room, its windows overhanging the
 valley and all remaining wall space occupied by book-cases, always had
 a depressing effect upon Madeleine. Its scholarly silence rebuked her
 rattling tongue. When the Wulfheim crest, carried out in stained glass
 on the upper panes, became projected across the room by sunlight, as
 occurred during the afternoon, it seemed to Madeleine that some
 Wulfheim long dead was whispering, “These books, these upon which I lay
 my ringer, belonged to me.”

     “So I see.” Stoep continued to bend over a folding table carried
 there from below stairs and to polish a magnificently bound and
 illuminated volume of Margaret of Navarre's Heptameron.

     “Well—what have you to say?”

     Stoep replied, at leisure, “What can I say? You ought to know best.”

     Madeleine breathed more and more rapidly. Her eyes assumed a
 chatoyant appearance to which Kupt had referred in likening their
 fire to that of the emerald. She stood at Stoep's elbow, but he did not
 look up, nor did he relax his polishing.

     “I see. So? I know many things, as well. I know all about you, the
 other night.” She paused, but Stoep did not accept the challenge. “I
 know that you were nearly caught, lying on your belly like a toad, to
 spy on the Flam girl while she sits near the salon window. No doubt you
 can see her thin legs very well like this.”

     Stoep remained industrious, but, perhaps warned by some dim voice in
 his ox-like brain that further silence would be ill-advised, spoke,
 shortly. “Who told you that?”

     “Lieutenant Chapinade.”

     “What business have you talking to the lieutenant?”

     “None at all. Except that he has kissed me once or twice. But all the
 young gentlemen do this. He asked me, if you please, if I knew which of
 the footmen is on duty that evening. Then, he told me what he has
 seen.”

     “And kissed you.”

     “And kissed me. Also he gave me a guinea. So you observe, I know. I
 could have spoken, and for you it would have been—pff!”

     “Why didn't you speak? He might have given you more. Master Otto must
 be lonely, too, in his tower.”

     Madeleine opened and closed her hands feverishly. “You are clever, no
 doubt. You are playful. But with me you cannot play, any longer.
 Are you going to speak to Madame Sonier tonight—or are you not?”

     “How can I be sure?”

     “Be sure, if you please, of what?”

     “First, that you are not mistaken. Second, that—”

     “Oh, do not hesitate, I pray of you, do not hesitate! Second, you
 say?”

     “Second, that you are not lying.”

     Madeleine clenched her hands tightly and bit her full lip so hard
 that a drop of blood sprang up like a ruby under her little white
 teeth. “And third, if you please?”

     Stoep surveyed the Heptameron critically, holding it up and
 looking at it from this angle and that. “Well—I must say what I think,
 because marriage is a serious business. If you are not mistaken, and
 not lying, how am I to be sure the kid is mine?

     The sound of Madeleine's answering blow rang through scholarly
 silence like that of a pistol shot. Open-handed, but venomous, it
 struck the side of Stoep's head with numbing effect. In fact, he became
 deaf in one ear and so remained to the end. He staggered, recovered,
 and turned. The newly polished volume fell at his feet. His features
 were contorted. His eyes grew red, so that they resembled the eyes of a
 wild boar.

     Madeleine spat, once, in his face, and ran for her life.


     (2)


     THE ROOM WHICH HILARIUS occupied, “under the candle-snuffer,” was a
 room he had selected on the occasion of his first visit to Wulfheim,
 inspired, boyishly, by its fairy tale character, and its association.
 It had been allotted to him again. It was in the more southerly of a
 pair of conical-roofed towers situated each at a corner of a paved
 platform and commanded from its windows a prospect of pine-clad slopes
 far below. The apartment was one of a number in the castle known as
 “bachelor's” and had always been popular with unattached and youthful
 guests. More experienced visitors preferred accommodation in the main
 building. So that Stoep had spoken truly when he had suggested to
 Madeleine that Master Otto must be lonely in his tower. The rooms, in
 themselves, however, were more than comfortable, being indeed
 luxurious, and that which housed Hilarius once had been the home of
 Father Paul, formerly family chaplain, later to become Hilarius's tutor
 and travelling companion. A silver and ivory crucifix of great beauty
 hung there. It was a reputed work of Benvenuto Cellini.

     Seated upon a bed quilted in purple and gold, Hilarius faced Dr.
 Oberon. Dr. Oberon, like the Count, almost habitually wore black. He
 wore it now and it accorded well with his curious unobtrusiveness, an
 unobtrusiveness purely illusory. For whilst the doctor moved amongst
 others like a shadow, his remarkable mental powers, his knowledge,
 dominated them; even as the unsuspected elements of nature dominate
 unthinking man. Dr. Oberon leaned back in a chair upholstered to
 harmonize with the other appointments of the room. He looked about him,
 tapping the lid of his snuff-box.

     “Here are quarters for a cardinal. A simple monk is out of place.”

     Hilarius smiled. His smile aged with the passing of every hour.
 “She—Fragia, had made particular preparations for me. I am a culprit,
 a criminal, a creature unfit to touch the hand of any decent man,
 unworthy to raise my eyes to the face of any woman. Unworthy to pray.”

     “I cannot agree with you.”

     “She is a saint. She loves and trusts me. My impulse whenever I am
 near her is to violate that sanctity, that trust. My long absence, a
 life of self-denial and manual labour, these have brought no change
 about. Fragia is even more lovely, more desirable, than the Fragia
 whose image haunted my cell. I find it quite impossible to think of her
 otherwise than as a mistress, adored but unattainable. I can no longer
 affront God with my vile hypocrisy, yet I am vowed to the service of
 the Church.”

     “There is, I believe, a document known as a Papal dispensation,” said
 Dr. Oberon. “I cannot say if it would meet your case. But your father
 has influential friends at Rome. Do you desire your freedom?”

     “The freedom I yearn for is beyond the power even of His Holiness to
 grant me. I want to be free again to watch the sunset and to worship
 the Creator in the wonder of his world. I want to pass among the wild
 things in the woods and to know them all for my brothers. I want to
 touch wayside flowers and not to strike down their innocent beauty with
 my defiling hand. I want to be clean of soul, oh, merciful God! how I
 long to be clean!”

     “I have yet to learn that you are unclean.”

     “I am a moral leper.”

     “No man can pronounce judgment upon his own conscience. It is like an
 eel seeking to eat itself. Morally, your position is a complex one, but
 physically it is simple. I who know more of the facts than you know,
 say that you are a victim of highly unusual circumstances, immolated
 upon the altar of your own visions, and seemingly, a plaything of
 higher powers. Since, however, the higher powers never play, another
 explanation must be sought.”

     “What do you mean when you refer to the higher powers? What are
 these higher powers?”

     “Those powers which God holds in His right hand.”

     “Your knowledge is so much greater than mine, doctor, that I hesitate
 to challenge it. But the extremity of my despair urges me to do so. You
 tell me that I am guilty of no crime in the eyes of heaven or of man?”

     “Of none.”

     “You mean that I have not actually approached Fragia as a lover?”

     “I mean nothing of the kind.”

     “Then I fear I do not know what you mean. I confess to love,
 to carnal love, for Fragia. This, before, was a thing of hell. Who,
 then, can condone a perversity so gross in one now pledged to interpret
 the Word of Christ?”

     “You are not pledged to interpret the Word of Christ. You are
 prohibited by your vows from doing so. You labour to perpetuate errors
 made by muddle-headed churchmen in the ignorance of the Dark Ages.”

     Hilarius rose up, and moved across the broken circle of the room to
 stand before Cellini's crucifix. Hands locked behind him, he
 contemplated its silver mystery. “Have I laboured to hide your Word
 from men, Master? Am I a sinner in your eyes, or am I one become mad?
 What is your Word? Reveal it to me, if it can restore my faith
 in God, Our Father.”

     “You are drunk of your own poetry,” said Dr. Oberon, but he spoke
 with unwonted tenderness. “Great must be your destiny that you are
 considered worthy of the ordeal by fire through which the Almighty has
 ordained that you shall pass. For pass it you will. Whilst faith was in
 you, I respected your vocation. Now that you doubt, I may speak as
 seems best to me.”

     But Hilarius, for all his doubts, remained a churchman at heart. He
 stepped back from the crucifix with bowed head before turning to resume
 his seat. “Speak, brother healer.”

     “One fragment of advice I have offered already. More I cannot do. I
 am the audience. I may applaud. I may hiss. Or I may write to the
 management. I advised that you should carry the casket back to its
 ancient resting place, at night, and re-bury it. I offered to accompany
 you. If you care to weigh this advice carefully you cannot fail to see
 that it contains a certain implication. I regard the heart of Caesar
 Wulfheim not as a scrap of mere mortality but as a reliquary of potent
 force.” He raised his hand. “Permit me to go on. The evil that some men
 do, persists. It may be perpetuated in their children, or in work which
 lives after them. It may be preserved, still active as a grain of wheat
 long buried in a tomb, until some hand brings it out again into the
 light of day. The poet who governs so many of your actions has
 persuaded you that Caesar Wulfheim deserved pity. This, I do not
 dispute. But you should know, and reflect upon, one fact: He was
 condemned to death for Satan worship. Unshakable evidence proved that
 the Black Mass was solemnized, with all pomp and ceremony, in the abbey
 church.”

     “Such evidence as a rule was extracted by torture, and therefore was
 without value.”

     “This evidence was not extracted by torture. The relevant documents,
 or many of them, are preserved in the Vatican; for the prosecution of
 Abbot Wulfheim stands, to this day, as one of the blackest scandals
 ever to shake the Roman Church. Its only parallel is the trial of
 Gilles de Rais, Constable of France, in 1440. In response to a petition
 from your father to the Pope, some years ago I was given access to this
 secret dossier. I speak of what I know.”

     Hilarius clasped his hands together and regarded Dr. Oberon with
 feverish eyes.

     “What is it, doctor, which you are trying to tell me? There is
 nothing in my convictions, nor indeed in my religious training, to
 entitle me to disbelieve that the heart of Caesar Wulfheim may be an
 evil thing. But my discovery of it was an accident and can have no
 conceivable bearing upon the problem which weighs me down.”

     Dr. Oberon took a pinch of snuff. “Let us consider that statement,
 judicially. In a world designed, that is, a world not thrown together
 by chance; in a world ordered and controlled by an omnipotent Creator,
 there can be no room for what you are pleased to call an accident. If
 we accept accidents, we must reject God. A careless God is a solecism.
 Your return from abroad, to be exact, from the Levant, and your
 consequent meeting with Fragia, present a recognizable pattern of
 inevitable events. You were complete strangers. She was, and is,
 beautiful beyond the ordinary. Do you propose to tell me that God had
 not intended you to meet—that, being otherwise engaged at the time, He
 had overlooked your movements?”

     “Dr. Oberon! there are occasions when your irreverence turns me
 cold.”

     “My irreverence is not towards God, Brother Hilarius, but towards
 those who are blind to His omnipotence. A bishop of my acquaintance, I
 recall, who had officiated at the funeral of a mutual friend, referred
 in his address to the dear one whom it had pleased God to take away.
 Later, he explained the presence of a piece of sticking-plaster on his
 finger by saying that he had had an accident whilst shaving. The proper
 explanation would have been 'It pleased God that I should cut myself
 with a razor'.”

     “You carry the doctrine of predestination too far.”

     “I do not subscribe to any such doctrine. Arminius and Calvin equally
 were hair-splitters, differing only in that they split different hairs.
 You are absolute arbiter of your own fate, in this sense being truly
 part of God. Men have godlike powers, but few know how to employ them.
 The past and the present alike belong to us. So does the future. You
 cannot have forgotten an impression of distant chanting on the night of
 your arrival. This impression was shared by others and seems to have
 been imparted to the animals. It derived from your own submerged
 consciousness: the God within. You are peculiarly sensitive to such
 aura, both to receive and to transmit. The night was Walpurgis Night, a
 night dedicated to Satan. This whole countryside seethed with ancient
 superstitions. I warrant there were few cottages for miles around
 lacking lighted candles in their windows. You held in your hands the
 heart of that man who created the legend which haunts these hills and
 valleys to this hour. Here, then, is a chain of events of which we
 cannot see the end. But I beg that you refrain from referring to your
 own part in it as an accident.”

     “I will do so. But if I accept your views, and I hesitate to reject
 them, if I concede that I am, in fact, part of the Godhead and
 therefore absolute arbiter of my own destiny, why have I brought
 discord to Wulfheim, not once but twice? Why did I become inspired by
 an unnatural love? Why did I carry the heart of a Satanist to my home?”

     “These two points I prefer to deal with separately, and the second,
 first. The man who carried the heart of Caesar Wulfheim here, who
 placed it in the oratory, was the poet. And poets are Aeolian harps to
 be played upon by the winds of heaven. The man who loved Fragia was
 Otto Wulfheim. His love was neither unnatural nor avoidable. But he who
 fled from love was the poet again. For this he paid the penalty of
 poets, which is to be unhappy.” Dr. Oberon stood up and crossed to the
 door. “Do not make the projected confession to your father. Count
 Wulfheim is not a poet. Leave the castle as soon as you can, with
 propriety, do so. Consult your abbot concerning any possible measures
 which may absolve you from your vows. To him, disclose, without
 reticence, all the facts. He will understand.” Dr. Oberon nodded, and
 went out.

     



[bookmark: 1_2_4]CHAPTER FOUR


     

     (1)

     DINNER IS SERVED at Castle Wulfheim.

     The Count has abandoned long since use of the great banqueting hall
 projecting on to a platform like a rocky headland, with its refectory
 table of time-blackened oak at which sixty guests may dine. Crystal
 candelabra festoon a baroque ceiling and the high-backed chairs bear
 the family crest. There are two notable Van Dyck portraits and other
 family pieces painted by only lesser masters. This apartment, however,
 is shrouded tonight in dustcloths, and shutters blind its twelve tall
 windows. A room once known as the armoury, a smaller room which adjoins
 the banqueting hall, suffices for more modest entertainments, and here
 covers are laid for nine. Nine uniform candlesticks of sparkling silver
 support each a cluster of candles, and at points behind the diners
 other lights are placed to advantage so that the whole of a circular
 mahogany table is suitably illuminated. The effect is Rembrandtesque,
 for beyond this starry oasis a desert of Burgundy-red carpet recedes
 towards a shadowed wall. Pistols, swords, muskets, daggers, shrink in
 these shadows as if fearful to intrude their lethal presence upon the
 gaiety of such an occasion.

     Two footmen are in waiting at table, and Stoep, in a mysterious
 cabinet formed by a screen of painted and embossed parchment, is busy
 with the wines. Kupt, from time to time, appears in a doorway, glances
 around as a visitor might glance around an old church he had promised
 to visit, and silently retires, as if to avoid detection by the verger.
 But it should be noted that whilst Kupt thus hovers, an uneasy spirit,
 between two worlds, Madame Sonier is one of the guests, from which the
 conclusion might be drawn that if Master Kupt is less than a steward,
 Madame Sonier is more than a housekeeper.

     Loe looks so entrancing that Chapinade can scarcely eat for staring
 at her. Her cheeks are slightly flushed, and this enhances the
 whiteness of her neck and pretty shoulders. Madame Sonier, seated
 nearly opposite, her curling, snowy hair piled high, her demure lace
 recalling, fragrantly, an older regime, seems to bring Versailles very
 near to Wulfheim. But Fragia, also, wears her hair dressed in this
 courtly fashion tonight, although less loftily, so that a diadem of
 pale gold challenges a crown of silver. It is to Madame Flam, however,
 that the award for elan must go. Madame, beplumed, and dazzling in
 diamonds, wears three black patches placed with devilish cunning, one
 beside her left eye, one near to a dimple, and a third where a lover's
 lips might stray should he venture so greatly. A careless observer
 might find some excuse for supposing Madame Flam to be nude from the
 waist upward. Indeed, so vaporous is the creation which envelopes her,
 that Madame's bounteous charms, like those of Phryne brought to
 judgment, being seen, cannot be denied. Brother Hilarius has Madame on
 his left....


     (2)


     “I PROTEST,” cried Loe, “that I thought a monk had no sense of
 humour.”

     “On the contrary,” Dr. Oberon interposed, “without it he would go
 mad.”

     “Even with it, he may do so,” Hilarius added.

     “Many humorists have gone mad,” Madame Flam observed, “without being
 monks at all.”

     The profound obscurity of this remark produced a momentary lull. It
 was terminated by the General. “Humour and wit different. Not the same.
 Otto is a wit. Oberon's funny.”

     Dr. Oberon laid down knife and fork and looked across at the general.
 “I am obliged to you for this discovery. I had suspected it but had
 remained uncertain.”

     “There is, of course,” said Chapinade, mischievously, “such a thing
 as unconscious humour.”

     “I never heard of anyone laughing until he became unconscious,”
 Madame Flam declared. She turned her charms upon Hilarius. “Did you?”

     “Not that I can recall. But it would be a happy death.”

     “Oh, I don't think so. It would be as bad as people who die of
 hiccoughs, and I have heard of that. Oh, dear, my serviette has
 gone again! May I—”

     Hilarius, for the third or fourth time, dived under the table to
 rescue madame's evasive napkin, and to be rewarded with an intimate
 exhibition of silk-clad legs. A subdued but purposeful rattling and the
 chink of glass upon crystal as Stoep renewed the wine, told of a feast
 well prepared and fully appreciated. Below stairs, Mr. Prune, bathed in
 pride and perspiration, was accepting approval from Kupt with the
 modesty of a great artist who knows that he has earned it....

     “I sometimes think”—Fragia was speaking, and her speech possessed
 that elusive quality which arrests, so that everyone listened—“that if
 we could foresee the result even of our lightest word or act we should
 become dumb, afraid to stir.”

     “My dear child,” said Madame Flam, “how often I have foreseen it.”

     This observation, which nobody could understand, had the effect of a
 drag upon the conversational wheel. General Flam gallantly removed it.
 “Quite so, my daffodil. Quite so.”

     “Surely, Fragia”—it was the Count, elegant in black, a shade aloof,
 but gently simple, his charming voice deep music, who spoke—“such
 extreme delicacy would find this world a harsh place to live in. We can
 do no more than our utmost to avoid giving pain to others, and to avoid
 experiencing pain where there is no intent to inflict it.”

     “Cousin Fragia,” said Madame Sonier, who spoke rarely, but well,
 “reminds me of one of those sensitive plants which grow in the Spanish
 Main and which I recall seeing when I was a girl.”

     “Really, I protest!” Loe blushed deeply. Chapinade had blown her a
 wicked kiss, and she interrupted in order to hide her confusion. “At
 school, Fragia was a most provoking tease. She plagued the life out of
 everybody. A sensitive plant, dear Madame Sonier! She must have changed
 prodigiously!”

     “Who does not, General?” Madame Flam demanded with tragic emphasis,
 fixing her gaze upon the slightly protuberant eyes of her husband.

     The general, who had eaten heartily, and indeed who continued to do
 so, corrected a slight error of breathing before he replied, “As you
 say, my moss rose.”

     “How often have I spoken those very words, General?”

     “Many, many times, my love.”

     “Ah!” Madame's accents were those of Niobe condemned but articulate.
 “Dear Otto, my serviette....”

     Once more Hilarius did his duty, and retrieved the errant napkin.
 Poor Loe's confusion was increased rather than diminished. Her mother
 kept the watchful Stoep very busy indeed, and Loe knew from experience
 that Madame Flam was prone to betray, in her behaviour and in her
 conversation, the fact that she had raised herself from a station of
 life somewhat below that of the general's family. Her mother's
 incurable habit of addressing her husband by rank and not by his
 Christian name (it was Anatole), grew even more marked as the wine
 flowed red and Loe's sense of social propriety suffered the more
 deeply. But Madame Flam was hard to repress at all times; for, as her
 daughter had explained to Fragia, “Mama has the money....”

     “Your story of the tailor, Otto,” said Count Wulfheim, “points the
 truism that one should never judge a man by his coat.”

     “I, myself,” Dr. Oberon declared, “have been mistaken by a fellow
 practitioner for a plumber—which, in the case of a physician, is not
 greatly wide of the mark. But I have yet to meet a plumber who takes me
 for a physician.”

     “All is false.” Madame Flam was the speaker. “Which of us can look
 ourselves in the faces—in our face, I mean. Thank you, Stoep.”

     “Needn't hesitate to look, my love. Nothing to be afraid of.”

     “General—I disagree. At times, your face is frightful.”

     “Didn't mean my face. Was thinking of yours, my primrose.”

     “Quite another matter. Fragia, child, you are silent.”

     “Am I, Madame Flam? I suppose I was thinking. I agree with you,
 father, that clothes, alone, betray nothing of the wearer's character.
 He or she might have borrowed them. But the way they are worn surely
 does?”

     Madame Flam nodded her plumes in the manner of a proud horse. It
 seemed to be a triumphant nod, which deepened its mystery.

     “At least it betrays one thing,” said Hilarius, his eyes cast down
 upon the board. “Namely, whether or not the wearer is accustomed to
 them. To dress a gardener in velvet, for instance, would not make him
 resemble a gentleman. Nor would livery enable Chapinade to look like a
 footman. In this way, a priest's robe must become part of the wearer,
 or he is no priest, as a soldier must be wedded to his uniform.”

     “Smart in uniform,” Madame Flam observed. “Looks best. Manly.”

     “An officer's uniform undoubtedly adds to the stature of an officer,”
 Count Wulfheim resumed hastily. “As an accepted insignia of authority,
 it inspires respect and compels discipline. In this sense, it resembles
 the priest's vestments, which symbolize generations of worship.”

     “High Mass at Notre Dame de Paris,” said Madame Flam. “Most
 imposing.”

     Madame Sonier's clear voice bridged another hiatus which threatened.
 “A great church, such as the cathedral of Notre Dame, symbolizes even
 more powerfully than vestments or uniforms, generations of respect.
 Anything that has known worship by thousands of worshippers has this
 character, I sometimes think.”

     She paused, and the Count, who was prepared to speak again, checked
 his words courteously. “You were about to say, Cousin Sonier?”

     “I have really nothing worth while to say, Count. But I was thinking
 that this influence which seems to belong to certain things and places
 may be due to the fact that they have, if I may use the expression,
 inhaled the emotions of many generations.”

     “So that they exhale them continuously?” Dr. Oberon suggested.

     “Yes, something of the kind, I suppose. I recall, as a young woman,
 being taken to the cathedral of Santo Domingo on the anniversary of the
 miracle of La Vega. A fragment of the cross upon which a vision of the
 Virgin Mary descended, or so tradition says, is shown, on these
 occasions. As I knelt and looked at this tiny piece of wood (it is set
 in gold and preserved in a silver casket) I found myself exalted in
 some way. I don't think I quite believed in the miracle, nor even that
 the fragment was genuine, but something almost supernatural seemed to
 hang over the casket, a sort of nimbus. It was very quiet, of course,
 in the cathedral, and rows of people knelt there in prayer. But I have
 never forgotten it.”

     Madame Flam rested a jewelled arm upon Hilarius's shoulder and kept
 it there. She smiled at him with a smile of sustained beatitude. Stoep
 bent his ox-like skull, solicitous, over Loe, but Loe shook her head
 impatiently.

     “You may leave us, Stoep,” said the Count, in a low tone. “Serve
 coffee in the study.”

     Dr. Oberon's bright, deep-set eyes were turned in Hilarius's
 direction. “Such objects are a focus for prayer. There is a great
 potency in prayer. This was the nimbus of which you were conscious,
 Madame Sonier. I have known other caskets, containing relics, which
 possessed this property. The qualities which they exhale, of course,
 are conditioned by the nature of the sentiments they have inspired.
 Thus, if you will permit me to suppose the existence of a casket
 containing parings from the cloven hoof of the Evil One, I suggest that
 such a reliquary would possess an aura of fear, of despair, of
 unbounded horror. It would re-issue, in short, those emotions which had
 been expended upon it.”

     “Terrifying, Otto dear.” Madame Flam drew closer to Hilarius. “Dr.
 Oberon has always terrified me. Do you like him?”

     “Have courage, my blossom. I am with you. Talking rot, Oberon. What,
 Count? Rot.”

     “Do you really think Satan has hoofs, doctor?” Loe asked.

     “Undoubtedly. Men have thrust hoofs upon him. Satan has no choice,
 poor fellow. It is fortunate, nevertheless. It enables us to hear him
 coming.”

     “And what does his approach sound like?” Hilarius prompted, “that of
 a galloping mule?”

     “Not at all. Satan infiltrates: he does not make a bold charge, as
 the general would do. He sends agents ahead before his real attack
 takes place. For Satan is lord of unfulfilled desires. Is there a
 political kettle simmering: Satan will bring it to the boil. A
 militarist plot a-brewing: Satan will make the beer. An amorous
 incident hesitant on the brink of open sin: Satan will push the lovers
 over. But ah who care to listen may hear the beat of his approaching
 hoofs.”

     “Kiss me, Otto darling,” murmured Madame Flam. “You are very nice.”

     Hilarius gently kissed her forehead and stood up—for Madame Sonier
 and Fragia had risen. Almost for the first time during dinner Hilarius
 looked across at Fragia.

     “The ladies retire, I see,” said Count Wulfheim, standing. “Let us,
 gentlemen, go up to my study. No doubt they will join us there, later.”

     “I recall, my boy”—General Flam grasped Chapinade's arm—“when I was
 with the Prince, we had a young officer....”


     (3)


     FRAGIA'S BOUDOIR was of lilac and gold. Pale yellow panels,
 delicately carved, covered part of the walls, and above them rose
 lavender silk draperies to meet an arched ceiling. Satin-wood couches
 and chairs were upholstered in tapestry which displayed the tender
 subtleties of lilac blossom, and the Chinese carpet, bordered with gold
 dragons, possessed that elusive shade of violet which distinguished
 Fragia's eyes in moments of emotion. Lamps having painted parchment
 shades lighted the room, and two candles in lacquer sconces were set on
 an orangewood bureau. There were few ornaments, many books, and a
 number of intimate water-colours. A Polar bearskin lay before an open
 fireplace.

     Madame Flam reclined upon a couch, in order that she might, at once,
 rest her feet and ankles, and at the same time correct a tendency to
 wobble as she walked. This she was capable of doing very quickly. “Do
 you know, Fragia darling, I believe the Count's wonderful red wine has
 gone slightly to my head. That footman was so attentive. What a perfect
 figure.”

     “You mean Stoep, no doubt,” Madame Sonier suggested.

     “Is that his name? Yes, I suppose I must mean Stoep. Like a
 grenadier. Loe, straighten your frock, child. You are showing too much
 shoulder. I saw that Charles had noticed it. What a very handsome
 fellow Otto is. I can never make out how anyone could choose Charles
 when Otto was about. Any woman who had eyes would adore him.”

     “But, mama, he is a monk.”

     “He is now, child. But he might not have been if a clever girl had
 caught him in time. Fragia, is it true that Otto composed that charming
 song I have heard you sing. The one about moonlight and a river, I
 mean.”

     “Yes, Madame Flam.”

     “How clever. It sounds like a love song, too. Has Otto ever been in
 love, darling?”

     Fragia turned to her bureau and opened a portfolio made of Persian
 calf-skin decorated with Arabic letters in gold. “I cannot say. Here is
 the original manuscript of the song.”

     “My dear child, I cannot read a note of music—at least, not in this
 light. But it is very clever of him. Very clever indeed.”

     Madame Sonier, however, with an apologetic, “May I see, please?”
 carried the MS. to a chair near a lamp and there began to examine it.
 Fragia stood by the bureau watching her, and Loe threw herself rather
 petulantly upon a low cane settee. “I thought you liked Charles, mama,”
 she said.

     “I do like Charles, Loe. I adore soldiers. But the general is so
 determined.”

     “Papa will do anything you tell him to do.”

     “Many things, child. Not all. The general has a will of iron.”

     “But what does he object to in Charles?”

     “That is not for me to say, Loe. I am not the general's keeper.”

     “I should scarcely have thought,” said Madame Sonier, rising and
 replacing the music in the folder on Fragia's bureau, “that General
 Flam would have offered any opposition. Lieutenant Chapinade is a
 charming young man, and a member of a distinguished family.”

     The truth of this situation, with which the discernment of Madame
 Sonier had made her fully acquainted, was simple enough. Madame Flam
 claimed, as her right, the attentions of any personable male who ever
 entered her circle, indeed, who ever came within range of her
 coquettish eye. Invariably Madame began by assuming that she was
 the attraction, and should this prove to be otherwise did her best to
 separate the erring gallant from the object of his choice, as a rule,
 poor Loe. In such a campaign she enrolled the services of her husband.
 And the general obeyed with unquestioning military discipline, never to
 entertain the slightest idea in the world that he was enforcing
 anybody's judgment but his own. So, in making it plain that he regarded
 Chapinade as an unsuitable fiance for Loe, General Flam remained
 ignorant of the fact that Chapinade's only offence was his failure to
 become Madame Flam's lover.

     “Is your dark-eyed maid on duty tonight, Fragia?” Madame inquired.

     “Madeleine? No. She has this evening free. I knew I should not want
 her.”

     “Pretty, in a coarse way. Popular with the men, no doubt.”

     “Madeleine is highly capable,” said Madame Sonier quietly. “But her
 southern temperament makes her somewhat difficult to control.”

     “She is most attentive to all my wants,” Fragia assured Madame
 Sonier; “an excellent maid in every way, and really clever with her
 needle.”

     “I protest I wish I had her,” Loe declared. “My maid is an imbecile
 and a frump.”

     “Madeleine is too pretty, child,” Madame Flam pronounced. “Clarice is
 far more suitable. Dear me, I must really ask the general to complain
 about these shoes. They fret my feet atrociously. I told Bertrand they
 were too large. I feel much restored, Fragia. Shall we join the
 gentlemen?”
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      (1)

     LIGHT FROM A SIX-BRANCHED CANDELABRA shone upon the silver crucifix.
 As the six flames wavered in draught from an open window, so did
 changing shadows on and about the Figure create a phantasmal life. It
 was as if the Christ sometimes bent forward, striving to descend from
 His ivory cross, and at other times fell back, resigned, martyred,
 despairing; because His call won no response, His agony summoned no
 aid.

     Hilarius, hands locked between his knees, sat in a low chair, his
 eyes raised to the crucifix but his mind far away. He followed winged
 thoughts and lent them speech as they flew. Dr. Oberon might have said
 that an otherwise normal man who soliloquized thus was in fact a
 borderline case, but that such diagnosis did not apply to a poet....

     “Am I to accept this thing which has befallen me? If it must be
 accepted, and seemingly I am powerless to reject it, what or whom do I
 serve by breaking my vows to Holy Church? One consumed by a fire in
 which he must for ever burn alone is better employed in such work as we
 do at the monastery than in wandering an empty world, to be wounded
 newly day by day. There, I am at least surrounded by others who have
 renounced earthly passions in favour of selfless labour. I do not walk
 solitary. Nor am I forced to watch the happiness of lovers, a happiness
 I can never share.”

     He became silent. The six candles flickered so that the Figure seemed
 to strain forward as if to arrest Hilarius's attention.

     “I do not cry out upon God because of the torture I must endure. I
 ask of Him only that He will save my faith by granting me a glimpse of
 the truth. What have I done in my short life to merit such punishment?
 That I deserve to suffer for my unnatural love I know. But why did the
 Creator who gave me life put that into my being which made such a love
 possible? If I seek, by day and by night, to uproot it from my heart,
 shall I then be worthy of the knowledge that I crave? Shall I come at
 last to understanding, acceptance, and peace? Or is it the will of the
 Almighty that I should wash out the sins of that forefather who became
 a Satanist? If this is my lot, why have I been chosen for a fate so
 appalling, for an anguish I have done so little to earn?”

     He raised his eyes. The six flames burned straightly and were still.

     “Our Lord suffered so. But He was God. I am only man. I am too weak,
 too cowardly, to endure crucifixion. For I do not understand. Why does
 Dr. Oberon tell me that I am without sin in my love for Fragia? Why
 does he urge me to leave the Church? Above all, what does he know of
 the Word of Christ that I have failed to learn?”

     He lowered his eyes again, and again was silent. He became swept into
 such a maelstrom of mysticism that the body of Hilarius and his spirit
 no longer communed together. His eyes might see and his ears might
 hear; but of that which they saw and heard they could impart nothing to
 Hilarius. Hilarius, the essence, the real Hilarius, was far away. As in
 his monastery cell, so now in his lonely tower he scaled a ladder of
 stars in search of that which lay beyond; fell from stellar heights
 into yawning chasms of despair deeper than the centre of the earth; to
 mount upward once more upon a stair of moonbeams, upward to the Divine
 mystery. But, always, he failed to reach it.


     (2)


     ALAS, HILARIUS! few, even of the poets, the seers, have grasped that
 slender thread. So tenuous it is, Hilarius, more subtle than the finest
 spider web, so difficult to discern, and all but impossible to grasp,
 that even your sensitive perceptions, refined by suffering such as few
 are called upon to know, well may fail. But there is such a
 thread, Hilarius, cast, as a lifeline from the Eternal, into this
 finite world. Seize it, if you can, follow it, if you have the courage,
 the endurance. You will deserve gratitude of all men.


     (3)


     SO REMOTE was Hilarius's spirit, perhaps climbing high Olympus,
 perhaps peering down into the pit, Tophet—who knows?—that a sound of
 light ascending footsteps failed to hasten that astral Odyssey. Hands
 clasped between his knees, Hilarius sat there, unaware. Nor did he stir
 when a figure appeared, all but silently, in the doorway—a slight
 figure hidden under a hooded cloak, the hood, upturned, bordered with
 white fur. Even the sound of his name, whispered, awoke no response in
 the dreamer. It may have been, it may well have been, that the voice
 formed part already of the warp and woof, the very substance, of which
 his visions were woven.

     “Otto, dear.”

     And now Hilarius heard, and slowly turning his head saw his visitor.

     “Fragia!” But it seemed that the visionary, recalled, remained
 uncertain if this, indeed, could be Fragia in the flesh or only a
 mirage created by a lover's magic. He stood up, watching her as if to
 anticipate her fading into a mist. But she remained there, Fragia, the
 woman.

     “I thought I should find you here, Otto—alone. And I had to come.”

     Hilarius brought an arm-chair forward and Fragia sat down, allowing
 her cape to fall over the back of the chair. He resumed the seat and
 the pose from which her entrance had disturbed him, save that now his
 clenched hands rested upon his knees. “Your thought for me, your care,
 your love—none of these I deserve, Fragia.”

     Fragia bent forward anxiously, her clear eyes mystic amethysts in the
 candlelight. “Why do you say so, Otto? It has been happiness to try to
 anticipate all you might wish to see about you. How can I help caring?
 Why should I not think for you? I have always tried to think for you.
 And what have I done that it should be different now?”

     “Nothing. Your loveliness of spirit could never fail you, could never
 fail me. It is I who am unworthy to accept the love you give. It is I
 who am mortified by the purity of your mind, your soul. I am like some
 coarse and common clod who holds fluttering in his clumsy hand a
 skylark, a nightingale.” Passion fiercely repressed vibrated in the
 low-pitched voice. “This divine sweetness, Fragia dear, which makes you
 unlike all other women, makes me afraid. Your beauty shames my
 ugliness.”

     “But, Otto, what is this ugliness? To me, your mind is always
 beautiful. And why do you find in me qualities which I am sure I don't
 possess? I am truly very ordinary, Otto; at least as frail as other
 women, and far far more weak of purpose than you could ever be. Wild
 impulses I know you have, for your nature is akin to things untamed and
 free. Perhaps, acting upon such an impulse, you took a step which later
 you regretted. Even if you did, this is not ugly. It is just human, and
 so just lovable. Your mistakes bring you nearer to me, Otto, for I
 commit so many myself. They do not make a saint of me and of you a
 sinner.”

     There was soft entreaty in her tone, in the gestures of her white
 hands. There were changing lights in her eyes upon which Hilarius might
 not look. Therefore, he looked upward to the crucifix. And the six
 flames wavered again. It seemed to Hilarius that Christ bent forward as
 if to convey some instant message.

     “How can I even begin to answer? How can I hope that you will ever
 understand?”

     “Yet it must really be simple, dear, although to me, and I am sure to
 father, it appears utterly mysterious. We were all so happy together. I
 had never been so happy before. I have never known real happiness
 since. The Otto who went away—with no word even to me—and the Otto
 who came back, were different, quite different. I had a most singular
 experience on the evening of your return. I heard sounds, for which,
 even now, I cannot account—”

     “A distant chanting?”

     “Yes! I was not dreaming, because Dr. Oberon heard it, too.”

     “I heard it also, Fragia.”

     “It was as though the grey shadow had spoken.”

     “What is the grey shadow?”

     Fragia gazed into a halo which floated around the candles. “A shadow
 which, in my imagination only, has always rested upon Wulfheim. Once, I
 used to disregard it, but lately it has seemed—” she left the sentence
 unfinished. “Oh, Otto, I have been wretchedly unhappy.”

     “And this sound frightened you?”

     Fragia shuddered, and threw up her draped cloak about her shoulders.
 “I dismissed it at the time, as Dr. Oberon directed me to do. But I
 have wondered, since, if it were some kind of premonition. Otto!” She
 bent forward and laid hesitant fingers on Hilarius's hand clenched upon
 his knee—“nothing really dreadful has happened to you, dear? You have
 not, unwittingly—oh, I know you incapable even of contemplating
 it—committed ... a crime, a sacrilege?”

     Hilarius raised the unsteady fingers, kissed them and dropped to his
 knees. He bowed his head before her. “Fragia, my dear, my dear! Your
 heart reads my heart. Though my tongue is tied, you tremble for my
 fear, as once you laughed with my joy. Sacrilege? No! I have paused
 short of sacrilege! A crime? How can I answer? I have dreamed a crime,
 and the dream was sweet. This is my sin, Fragia, that I have suffered
 great temptation, that I am so pitiably weak as to be capable of
 suffering it. My love for you”—he picked his words with the care of
 one who crossing a morass picks his steps, holding Fragia's hand the
 while as a rosary, very near to his lips—“is more than the love of a
 brother for a sister. It is the adoration of a pagan for his idol. This
 is my crime—if crime it should be named: I have set you so high, a
 symbol, an ideal, that no other woman can ever enter my life. I
 embraced religion because my arms could never clasp another such as my
 Fragia, my goddess. There is no other. There is only Fragia—and Fragia
 is of the essence of the Highest. I fear your divine purity. I must go
 on my way lonely, for in this veneration there is something of
 idolatry. I should worship my God. I worship you.”

     Fragia did not speak at once. She rested her free hand upon
 Hilarius's head bowed before her, smoothing the tonsured dark hair as
 one who soothes a child. So they stayed. Time passed unnoticed. But it
 was Fragia who spoke, at last. “You have always been a victim of your
 own poetic nature, Otto dear. Now, you have martyred yourself to it. If
 you had only stayed, if you had waited, you would have found your way.
 Perhaps I loved you too dearly. Perhaps you had never before allowed
 anyone to draw so near. Your life, I know, had been a lonely life. But
 one day, Otto, someone else must have come—”

     “No one else ever would have come. There is no one else.”

     For a long time, again, they were silent. “Please tell me something,
 Otto. You did not go because you thought that if you stayed—accepted
 the devotion I had to give—this would in any way spoil life for me?”

     “No thought of mine for you, my Fragia, no thought of yours for me,
 could have altered what I had to do. There was no other way. There can
 be no other way.”

     “Even now, Otto dear, I cannot understand.”

     “Fragia—you could never understand....”


     (4)


     SLEEP DENIED ITS SOLACE TO FRAGIA that night. Her spirit was weary,
 so weary, but her brain declined to rest. A light burned beside her
 bed, and Otto's letters lay on the coverlet. Again, the grey shadow had
 followed her to the door. It lay, now, upon her heart, coldly, and so
 she could not sleep. She had been conscious of it, long ago, and had
 thought of it as a screen. But she knew, tonight, that it was the grey
 shadow. She had tried, fearfully, to give it form, identity, but her
 mind had gone wandering through the pages of an ancient bestiary in the
 library and had endowed the shadow with shapes of allegorical animals,
 monsters of medieval fancy. She had frightened herself with these
 imaginings and had tried to dismiss them. But the grey shadow she
 failed to dismiss. It remained, a presence, regardful and not to be
 banished.

     Fragia wondered, as indeed she had wondered before, what she hoped to
 learn by this re-reading of Otto's letters. If unable to understand the
 mystery of his behaviour when he was here, when they could talk
 together, how could she hope to find a clue in old written words? He
 had made it plain, there in the tower room, that it was from her, from
 her love, that he had fled. This was his explanation; how useless to
 seek another. But whom had he thought to aid? More urgent, yet, how had
 his singular avowal affected her? Upon this matter, at least, she
 harboured no doubts. She had only to recall his voice, as he had
 spoken, in order to experience all over again that wild throb of her
 heart, anguish rather than joy, which had silenced speech, to leave her
 trembling. His love for her had not changed. It had changed his life.

     This love of Otto's, then, was a fierce thing, a passion, strong
 enough to have driven him upon a course of renunciation. Did she love
 him in this way? She possessed no standard of comparison, for she, like
 Otto, had never known a lover, had never met one who could reduce her
 to that state of sweet frenzy in which Loe lived. She reviewed the
 years of separation, and asked herself what she should have done had
 she been told that there could be no reunion. Fragia, considering this,
 experienced terror and a sense of desolation worse than death. She
 answered that she should have taken the veil. Life without Otto would
 be worthless, the world unendurable. Her love for him, therefore, must
 be a selfish love, a desire not for Otto's welfare but for her own
 pleasure. Had he recognized the fact?

     The query cast her back in spirit to those days of almost idyllic
 happiness which they had shared. She sought again for the first coming
 of the grey shadow, and her quest had quick success.... She stood in
 the High Forest, her lips raised to Otto's for forgiveness. He had
 never kissed her from that hour.

     But to the memory of that last kiss Fragia's other self clung with
 passionate endurance, finally to shrink back from Otto's lips, back
 from the High Forest, back to the Fragia who lay, alone, stricken cold
 at heart....

     Surely it was Loe who had said, “I believe you know more about love
 than I do?” Certainly it was Loe who had confessed that she had re-read
 each line that Charles had written to her—“although I have every word
 by heart”. And Loe who had told how she lay awake at night, reviewing
 minute incidents, turns of speech, striving to wrest from them some
 precious implication missed at the time. In this form love had come to
 Loe....

     Fragia's hands crept together as if in prayer. Her eyes stared
 upward, fearfully.



[bookmark: 1_2_6]CHAPTER SIX


     

      (1)

     OTHER UNEASY SHADOWS haunted Wulfheim that night. Hilarius, by sleep
 denied as sleep denied Fragia, wandered courtyards and paths deserted,
 a cowled phantom under a wondering moon. Often enough, his steps led
 him to an Italian garden drowsing in the perfume of nocturnal flowers.
 A long bow window, diamond-paned, overlooked its starry terraces, and
 from this a light glimmered. Motionless, eyes upraised, Hilarius stood
 to watch Fragia's window, to murmur a soft endearment, to turn away and
 to resume his sleepless promenade. Crossing a high platform warded by
 battlements he pulled up shortly. Someone stood there in the shadow of
 a pointed doorway.

     “Saints in heaven! Oh, forgive me, reverend Sir Otto! For a moment
 you frightened me!”

     “Fear nothing, brother Kupt. I am of the flesh, a poor sinful mortal
 like yourself. What duty keeps you so late abroad?”

     “It is the door of the east bastion, Sir Otto.”

     “Of the east bastion, you say?”

     “See, sir—up there, where the light is shining out. That is Mistress
 Flam's room. The general and his lady occupy the adjoining suite. As
 they usually retire earlier, it is Mistress Flam's custom to use the
 postern door in order not to disturb them.”

     Hilarius smiled—but smiled sadly. He understood. “And it is one of
 your tasks, brother seneschal, to ensure that the postern is locked?”

     “Precisely, sir. So, I must wait.”

     “Can you not delegate this office to one of the footmen?”

     “It is my particular duty, sir, to hold the bailey keys. They never
 leave my possession.”

     “An exacting duty.”

     Hilarius stepped to a low crenelated wall which guarded this angle of
 the platform and looked over. Above, harsh against the moon, rose,
 massive and grim, the bastion with its solitary lighted window like a
 watchful eye. Beneath, rock fell sheer eight hundred feet to where a
 stream raced down to the lower valley—that stream born in the Black
 Tarn. So still was the night that he could hear its elfin laughter. “A
 bad window to fall from.”

     “Bad indeed, sir. A man fell from it once, in my father's time, and
 none ever saw him again.”

     “An unpleasant story. I trust you will soon be at liberty to go to
 bed. Pax vobiscum, frater meus.”

     “Good night, reverend Sir Otto.”

     Hilarius walked away, and Kupt stood there looking after the
 retreating pensive figure. “It is difficult,” he muttered, “to know how
 to address him. I think he is mad. Hell and damnation burn these young
 fools who keep me out here all night like a blasted tomcat.”

     He retired to the shadow of the pointed doorway, prepared to take
 other cover when the missing guest should appear and then to lock the
 postern upon her entrance. But it was written that his vigil should be
 prolonged.

     Loe and Chapinade were in the second or middle garden. Here, facing
 south, there was a vernal grotto hollowed out in a yew hedge, high and
 dense. A semi-circular wooden seat followed the sweep of greenery and a
 marble faun on a pedestal of black rock incited those who lingered
 there to love. Chapinade wore his cavalry cloak, and Loe, wrapped
 bearlike in furs, had a silk handkerchief tied over her curly hair.
 They had been silent for a long time. When, at last Loe spoke, her
 speech was a mere murmur.

     “It is impossible, my darling. I simply daren't think of it.”

     “Then you don't really love me.”

     “Charles!”

     They spoke no more for a while, and then, “You go straight to camp,”
 Loe whispered, “and so, even if I did what you ask, where could I
 go?”

     “We should be married by the first priest we met. Then, you could
 come with me—at least, part of the way.”

     “My father would follow us. He would break you, Charles. He has great
 influence, and I fear he is very vindictive. Charles, my dearest, it is
 quite, quite impossible.”

     “It is equally impossible to part like this. If you belonged to me it
 would be bearable. But to go away, to crave for you, dream of you, to
 ache for you, that would be unendurable. It will drive me mad. Damn it,
 Loe! You cannot possibly love me as I love you, or you would try to
 save me.”

     “Charles!” Loe breathed his name very close to her lover's lips. “You
 know that I don't merely love you. I adore you. There is nothing,
 nothing in the world, I would not do for you. How could there be? I
 live just for you, to be with you, to be in your arms. I merely exist
 when you are away from me, but—”

     “Then say you will start in the morning, as soon as ever it is light
 enough. Nada will carry us both as far as the town. I have plenty of
 money. We can put up at the inn, and I will go straight to the nearest
 priest. By the time your father overtakes us, he will be too late.”

     “Charles, Charles dear! There was a But—”

     “And the But was—you won't trust me!”

     “Charles! Please let me speak. I protest the idea drives me mad with
 delight. It would be heavenly. But, if my father did not relent—and he
 is capable of being brutal—think what would happen when he found out!”

     “Even the general could not well leave his daughter destitute!'

     “But if he took me back, and he might do that, I am sure, I am
 perfectly sure, that he would move heaven and earth to have our
 marriage annulled and to force you to resign. He would never recognize
 it. Charles, oh, my dearest, he would break you!”

     “I swear you don't love me.”

     “Charles!”

     “You know well enough that I can look after myself. If I am prepared
 to take the risk, and I am, why do you hesitate? It can only be because
 my love is greater than yours.”

     “That is quite, quite impossible, my dearest. No one has ever loved
 more deeply, more utterly, than I love you. It is not of myself I am
 thinking—truly, truly; it is of you. I should die if I were the cause
 of your ruin.”

     “But you may be the cause of my madness, and live!”

     “Charles! Oh, my love, please, please don't say such things!”

     “You promised you would persuade your mother to help us. I am sure
 you could have done it, if you had really tried!”

     “But, my dear, I did try. I am for ever trying—”

     “If we were affianced, if you wore my ring, if all the world knew you
 were mine, perhaps I could bear separation. Even so, it would be hard
 enough. But this—”

     “Charles, I believe, I am truly beginning to believe, that mama is
 the real obstacle.”

     “What! Your mother? But that is unthinkable. What possibly can be her
 objection?”

     “I have no idea, darling. But I fear I am right.”

     A long silence fell.

     “If your mother is against us,” said Chapinade, “the outlook is
 desperate. It leaves us no choice. Loe, Loe my darling. Come away with
 me! I simply cannot contemplate leaving you for all those weary months.
 While I am gone, if what you suspect is true, your mother will work
 like a trooper to find you a husband. The mere thought of it drives me
 nearly crazy! Loe, have you no pity!”

     “My dear, my dear! you are driving me mad!”

     “I want to drive you mad. I want you. I long for you. I don't know
 how I can possibly wait. Have you thought that only a few days and
 nights are left to us?”

     “Please, please stop. Charles, dear love, let me think it all over
 tonight—for I do assure you I shall never close my eyes—and by the
 morning some new light may have come to help us. My dear, I protest we
 must go back. Kupt waits up until I am in, to lock the door. I have
 heard him. Only think, if he should be indiscreet, as well he might be,
 and mama get to know what hours I keep....”


     (2)


     KUPT, INDEED, was a seneschal sorely tried. He had his own plans, and
 they rested upon experience. He believed that he knew, approximately,
 when Mistress Flam and Lieutenant Chapinade would appear, how often
 their lingering farewells would be renewed, and at what moment he
 should be enabled to lock the door. But events tonight ridiculed
 calculation. Kupt had jangled his emblematic keys so long and so
 continuously, that no doubt a minute trace of gold dust remained to
 mark his presence. He had twirled a larger, iron key, until the
 exercise had become wearisome. But Mistress Flam and Lieutenant
 Chapinade failed to return. A shadow of the bastion which had completed
 a moonlight triangle upon the platform at last encroached so far that
 it had eaten up all but a defiant streak when at last Kupt detected
 amorous murmurs and soft footsteps. He took appropriate measures and
 was invisible when the lovers came to the postern door and paused
 there. They paused so long upon its threshold that Kupt's uncertain
 temper threatened to betray his presence. “May they be skewered
 together in hell,” he growled, “and roasted in the same oven.”

     But they might have remained there even longer had they not been
 interrupted. Approach of crisp footfalls mounting some steps which led
 up to the platform dissolved them as by the waving of an enchanter's
 wand. Loe merged into the shadowy opening. The door was closed almost
 without sound. Chapinade passed Kupt, in biding, swift as a bat in
 flight and nearly as silent. Kupt, hesitating not a moment, went across
 and locked the door. But he was too late to retire before Dr. Oberon
 observed him.

     “Ah, Master Kupt, the plenitude of your duties will not suffer you to
 sleep.”

     “Good evening, sir doctor. It is as you say.” Kupt suppressed a
 groan. Dr. Oberon, from a pocket of his caped and fur-collared
 overcoat, had taken out the ebony snuff-box, sure evidence of a
 conversational humour.

     “That phenomenal warmth which heralded May seems to be passing. You
 have marked it?”

     “Certainly tonight is much colder.”

     Dr. Oberon took a pinch of snuff. “It disturbed the dogs, I recall.”

     “It did, sir doctor. It disturbed everybody. I have news, too, of a
 dreadful sacrilege done that night.”

     “So? What sacrilege?”

     Kupt inhaled deeply. His own loquacity, now, was to blame for this
 further delay. “The grave at the four-ways, the grave of one who shall
 be nameless, was desecrated. None knows by whom. No man of Wulfheim,
 you may be sure.”

     Dr. Oberon tapped the lid of his box. “Has the Count been informed?”

     “Not to my knowledge. I dispatched two trusty men with orders to
 replace the earth and to turf it over. These old legends were dying.
 This would give them new breath of life.”

     “I agree with you. Living legends are dangerous.” He paused, but did
 not move. “Here, in Wulfheim, is rich soil for their speedy growth. I
 am conscious, Master Kupt, for I have a lively sensibility in such
 matters, of an atmosphere of intrigue within these walls.”

     “Of intrigue, sir?”

     Dr. Oberon nodded. “Of intrigue. Influences of a sinister character
 are at work. Primitive forces, elemental, that should be dead but are
 quick, stir and have their being amongst us. These restless shades, to
 my thinking, possess a lecherous smell.”

     “You begin to alarm me.”

     “Let alarm serve you for a buckler. You must forge your own sword.
 Good night, Master Kupt.”

     “Good night, sir doctor.”

     But Kupt stood for several moments, his urgency forgotten, looking
 after the caped figure. “I wonder if he suspects some thing—”

     A breeze sighed through the valley as Kupt retraced his steps. Its
 voice whispered of things sad and long forgotten, of deeds splendid and
 evil, of mailed knights and Rhine maidens and of those who rode to the
 Black Sabbath. He hurried. When at last he came to his office, which
 was well lighted and warm, he entered and locked the door. A mood of
 indecision overcame him. The postern key he replaced on a rack which
 anchored many others. Then, opening a private cupboard, Kupt took out a
 bottle of the oldest brandy which the Castle cellars contained and
 served himself a liberal portion. Seated on a corner of his desk, one
 magnificent leg a-dangle, he sipped the brandy and frowned perplexedly.
 His heavy jaw became more prominent. His small eyes grew smaller.

     What was the meaning of Dr. Oberon's strange observations? He was one
 whose words always deserved to be weighed carefully. Dr. Oberon knew
 almost more about the Domain of Wulfheim than was known to the Count
 himself. Kupt could find no clue to the doctor's source of information,
 but he had unquiet suspicion that someone had been talking. However
 this might be, Dr. Oberon's remarks had served to damp him. The old
 cognac, however, and his lack of imagination, acted as rapid
 restoratives. Emptying his glass, he extinguished all the candles but
 one. Carrying this, he crossed to a door near a corner of the office
 and opened it. A narrow stair led up to his bedroom—

     “Oh, big one, I have been terrified lying here in the dark!”

     “Not so loud, my dear.”

     “How can I help it?” Madeleine stretched out a white arm and pulled
 the sheets up to her chin. Her dark eyes watched him reproachfully:
 they glittered in wavering candlelight like the eyes of a cat. “I am
 terrified. And it is so cold here, alone. You seem never to understand
 what I suffer, of fear, when I sleep with you. This itself is bad
 enough. But to lie here in the dark—”

     Kupt stooped and silenced her with a kiss. “I am with you now, you
 maddening little devil. I need not tell you the delay was no fault of
 mine.”

     “It does not matter. I cannot bear it. My heart throbs and throbs
 whenever I come here to you. Always I fear. You teach me to love you
 like this. All my life, before you teach me this, I tremble to think of
 one to so much as touch me. And now that you have made me do what you
 want, you neglect me, and leave me to be terrified...!”

     But Kupt, who was a modest man, blew the candle out....


     (3)


     NOR TO POOR LOE is the mercy of forgetfulness granted. When she had
 assured Chapinade that she would never close her eyes, Loe had no more
 than stated a fact. Loe cannot remain in bed. She walks to and fro, to
 and fro, between a mirrored wardrobe and a dressing-table set each
 against an opposite wall, thinking, thinking. Her small bare feet make
 no sound upon the rugs.

     She is sure that Charles will be awake, too, his brain on fire as her
 brain is on fire. At least a score of times since she heard Kupt lock
 the outer door and heard him talking to Dr. Oberon—although she could
 not detect their words—Loe has craned from her window to obtain a
 glimpse of the platform below, to learn if Charles is there; if he
 gazes upward. But she has seen no one. It frightens her to look,
 because the window overhangs a chasm which moonlight does not
 penetrate. Yet, she keeps on looking. Dear Charles! Of course, if he is
 not there, it will be for the good reason that he fears to compromise
 her. He will be pacing up and down, somewhere, as she paces up and
 down. Trustful Loe! Romantic, loving Loe! Charles has been asleep since
 the moment that his head touched the pillow. No matter. It is at least
 probable that his dreams are of you, Loe.

     Once, Loe's heart leaps, and then seems to stop beating. Almost
 unmistakably, she hears soft footfalls, below. Faint with joy, she runs
 and looks out. No one is there. She cannot believe it, and watches for
 a long time, but sees nothing. On a second occasion, and shortly after
 the first, she suffers this queer delusion. But, again, she fails to
 see anything.

     Castle Wulfheim always alarms Loe, whenever she stays here. She is
 seized by a new apprehension. It is not Charles who twice has crossed
 the stone paving below; it is someone, or something else. Loe
 knows that she will not have the courage to look out again, in fear
 lest, looking once too often, she does see something.

     What is she to do? Her affairs are rushing headlong to a climax. By
 the morning she must decide. An elopement appals her acute sense of the
 proprieties. The mere idea of losing Charles makes her sick at heart.
 Yet, although he has not said so in as many words, to refuse again may
 well mean that when he goes, he goes—for ever. His love for her is a
 passionate torrent. It must sweep him to destruction unless he find
 salvation in her arms. What is she to do?

     Anger, swift and uncontrollable, wells up in her heart. This agony of
 doubt, this nightly torment, is imposed upon her by her mother. There
 can be no possible objection whatever to Charles. It is unreasonable.
 It is cruel. She will do what he asks of her! Her mother, and for that
 matter, her father as well, deserves a share in the pitiable anxieties
 now thrust upon her. Her mother, in particular, for is she not a woman
 herself, knows how madly they love each other. What can she expect? No
 harm can come to Charles. Loe has employed that argument as a pretext,
 to gain time. For when she is in his arms truly she finds herself
 incapable of cool reflection. They will be married before discovery
 comes, and it is unthinkable that her father should bring about the
 ruin of his daughter's husband. But, oh, for the counsel of someone
 wiser than herself! If only she could consult Fragia before the next
 meeting with Charles....

     Why not? The idea presents itself in the guise of a happy
 inspiration. Loe knows the way to Fragia's room, and it will not be the
 first time that she has awakened Fragia to talk to her—often enough,
 she recalls, for some absurdly frivolous reason. There are long
 passages, high, cold, and strangely silent, like cloisters, to be
 traversed; but throughout the castle at least one lamp is left burning
 nightly in each. Yet, already, Loe's courage threatens to desert
 her.... Those mysterious footsteps. But the need is urgent. Her
 happiness, her very life, Charles's career, all are at stake.

     Loe cuddles her bare feet into soft, fur-lined slippers and throws a
 warm wrap over her shoulders. Exercising great caution, she opens the
 door which communicates with a small cream-panelled salon and looks in.
 Her parents' room lies beyond, separated from her own by the whole
 length of the salon. No moonlight shines in at the windows, although it
 is so bright outside that she can see well enough to note that her
 mother's door stands ajar. She must move with care. The general sleeps
 soundly as a tortoise in winter, if not as quietly, but Madame Flam can
 be aroused by the flight of a night moth. Loe steals to a door half-way
 along the salon and opens it inch by inch. The lever handle slips from
 her fingers, emitting a sharp metallic click which, to Loe, sounds like
 a pistol shot. She stands still, with throbbing heart. But her mother
 does not stir.

     Partly reclosing the door behind her, she surveys a row of wild
 animal skins which take the place of a carpet. Seen thus, by the light
 of a solitary hanging lamp, they appear to be marching in Indian file,
 on and on into infinity. It is a very long corridor—and there is
 another, nearly as long, which leads to that churchlike gallery
 surrounding the entrance hall. This gallery, too, she has to pass.

     An arched opening, far beyond the lamp, into which she must turn,
 looks like a cavern. When she reaches it, Loe can see, far, far away,
 where the gallery commences, for its floor is striated with pallid
 light. Fragia's room lies directly ahead, and here, Loe begins to run.
 Into the great entrance hall, awesome in tinted moonlight streaming
 through stained glass, she avoids even to glance. Silent as a ghost,
 she runs on to Fragia's door. There is no sound. But Loe has a
 conviction that, as she ran, so did fleet footsteps, silent as her own,
 run behind her. Yet, pause for a moment she must. Her heart is beating
 madly. She holds the handle of the door, as one claiming sanctuary, and
 stares at it, not daring to look aside.

     Then, slowly but firmly, she depresses the handle. It is gilded
 silver and shaped like a scimitar. At last, the door is open, and Loe
 peeps in.

     She does not enter.

     Fragia is awake. But she is unconscious of Loe's presence. She kneels
 by the brocaded couch, her upraised hands locked in prayer, her eyes
 closed, her lovely pale face that of a stricken Madonna....



[bookmark: 1_2_7]CHAPTER SEVEN


     

      (1)

     HILARIUS SET OUT at first light, heading, not upward to the High
 Forest, the forest of dreams, but eastward toward the valley. Here lay
 country which he had never visited, which there could be little purpose
 in his visiting now, but which since it held no memories might serve to
 distract his mind from thoughts hourly growing less endurable. His path
 lay across the gardens, their long ranges of glass a steel grey in
 early mist, fruit branches trained upon high red walls looking like
 pastel sketches for the blazing colour scheme to come. Down mossy steps
 beside regimented vegetables parading on terraces he met nothing save
 thrush and blackbird. Castle Wulfheim slept, but the hymn of these
 feathered singers, their hymn to Osiris, hidden but about to mount his
 golden throne of morning, swelled rapturously through the dawn.

     A new day was breaking, to offer Hilarius nothing but an old sorrow.
 Clear of gardens, outhouses, meadows, orchards, when the first shafts
 of sunlight were flung across the horizon, he strode out into open
 lands, with no evidence to show that they formed part of the Domain of
 Wulfheim. Trees he saw everywhere, for no acre now under cultivation
 but had been reclaimed from the forest. Of the castle, when presently
 he turned to look, not a glimpse was to be had. The road that he
 followed would have led him ultimately to Lower Wulfheim village, but
 he turned aside a mile short of it, taking a bridle path which offered
 a better prospect of solitude. More and more he shrank from contact
 with his fellow men, yet the society of Otto Wulfheim had become
 repugnant to him. He experienced some of the misery of that traveller
 of Arabian fable doomed to carry upon his shoulders the dreadful Old
 Man of the Sea.

     As happened in this terrain, the path, having bordered arable land
 awhile, inevitably began to ascend, so that once more Hilarius found
 himself amid eternal trees. He was in a fringe of forest with which he
 knew himself to be unfamiliar. He missed militant rows of straight
 upstanding pines, for here greenwood of many varieties grew thickly
 together, so that right and left of the way he saw impenetrable
 undergrowth, amid it flowering shrubs. Silver birches rose like slender
 pillars of smoke as though secret fires burned in the thickets.

     For fully two hours he pressed on, meeting no company other than that
 of rabbits and hearing no sound but songs of birds. Once, in a distant
 clearing, he glimpsed the alert of some tawny creature and detected a
 sweeping as of brushwood disturbed, so that he wondered if he had
 alarmed a deer. In twilight, broken only by rare gleams of sunshine, he
 went on until a high and ruinous wall, so overgrown with lichens and
 other plants which find anchorage where soil is scarce as to have
 merged into the forest, to have become a part of it, challenged his
 progress. He had reached the eastern boundary of the Domain of
 Wulfheim. Fragia had told him that traces of this medieval outwork
 still survived... Fragia!

     Curious to learn what lay upon the other side, he climbed the wall at
 a point where it resembled a mound of tangled undergrowth from which
 fragments of massive masonry jutted up like decayed teeth from a
 giant's jaw. There was a road beyond, but a road disused and neglected.
 Even the ruts of wagon wheels sheltered each its own crop of moss and
 short grass. Hilarius concluded that those wagons which had made the
 ruts must long since have rolled on far beyond the Domain of Wulfheim.
 He sprang down on to this forgotten road and followed it to the north.
 At some time a ditch deep and wide had girdled the wall, but its
 presence was now traceable only at points where puddles of rainwater
 had collected and remained, covered with verdant scum. On the other
 side of the road were stunted firs, many dead in the strangle-grip of
 ivy which enwrapped them to their leafless crests; so that Hilarius
 thought of the dead firs as criminals beheaded, but held upright in
 their executioner's chains. Then, as he proceeded, he came suddenly
 upon a lonely cottage.

     He had little warning of its presence, for he had looked to find no
 habitation upon this abandoned road which seemingly led to nowhere.
 There was a clearing in the wood, perhaps an acre in extent, behind a
 low stone wall in which a wooden gate was set, and from this gate a
 path led straight through flower borders to the door of the cottage—a
 two-storied building of timbered whitewashed masonry crowned with the
 traditional red roof. Diamond-paned windows caught glints of furtive
 sunshine and seemed to reflect a dancing fire as Hilarius drew nearer.

     By the gate, he stood, looking along the path to a porch overgrown
 with honeysuckle gemmed with buds. The gate was open, and he saw that
 the cottage door was open also. Beyond the building stretched a
 vegetable garden and several terraces of vines. The whole place
 possessed a neatly groomed and comely aspect. Hilarius walked up to the
 porch and paused at the entrance to a small room. He called out: “Is
 anyone at home?”

     A voice so low as to be no more than audible replied from within,
 “Enter—of God's mercy, enter.”

     It had the quavering of great age and of extreme weakness and it
 seemed to come from somewhere upstairs. Hilarius looked about him. He
 observed appointments and furnishings of a style outmoded, but these of
 a quality rarely to be met with in a workman's cottage. At some period
 this room had been set out in good taste and by those well endowed.
 Faded and worn the pieces might be, but they were of excellent
 workmanship and lovingly kept. A narrow stair in a kind of cupboard
 attracted his attention and he ascended it. He found himself in a
 barely equipped bedroom such as one might expect in such a place. On
 the bed, his fevered eyes anticipating his visitor, lay an old man
 whose features, leaden and drawn, told a plain tale.

     “Thanks be to God. Your reverence comes but just in time.”

     Even as he stood there, so near, Hilarius could scarcely hear him. He
 drew up a stool and sat beside the bed. He had some slight knowledge of
 medicine, for Abbot Julian made its study obligatory at the monastery,
 and he knew that indeed he came but just before the end.

     “It seems you expected me, old friend?”

     “My granddaughter went for a priest, your reverence. Is Frances
 there?”

     Hilarius shook his head. “I come”—he hesitated, remembering Dr.
 Oberon's words—“by the will of the Almighty. I am called Brother
 Hilarius. You wish me to hear your confession?”

     “If—there is time.”

     Hilarius drew a cross from his robe and held it to the old man's blue
 shadowed lips. When they had prayed together, “May I know your name?”
 he asked, gently.

     “Jules Carron, your reverence. I was the Sieur de Maurreban's
 huntsman—until a boar crippled me. But my old lord was a man of heart.
 He settled me here, and, when he died—God rest his soul—the young
 lord let me stay.”

     Hilarius studied the face of Jules Carron. It was a weathered face
 and of that character which belongs to men whose lives are spent,
 largely in the saddle, for the horse-lover comes to resemble his horse.
 Carron, compact and wiry, no doubt had been uncommonly active. Now, he
 could no longer move, even his hands. They lay, sinewy, veinous, inert,
 upon the coverlet, and his laboured breathing, alone, betrayed a
 failing heart.

     “Do not concern yourself, brother Jules, with small sins either of
 commission or omission. You were a faithful servant to the Sieur de
 Maurreban. You have no cause to reproach yourself in this matter?”

     Carron slightly shook his head.

     “You have been a true and good husband and kindly father?”

     Carron nodded. “So far as was in my power. I have erred, as all men
 do. But neither my dear wife, God bless her, nor my two children, ever
 suffered at my hands. I did my best.”

     “No man can do more. You have observed your religious duties?” A
 feeble nod. “When did you last make confession?”

     “Nearly a month ago, your reverence. Just after the bad
 attack—before this one.”

     “In so short a time, brother, it seems to me that you could come to
 little spiritual harm.”

     “Not since then—no, not since then.”

     “Does something of the past trouble you?”

     Jules Carron's nod was scarcely perceptible, but his glazed eyes were
 eloquent. Hilarius filled a glass from a pitcher which stood near and
 moistened the blue lips. “Something of which you did not speak to your
 confessor?”

     “Yes. Something about which I thought it my duty to be silent. But
 now that I know—that I am going—I think it likely I was wrong. But
 the sin, if sin it should be counted, was none of mine.”

     “In that case let it trouble you no more.”

     “It does trouble me; for I was party to it. When a man stands so near
 to Judgment, he sees with other eyes.”

     Poor Jules the huntsman indeed stood very near to Judgment. Nature no
 longer served him save in the matter of his dim, far-away voice.
 Hilarius held those useless hands between his own and looked into eyes
 which grew clouded. “Tell me, then. I am listening, my brother.”

     “It was after the death of the old lord. I lived here of his bounty,
 for I could no longer mount a horse. Monsieur Andre, his son, inherited
 the title and estates. I lived alone in those days. It was twenty years
 ago. And Monsieur—for so always we thought of him—allowed me to stay,
 but he made a pact. It was that at certain times I should leave him
 free to entertain a lady.”

     Between every one of Carron's short sentences there came a dreadful
 battle for breath. But Hilarius did not interrupt him.

     “My young lord was gay and gallant. Such things were common enough. I
 consented. He refurnished two rooms very grandly. Some of the furniture
 you may see to this day. And then, I well remember the first time she
 came. She was alone, on horseback. She wore a silk half-mask. It was
 not so uncommon then, as it would be now. She was richly dressed, and
 under a wide-brimmed hat, with a long, sweeping feather, I saw her
 hair. It was like minted gold.”

     “Had Monsieur a wife, brother Jules?”

     Carron almost imperceptibly shook his head, and went on with pathetic
 eagerness. His voice, now, never rose above a murmur.

     “After the first meeting she came again many times. She always wore
 the silk mask. They grew in time to pay no attention to me. I would
 stay in the kitchen. And when the windows were open in summer, I could
 overhear most of what they said. She was affianced to a great nobleman.
 But she loved Monsieur. The time came when they must part.... It is
 this I must confess, Father Mathew, for this is my sin—”

     The whisper failed: dim eyes became veiled by the final shadow. Jules
 thought that another than Hilarius knelt beside him.

     “Yes, brother Jules. Speak on. For I wait to give you absolution.”

     The abbot had said that Hilarius's golden voice might one day call
 men to God. It recalled now a man all but dead to life. Poor Carron's
 lips moved again. Hilarius bent to listen.

     “That day, I remember well, there had been a terrible storm.
 Afterwards it grew very still. She was sobbing.... She was with
 child.... There is one who bears a false name.... a great name....
 Christ forgive me! I am a sinful man...!”

     “Kiss the cross, old brother. Fear nothing. Our Saviour was a Man,
 Himself. He understands....”


     (2)


     when Frances, breathless from running, and starry eyed with anxiety,
 returned to the cottage of Jules the huntsman, who was her grandfather,
 she found a tall monk there awaiting her. Frances was a pretty maid of
 fifteen, slight, russet haired, and devout.

     “Oh, reverend father! Thanks to the Holy Virgin I find you here!
 Father Mathew was away and I dared not wait.... My gran'dad?”

     Hilarius laid his hand upon her disordered brown hair, and she gazed
 up at him wonderingly; for she thought that he looked like St. Francis,
 her patron saint, as he appeared to her sometimes when she closed her
 bright eyes in prayer.

     “I have shrived him, little sister. He is at peace.”
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      (1)

     THAT DAY WAS WELL advanced before the Count noted Fragia's absence.
 Luncheon at Castle Wulfheim, following a time-honoured tradition, was
 more properly dejeuner and strictly informal. Two footmen, and
 sometimes one of the maids, remained in attendance at a lavish buffet
 from noon onward for an hour or more. Guests and household alike were
 expected to come and go as fancy directed. Whatever the kitchens had to
 offer, and M. Prune was accustomed to offer the best, in or out of
 season, they found at their disposal. In consequence, the Count
 expressed no surprise when Fragia did not appear during his own simple
 meal. But, later, he made inquiry of Madame Sonier.

     “I have not seen Fragia today, cousin. Is she indisposed?”

     “A slight malaise, Count. She has remained in her rooms. Mistress
 Flam is with her now.”

     Reassured, the Count proceeded about his business, which necessitated
 a visit to a distant part of the estate. His horse awaited him at the
 doors, with Pierre in charge and Kupt also in attendance to bow out the
 master of Wulfheim. The Count noted Lieutenant Chapinade portraying a
 lost soul near the lower gate, which seemed to confirm Madame Sonier's
 statement that Loe was engaged elsewhere. He exchanged salutation with
 his guest and rode on his way.

     Loe indeed was engaged, and deeply. Fragia reclined on a couch in her
 boudoir and her friend sat in a low chair beside her. Loe was pale. She
 had not slept at all, so that faint shadows might be traced below her
 eyes. “Indeed, Fragia dear, I could not have dreamed of disturbing you,
 for Madeleine told me you were racked with migraine, if my poor need
 had been less urgent.” Loe had said nothing about her visit in the
 night, although what she had seen had left her acutely curious. “Is it
 better, darling?”

     Fragia smiled and patted Loe's hand. “It is nothing, Loe. We live so
 quietly here as a rule, and I suppose the excitement of these last few
 days has proved too much for me.”

     “Have you seen Dr. Oberon?”

     Fragia shook her head, gently. “There is nothing to see him about,
 dear. I am much better already. By this evening I shall be quite
 myself. What is a headache?”

     “I don't know, Fragia. I wish I did. Heaven knows I suffer from one
 almost continuously.”

     “Loe dear, it is a shame. I quite understand. Tonight I am going to
 speak to your mother, seriously.”

     “Oh, Fragia, you are an angel!”

     “Don't build your hopes too high, Loe. They may have all the farther
 to fall. I doubt if I have much influence with Madame Flam. But I know
 she has much with your father.”

     “I know, too. Sometimes, I could hate her. Oh, Fragia, I am going to
 lose Charles unless—”

     “Unless what?”

     “Unless I run off with him!”

     Fragia sat upright, placing her arm protectively about Loe's
 shoulders. “Run off with him? Has he asked you to run off with him?”

     Loe nodded, miserably, biting her lip. “Do you blame him, Fragia?”

     “No, dear. I don't blame him. But I should blame you, if you did.”

     “It would be folly, I suppose.”

     “Does that mean, Loe, that you have seriously thought about it?”

     Loe nodded again, and turned her head aside. “He is desperate. I
 could never make you understand how desperate. If I let him go, now,
 without some proof of how utterly I adore him, I fear—”

     “That he will not wait for you?”

     “Fragia, don't be angry with Charles. He is a man, and looks at such
 things in a different light. He is going—into battle. I can hardly
 pronounce the words, I solemnly protest—-but we may never see each
 other again. If only mama would consent to our engagement, all this
 dreadful misery might be relieved, if not quite ended. Charles would
 have something to fight for—someone to come back to. Oh, Fragia! you
 do understand?”

     “I quite understand.” Fragia squeezed the slight shoulders
 affectionately. “But we must think, Loe. There should be a way.”

     Poor Loe's expression declared plainly that she had failed to find
 one. She glanced at the cameo purity of Fragia's profile and reproached
 herself for imposing her affairs upon her friend at a time when some
 deep trouble had come to Fragia, too. Even in this hour of her own
 despair she wondered what it could be; she could think of no method of
 approach to the subject, for she had no idea concerning the source of
 Fragia's unhappiness. Fragia remained silent for a long time.

     “Perhaps if I am very discreet,” she said presently, “I may bring
 your mother to see the danger of this situation.”

     “Fragia, dear, if anyone can do so, you can.”

     “At least, I can try. Or it might be possible to induce father to
 speak to General Flam.”

     “Oh, Fragia!” Loe was almost in tears. “The Count, who is a perfect
 darling, has spoken to him already.”

     Fragia turned to her. “How can you know this, Loe?”

     “I protest I wasn't eavesdropping, and neither was Charles. But one
 evening, in the lower garden, we both overheard the Count speaking
 quite plainly, indeed strongly, on the point to papa. And all that papa
 replied was, 'Wulfheim, damn it, I decline'!”

     Fragia shook her head. “I shall never understand your mother's
 obstinacy in this matter.”

     “But it was my father who said he declined, dear.”

     “No, Loe, it was your mother—speaking with your father's voice.”

     “You are so clever, Fragia. You have always known everything.”

     They fell silent. Afternoon sunshine flooded the charming room. A
 timorous whisper of hawthorn insinuated itself, for the windows were
 open. Birds flew to and fro above the Italian garden. Fruit buds were
 bursting on their branches. It was spring, and all life danced to the
 goat-god's piping.
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     IT IS NOT RECORDED if General Flam's ears burned on this occasion, or
 if they did not. In either case, it is improbable that the general paid
 any attention to the temperature of his ears. He was wholly absorbed in
 a pursuit which they dictated, and although he murmured occasionally,
 “Warm,” and again, “Cold,” these remarks related to his pursuit and not
 to his ears qua ears. He was endeavouring to track down a sound.
 It was a sound of silver bells. And he had pursued it all around a
 cherry orchard in which each tree competed with another to hold aloft
 the passionate snow of a million blossoms. At one time the jingling
 seemed to come from directly ahead, but, when he investigated in this
 direction, it seemed, with equal certainty, to be behind him. General
 Flam was growing irritable. In fact, he was on the point of abandoning
 the chase, when, turning into one of the several openings in a high
 privet hedge which enclosed the orchard, he almost fell over Madeleine,
 who had stooped to fasten her shoe.

     “Oh!” she cried in alarm, sprang upright and glanced at the general
 with widely opened eyes. “Oh!” Madeleine curtsied. “I am truly sorry,
 sir. I was looking for Mistress Loe. To her I bring a message from
 Monsieur the Lieutenant.”

     “Young rip. She's not here. Not here, my dear.”

     “Thank you, sir.” Madeleine repeated the curtsy and turned to go.
 This movement resulted in a renewal of that faint tinkling.

     “One moment.” Madeleine paused, looking back nervously. “I'm curious.
 Been curious before. What's that pretty jangling, eh? Where does the
 jingle come from?”

     “If you please, sir, do not ask me. I am really off duty this
 afternoon, and so, I can be playful. It is only a childish thing.”

     “Must come from somewhere all the same.” Madeleine, uttering a
 stifled exclamation, bent to adjust her frock, which by some
 unfortunate accident had got itself caught up when she was fastening
 her shoe, to reveal more than a glimpse of one shapely leg. “Gad! what
 ankles! Damn! There it goes again!”

     “Oh, sir—please! Do not frighten me like you frightened me
 yesterday!”

     But the general, not to be deterred, had his arm around her waist.
 “You are an adorable creature, Madeleine—utterly adorable.”

     “If you please, sir—oh, if you please!”

     “Remember what I told you?”

     “Oh, it makes me blush to think of it. I entreat, do not say
 it again, sir. I am only a poor girl and you are a great, a famous
 soldier. I dare not listen.”

     “Nice little house, dear. On my own property Sweet little garden.
 Chickens and all the rest of it. What about my suggestion, eh?”

     “General!” It was a moan of virginal despair.

     “What about marrying a worthy fellow. Not too sharp. And don't pick a
 jealous man, dear. Pretty girls should never have jealous husbands.
 Always leads to trouble. I need a new stud groom. House I mentioned
 goes with the job.” He kissed Madeleine's neck with lingering
 appreciation.

     “General! I pray of you!” Her struggles provoked the bells to renewed
 fairy peals. “Your kisses burn me. Oh, truly—”

     “I'll see to it that he gets plenty of leave, dear. Stud farm on the
 other side of the mountains. He'll often have to go there. Lots of fun
 and pretty dresses. Just play about all day.”

     General Flam, employing subtle but irresistible tactics, had drawn
 Madeleine into a close embrace. Now, she ceased to resist, turned large
 appealing eyes upon him—and found her lips locked to his in a
 possessive kiss. When, at last, he released her, she moaned and rested
 her head on his shoulder. “Oh, God! your kisses! Why do you kiss me
 like this?” she whispered. “No man has ever kissed me like this—”

     “Let me into the devilish secret, dear. Tell me about the bells.”

     “Please, general. Truly, truly, I must find Mistress Flam.”

     “Say it's a bet, first. If it comes to that, I'll find the man
 myself. Just say it's a bet... Hell! Who's this?”

     Footsteps on a gravelled path which led from velvet lawns to the
 hedge surrounding the cherry orchard, proclaimed Stoep, who now
 appeared. “Madame Flam's compliments, sir. Will you please join her on
 the terrace.”

     General Flam's complexion, which normally resembled vin rose,
 assumed the deeper hue of burgundy. His small aquiline nose seemed to
 bend forward at the tip as if its bridge had grown even more arched.
 His smile displayed a row of even if slightly yellow lower teeth.

     “What's that? What? Oh, yes. Very well.” The general marched away.
 Crossing the lawns, he cleared his throat, and a hound in neighbouring
 kennels bayed back challengingly.

     Stoep remained, his slumbering animal eyes watching Madeleine. He was
 her natural mate and master, and this she recognized. She shrugged her
 shoulders and turned away. Madeleine was learning, quickly, that her
 equipment for a career of gallantry was more than adequate. If she
 could but conquer her own intense sensuality, and learn to control a
 vixenish temper, she might go far upon the rose-strewn path of
 adventure. Her full lips, the lips of a woman of pleasure born,
 attracted men as wasps are drawn to jam. Her rounded figure and that
 dull white perfection of skin which belonged to her southern type
 endowed her with power. Not hitherto had she appreciated the full
 strength of her longing for ease, luxury, and all that wealth can offer
 a pretty woman. She moved off, but Stoep's sinister voice halted her.

     “With him again.”

     Madeleine turned and the garters jingled. “I shall be with him as
 often as I please. Little you care. Your brat may quite easily ruin my
 shape. I must do the best for myself while there is time. You big,
 stupid brute! If you had a grain, one tiny soupcon, of sense, I
 could make our fortunes!”

     “You are a harlot. I am not a pimp.”

     “A pimp? Ha, ha! You become funny, it seems. Do you think I would
 ever give my money to you—cochon! Go and see what you
 can do with Mistress Flam. Does she give you anything, ha? Be her
 pimp. You shall never be mine.”

     Stoep clenched his fists. Despite deafness in one ear, he had missed
 nothing of Madeleine's scornful tirade. Its verity made him wonder, in
 a dull fashion, about himself. The man's lusts were stronger than his
 elementary intelligence could control. He was of the stuff that sex
 murderers are made on. It was at least possible, had opportunity
 offered, that he would have assaulted Loe. He believed, and he had had
 experience, that the fait accompli insured immunity and a
 compliant mistress, and he possessed unbounded confidence in his own
 physical strength. He had won the gentle Madeleine in this manner, and
 not Madeleine alone. But now, he could think of nothing to say.
 Madeleine turned away again, but spoke over her shoulder.

     “If you do not ask Madame Sonier for permission to put up the banns,
 I shall tell Master Kupt that you watch the Flam girl's window at
 night....”
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     WHEN HILARIUS re-entered the Castle precincts, afternoon marched on
 to evening and he was mortally weary. He had done all that lay in his
 power to soothe poor sorrowing little Frances and decently to dispose
 the remains of the old huntsman. He had walked to a hamlet five miles
 distant, there to summon Frances's mother, and with her had returned.
 Assisted by the cure, Father Mathew, since arrived, they had set the
 dead man's affairs in such order as was possible, and only then did
 Hilarius depart. He wished now to reach his room unobserved and to
 rest. A sharp shadow of the tower with its conical roof lay across the
 stones of the courtyard, outlined in moss, brownish where the shadow
 fell and bright green outside it. He had arrived there by way of
 by-paths in order to avoid gardeners and others still at work in the
 castle grounds. A short flight of steps led up to the entrance, that
 one topmost bathed in golden light. And seated on the parapet beside
 it, he saw Dr. Oberon. Hilarius paused, looked up, and smiled.

     “Hail, brother philosopher.”

     “Greeting, Brother Hilarius. You are fatigued.” Dr. Oberon closed a
 book he had been reading, replaced his spectacles in a case and the
 case in his pocket. “Labours have run to meet you, no doubt?”

     “That is true. I came upon a dying man, and so was able to perform
 the last offices.”

     “Which you regard as labour well spent?”

     Hilarius turned tired but lustrous eyes upon the doctor. “Failing my
 coming, he must have died unshriven.”

     “An unimportant point. If you eased his passing, here we have a dish
 of a different flavour. That we should aid the sufferer is a law. That
 one who crosses the frontier without benefit of clergy must be doomed,
 is surely a law only of your Church? I fail to recall any authority
 from the Master to support it.”

     “You tax a weary man, doctor.”

     “Fiendishly. The better to conquer him.”

     “You speak of my Church. Is my Church not yours?”

     “Certainly, since I accept the teaching of Christ. But I do not
 necessarily accept that of His translators. To be a Christian at all
 can mean nothing if it does not mean that one recognizes the authority
 of Simon Peter. For Simon Peter knew Christ, personally. The Roman
 Church was founded by His disciples. Why look further?”

     “Then you admit that you belong to the Roman Church?”

     “I belong to no church. I belong to a world-wide brotherhood of
 seekers, some of whom have come nearer to the heart of the rose called
 Truth because their eyes are not blinded by clouded formulae, their
 hands not manacled by tradition, their feet drag no rusty chains of
 dogma. We accept the Word of Christ, but remain open to reject that of
 His self-appointed mouthpieces. Let us go up. I have something to say
 to you. Then, you must sleep.”

     In the room dominated by Cellini's crucifix, Hilarius sank down upon
 his bed, uttering a long sigh. “A hot bath I must have most certainly,
 doctor.”

     “There will be ample time when you awake. Dinner is late at Castle
 Wulfheim.” Dr. Oberon dropped into the arm-chair which he favoured and
 took out his snuff-box. His book he laid upon a side table. It was
 Plato's Republic, a rare copy from the Count's library. “Tell
 me, first, of the accident which led you to the door of one
 dying and in need of your services.”

     Hilarius smiled. It was a sweet smile. He could harbour no resentment
 against this strange man who denied him rest. He knew that Dr. Oberon's
 purpose, though hidden, remained a good purpose. And Hilarius was a
 gentleman. “I was walking eastward, with no object other than that of
 escape from myself. I came to a cottage in a wood, beyond the ancient
 wall. Its door stood open. There, alone, I found Jules Carron. He had
 been huntsman to the Sieur de Maurreban.”

     “Ah!” Dr. Oberon opened his snuff-box. “Andre du Guiche, Sieur de
 Maurreban. The last of his race, Brother Hilarius. He was killed in a
 duel some six years ago and left no lawful issue. His huntsman, you
 tell me?”

     “I am a stranger here, doctor. I had never heard the name of
 Maurreban. It seems that the father of the Sieur Andre had pensioned
 Carron, and it was in the cottage granted to him that I found the old
 man dying.”

     Dr. Oberon nodded, and then took a pinch of snuff. “The du Guiche
 were formerly vassals of your own, greater family. Direct succession
 lapsed at Andre's death. This fate is likely to overtake the lords of
 Wulfheim, also. The prospect leaves you unmoved?”

     “It is beyond my power to alter it.”

     “You are wrong. But of this no more, at present. Contrary to my
 principles, I recently gave you certain advice. I do not propose to
 repeat it. This would be to exceed my duty. But I ask you to consider
 it deeply. Free yourself of the fetters with which you are shackled.
 Try to believe in God. Wait. Be patient.”

     “What do you mean, philosopher of 'the rose called Truth', by the
 fetters with which I am shackled?”

     “I mean that when a man accepts the authority of Rome, or of any
 later outcrop of that vein of virgin gold, he ceases to be an
 individual. His doubts are condemned to perpetual confinement in the
 Bastille of ritual. Any illumination which may reach him it is
 forbidden that he should reflect upon the world. Do you, truly, believe
 that the Messiah portrayed our existence so two-dimensional—earth,
 heaven or hell?”

     Hilarius forced a wearied brain to consider this. “Are you implying
 that there are other dimensions?”

     “Christ himself did not merely imply it: He proved it. He proved that
 this brief life, of which, alone, we are sentient, is not in itself
 complete. He taught that it is but part of one scene in one of several
 acts; that the play is a long one. In this, His teachings were
 identical with those of Gautama, who preceded Him. But He carried
 theory into the realm of practice, in this surpassing Buddha.”

     “You speak of the Son of God as if He were a conjurer!”

     “He was a conjurer. He showed that men may return here to
 earth. Acceptance of this process of the Law is, in fact, indispensable
 to our belief in a just God. In what other way can we account for the
 existence of some born halt and blind? And if what is called the
 Miracle of the Resurrection, and those events which followed it, did
 not conclusively prove that the spirit of man may re-visit
 earth, what, in the opinion of your abbot, did they prove?”

     Hilarius assumed a pose habitual with him, locking clasped hands
 between his knees. “You strike at the rock of our Faith.”

     “And it rings true. The Rock is sound. But tell me, if you can, why
 Christian clergy the world over conspire to misconstrue this crowning
 revelation of Christ's life? It was His message of God's pity and
 understanding: a message of hope eternal.”

     Hilarius strove to think, but clear thought baffled him. “If one, for
 argument's sake, conceded the heresy, it would entail an acceptance of
 innumerable earthly experiences. Over and over again we should meet
 those we had met before.”

     “And why not? What is friendship? What is love? Why instinctive
 aversions—and instinctive affections?”

     “Instinctive affections?” Hilarius raised his eyes. “According to
 your reading of Our Lord's message, there would seem to be no reason
 why a lover of one life should not be one's mother in the next—or
 one's sister.”

     “I know of none. But I do know that such a complexity would indicate
 grave errors of the past. Affinities there are, for no soul is
 complete. Until the twain shall meet there can be no fulfillment. For
 this reason many pass through a whole life spiritually lonely. I
 repeat: try to believe in God. Wait. Be patient. And now, you were
 already weary in body, and I have wearied your brain. I intended to do
 so. Rest. Be at ease.”

     Obedient as a child, for indeed he was tired to the point of
 exhaustion, Hilarius lay back on the coverlet, kicking his feet free of
 their sandals. “I have not slept these many nights, doctor.”

     “It is my wish, my order, that you sleep, now. Close your eyes.
 Sleep.”

     Hilarius felt Dr. Oberon's finger-tips brushed lightly over his
 lowered lids. He remembered no more, except that Fragia's voice seemed
 to be calling to him.
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     AND THAT FRAGIA called Hilarius, and Hilarius became conscious of
 that call, is not at all improbable. There exists a borderland, between
 sleeping and waking, in which our spirits hover, and are almost free.
 It is more properly a corridor, and one end opens upon this sensate
 world, the other upon those wider spaces which only our ethereal selves
 can know, but which the human soul inherits. It is a queer property of
 this corridor that one cannot linger there by exercise of conscious
 will. Attempt to dally, to observe, and we are hustled out by that same
 door wherein we went. Complete passivity alone can serve us; nor do we
 ever remember going forth at the other end. But within the corridor is
 neither time nor space. It partakes, in part, of the properties of
 eternity. Passing through it we may hear the music of distant spheres,
 or the fall of a rose petal; thunder of some world destroyed, or a
 beloved voice....

     Fragia had been brought face to face with a terrifying fact. She had
 sought it out, courageously, remorselessly. But its ultimate acceptance
 had shattered her. She felt herself adrift in a sea stormy and vast,
 upon a raft so frail that destruction must be unavoidable. There were
 two Fragias, she had discovered, and it was that second Fragia whom she
 had taxed and from whom she had learned, the truth. Annihilating truth.

     Now that this knowledge was come, it amazed Fragia to reflect that
 she had had to seek it so long and so far. The other Fragia who watched
 her from the oval mirror, had known all the time. This was the secret
 which brooded in her sombre eyes. A shameful secret. It was the other
 Fragia, too, who had surrendered to the grey shadow, so that, now, the
 grey shadow, jubilant, exulting, dogged her footsteps. Some ancient
 evil lingered here, like a wolf lurking in sight of his prey. A grey
 wolf. The other Fragia had failed in vigilance. The wolf had seized
 her. That pitiful surrender had happened so long ago. Yet she had only
 just found out that her innocence, her tranquillity, lay captive, that
 never again could she be as a child, laugh like a child, know a
 childish joy in those sweet things of nature which a child loves. The
 men and women in the picture gallery had never loved her. They were
 creatures of the grey shadow. But the flowers in her own garden, she
 believed, had cared; and birds flew every morning on to her window-sill
 and accepted offerings from her fingers. Fragia felt that they would
 fly to her no more, that the flowers might droop their heads in shame
 as she passed them by.

     She knew, at last, why she had begun to change, and she knew when.
 The urge to be alone, those swift alterations of mood which, she
 realized, had attracted the attention of Dr. Oberon, which she herself
 had failed to understand, she understood, now. Upon one point only she
 remained in doubt. And this she lacked courage to put to the test.

     Did Otto know?

     If Otto knew, if she had betrayed her secret before she herself had
 become aware of its existence, then was her shame complete, absolute.
 Through unending sleepless hours she strove to find another explanation
 of his behaviour. She listened, again, in the silence of the night, to
 his voice when he had told her why he had resolved to leave the world.
 Was that explanation dictated by his great chivalry, by his fine, clean
 love for her? Was it the true, the full explanation, or had Otto,
 always so delicately sensitive, sought to spare her? Dear God! could it
 be?

     And she must bear the burden of her guilty love, aloue, all through
 life! With greater and greater certainty, repel it how she might, the
 memory of their last kiss identified itself with the beginning of her
 shameful desire. She had not known at the time—this she could affirm
 on her knees before the Cross; but since she had relived those hours a
 thousand times it grew more and more evident that then, at that moment,
 she had ceased to think of Otto as a brother and had begun to think of
 him as a lover. Had she betrayed herself? Did Otto know? Did Otto know?
 Fragia began to walk slowly to and fro before the long window,
 unconscious of songs of birds, of the perfume of flowers, of sunshine
 which danced in a rock pool below to be reflected as a quivering
 rainbow on the wall of her room. She paused suddenly, her hand
 outstretched to a bell-rope. Then, she remembered that Madeleine was
 free for the afternoon, and so did not ring. She would find Kupt....

     Kupt was in his office, seated in the scarlet chair, his eyes raised
 sentimentally to the family group above his desk. He stood up, bowed,
 and placed another chair as Fragia came in.

     “Thank you.” Fragia's smile was sweet and unaffected. “But I won't
 sit down. I came to borrow the key of the oratory.”

     “Of the oratory, Lady Fragia?” Kupt's brow assumed furrows. “It's
 rarely, indeed, that 'tis not in its place.” He nodded towards the
 rack. “But so it happens today. Your reverend Brother Otto has it.”

     Fragia flushed slightly, and then grew pale. “How strange. Yet
 perhaps not strange in the circumstances. No doubt he performs his
 devotions there. Is—my brother at home?”

     “No, Lady Fragia. He has been away since early morning. Shall I go to
 his room? I expect I can find the key:”

     “Thank you, Master Kupt, but I will go and look, myself.”

     And a few minutes later, Fragia went up the tower steps, discovered
 the door at their head to be open, and entered. Inside, dusk already
 wove its shadows, although the conical roof above glowed yet in
 lingering sunlight. She entered all but silently, to stand, her heart
 leaping, herself motionless on the threshold. Hilarius lay deep in
 sleep, his discarded sandals on the floor beside him. Fragia saw that
 that troubled mind had found rest; for his expression was one of great
 peace.

     A large and ancient key lay on a window ledge near the head of the
 bed. Fragia stole past sleeping Hilarius, took the key and crept away.


     (3)


     CASTLE WULFHEIM is strangely silent. It is a significant silence,
 pregnant with grotesque possibilities. This hush seems to have spread
 from the library, through the Count's study, along the picture gallery,
 and finally to have crept past the great entrance hall, deployed, a
 veritable army of stillness, and now to have invested the entire
 building. In the library, one spear of light, blood-red, for it pierces
 a Wulfheim shield crowning the most westerly window, rests upon
 supercilious, hawk-like features, those of Count Leopold, in life
 accredited to the English Court of St. James's, and here represented by
 a miniature attached to a book-shelf. There is not a sound to be heard
 in the library. The picture gallery is filled with Wulfheims who
 breathlessly listen. And in the study it is so still that one entering
 might suppose himself to have strayed into a world dead and forgotten.
 This occult silence vibrates; it may be felt.

     Fragia, who has recently passed through the castle, experiences its
 presence in a different way. She thinks that all the Wulfheims who ever
 lived, led by the grey shadow, follow her. They are her enemies. They
 hate her. They follow to condemn, to mock. “Where are you going?” they
 demand. “You are going to the oratory to pray. Of what use is prayer,
 Fragia? The Virgin has no message of hope for such as you, for you are
 unclean. You are no Wulfheim, unless you are a throwback to one who
 must be nameless....”

     Through long deserted rooms she steals, lonely, forlorn, pitiful. In
 the footsteps of Hilarius she sets her own hesitant feet. Where he has
 passed Fragia follows. The prayers that rose, tumultuous, to his lips,
 burn now in Fragia's heart. That same mantle of white hot shame wraps
 her about. Before those hollowed steps which lead up to the oratory
 door, she falters. Fragia has never entered the oratory since she was a
 child. Then, she was taken to see her mother, who lay there, candles
 burning, even more beautiful in death than she had been in life. It was
 a memory which haunted Fragia for years then to come. That lovely,
 waxen face bore an expression as though the Countess Lucia had died
 with some vital message unspoken. To whom? Fragia had wondered, often
 and often; and what was the message?

     But now, although with hesitant steps and uncertain fingers, Fragia
 comes to the door and inserts the key in its lock. When the door swings
 open, she stands for a moment, newly appalled by her own unworthiness,
 fearful of the dim oratory. But she enters, gropes her way to the
 prie-dieu and sinks to her knees. For long minutes she remains silent
 as the profounder silence she has disturbed. Then, she begins to pray.
 Does she pray aloud? Who can say? Perhaps, sometimes, in broken
 whispers....

     “Dear Virgin, intercede for me. Any penance I will do, so gladly.
 None could be too heavy. But grant, only, that Otto may never suspect.
 I can be strong, when he is away. The ache of my loneliness I suffer
 gladly. When I see him, when I hear his voice, Holy Virgin, I grow so
 weak.”

     Her lips move yet, but her ideas are formless, chaotic... “He is a
 saint, dear My Lady, and I am very frail being only a woman. If he
 should ever suspect, I must die. I could not bear the horror and
 reproach in his eyes. I have prayed to you, now, so often, Madonna—all
 through one long night of shameful knowledge. But, still I sin. My body
 is pure, but I sin in thought and cannot conquer my sinfulness.”

     Fragia's tears blind her. Her outstretched hands almost touch the
 base of the niche from which the Virgin looks down upon her. “I have
 known no lover's kisses, no man's caresses, Holy Mary. As I am, so I
 shall be—to my death. I feel that there is no shelter for this sinful
 heart save the veil of Our Lord. Guide me, Madonna. Intercede for me,
 Mother of Mercy.”

     Her arms nervously outstretched, Fragia's clasped hands rest now upon
 the iron casket; but she does not observe it. “I do not want to sin,
 even in thought. Sweet Jesus, I do not want to sin! I want to be as
 pure as he is pure. Yet, even in death, I shall love him. Even
 in death I shall wander seeking him. I am afraid to live, dear God; I
 am afraid to live, loathing myself. I am afraid to die. For I must die
 yearning—and alone. Holy Virgin, intercede for me....”

     Fragia's fingers, as if controlled by a power other than her own
 volition, grasp the casket and raise its lid. Some consciousness of the
 unfamiliar, some revulsion of spirit, moves her. Yet she takes out that
 which the casket contains and holds it for a moment, regarding its form
 and the hilt of the knife, with tear-dimmed eyes. Does recognition
 come? Does some inner knowledge inform her what this is which
 she holds in her hands? None can know. But a stifled scream awakens
 echoes long still. And as Fragia sinks down against the prie-dieu,
 finally to collapse upon age-worn stones, her trembling grasp draws the
 knife from its place, and the dead heart bounds across the oratory
 floor like a living thing in flight.



[bookmark: 1_2_10]CHAPTER TEN


     

     HILARIUS DREAMED ON. But the colour of his dreams darkened. At first,
 he wandered in a valley wholly covered with wild flowers. As far as he
 could see, look where he willed, it stretched, that carpet of radiant
 beauty more exquisitely woven than any made by man. The air was
 somnolent from its sweet incense. Far, far away, traced in silver upon
 a lazuli sky, he saw outlines of remote mountains. A peace greater than
 he had known bore him company. He was part of all tranquillity,
 immersed in a divine contentment.

     Fragia walked by his side and they shared a happiness so complete
 that no word need be spoken. Sometimes he glanced at her, and she
 smiled. Her hand rested in his, and he swung it gently to an fro in
 time with their leisurely steps. For hurry had no place in this
 ultimate harmony. It was a consummation, entire, eternal.

     And then, a scarcely discernible cloud floated up from the distant
 mountains and began to draw nearer. A chill breeze stirred the carpet
 of flowers, so that it billowed and gleamed and was shadowed like the
 sea in a heavy swell. With terrifying speed this little cloud grew
 greater, darker, and swept on until it lay, an ebony pall, over all the
 valley. The breeze became a destroying tempest. It howled with the
 voices of a thousand demons and the sky was blotted out. Fragia and
 Hilarius turned to run from the storm. For a moment he relaxed his
 grasp of her hand—and she had disappeared.

     “Fragia!” He tried to cry out. But the demon wind choked his voice.
 He could utter no more than a husky whisper. “Fragia! where are you?”

     Out of a darkness impenetrable her tremulous answer floated. “Otto,
 Otto dear!”

     “Fragia!” It was a despairing, but stifled cry. “Where are you?”

     “Otto!... Otto....'*

     “Fragia!”

     “Otto....”

     But he could not find her. Nor could he battle against this mighty
 wind which drove him on and on, ever farther from Fragia. He could no
 longer order his footsteps, and presently he stumbled into a deep pit,
 falling, falling, falling....

     He was in the abbey church. Yet—no. This was not the abbey church,
 for none of the monks he saw was known to him. If, indeed, these were
 men, they more closely resembled lost souls. He shrank from them,
 revolted. It was night. Moonlight poured through a window on to a
 throne set beside the altar. Smoke of incense weaved insidious patterns
 into the moonrays. An acolyte swung a censer and a priest was
 officiating. The priest turned to face the kneeling worshippers. He was
 a man of great physical beauty, but of a beauty so evil that Hilarius's
 heart became cold as though fingers of ice had clutched it. The priest
 raised his arms and intoned the words, “Asmodeus, we call thee!”

     The kneeling monks responded, “There is no god but thee!”

     “Asmodeus.”

     “Asmodeus!”

     “Lord of Night.”

     And then, a tempest of voices, like a hot breath from hell, “Son of
 the Morning!”

     Muted notes of an organ quivered amongst shadowy pillars. The priest
 began to chant, in a voice entrancingly musical.

      

     “Let the grey gates open wide.

     We deny the Man who died.

     Unto thee all pride and power.

     This thy kingdom. This thine hour.

     Asmodeus——”

      

     And the choir of monks thundered out its enraptured response: “Son of
 the Morning!”

     A sound—as it seemed to Hilarius, that of subterranean gates thrown
 open—rumbled and echoed under the arched roof. The priest dropped to
 his knees, arms uplifted suppliantly before the moon-bathed throne....

     Choking, stifled, swathed in a deathly sweating fear, Hilarius sought
 escape from this obscene ceremony. He ran up nights of stairs
 alternately brushed with cold green light and black as a tomb. But,
 always, they led him back to some part of the church, and he would
 turn, frenzied, hands pressed to his ears to dim that awful chanting.

     “Let the grey gates open wide... Asmodeus....”

     And now he plunged underground, to find himself in catacombs peopled
 by dead men. They were buried upright, their attitude one of prayer, in
 niches in the walls; and a lamp burned before each niche. He saw that
 the dead men were those same monks who knelt before the altar above.
 They smiled at him as he passed. He escaped from the catacombs only to
 find himself back in the church.

     “Asmodeus... Son of the Morning!”

     From the throne he kept his eyes urgently averted, flying, flying in
 quest of sanctuary. He came to a tortuous and nauseating passage, deep
 under the catacombs. His feet slipped upon slimy things which lived and
 moved there. A lambent phosphorescence alone guided him. Then, he was
 toiling up a stone stair once more, and some of that unclean life from
 the tunnel violated its steps. A door at the head of this stair, a
 stair which had seemed to be endless, opened upon a dusky wood, and he
 staggered out into a path which wound among the trees.

     He became conscious of slinking shapes moving, furtive, from trunk to
 trunk. Of their forms he could make nothing out. But he counted scores
 of luminous eyes, watching him. This menace closed in upon Hilarius,
 driving him inexorably in one direction; towards* a spot where a green
 light beckoned. He feared to approach this light, but even more he
 feared the slinking shapes which hemmed him in. And so presently,
 hounded like a weary fox, he came to the edge of a clearing. In this he
 saw the throne which he had sought not to see in the church, and upon
 it shone a still, green light. But the throne was empty no longer. A
 black-robed figure sat there, a figure which wore a wolf mask. From
 dark thickets around, their darkness jewelled with shining eyes, there
 arose a murmur, presently to swell to a horrifying chant.

     “Wolf! Wolf! Now is the hour of the Wolf!”

     Distant howling, as of a pack on a hot scent, came in answer out of
 the night....

      

     “Wolf, seek your prey!

          Wolf! Wolf!

     Swift, ere the day.

          Wolf! Wolf!

     Werewolf—grey wolf—

          Feast while ye may, wolf.

     Wolf, seek your prey!

          Wolf! Wolf!”

      

      

     The voices ceased, and a reed pipe played by an invisible player,
 took up the music of the chant. A woman leapt into the clearing and
 began to dance before the throne. She was nude except for a head-dress
 in the form of a wolf's muzzle which concealed her features. Her bare
 body glistened as though covered with oil. Nearer and nearer to the
 green-lighted throne she whirled. Faster and faster she danced, and
 hoarse voices, now, almost drowned the wailing reed.

      

     “Souls to devour!

          Wolf! Wolf!

     Swift, ere the hour!

          Wolf! Wolf!

     Werewolf—grey wolf—

          Feast while ye may, wolf.

     Wolf, seek your prey.

          Wolf! Wolf!

      

     Frenzied grew the dance. The word “wolf” was pronounced in a manner
 which resembled that creature's cry, and howling once distant drew ever
 nearer. In one last rapture of abandonment, the dancer ran up the
 throne steps, to throw herself, panting, into the arms of the masked
 figure. He swung her body back against his shoulder, and tore her
 head-dress off. She lay, in breathless surrender, looking up to
 him—and Hilarius saw her face.

     The dancer was Fragia....

     He uttered a great cry; he sprang forward into the clearing. Claws
 fastened upon him, to hold him back. He fought madly, but presently
 fell. Some heavy, unseen opponent bore him down, but, so desperate was
 his resolve, that he threw off this incubus.

     “Sir Otto! For God's sake, Sir Otto!”

     Hilarius emerged from the vile clearing. Yet, still, in his ears it
 rang, the abominable witch music of the pipe—“Wolf, seek your
 prey...”A lantern stood upon a table from which its dim and wavering
 rays groped upward to the silver and ivory crucifix. A chair,
 overturned, lay near. The brocade cover had been dragged from its
 place. And Kupt, dishevelled, a stain of blood upon his heavy chin,
 cowered, fighting for breath, against the wall.

     “Kupt! Master Kupt, how can I express—” Hilarius dashed sweat from
 his burning eyes, staring dazedly about the darkened room.

     “It's of no consequence. Pray say no more.” Kupt, white, spent,
 extended trembling hands. “I broke in on your dreams—but what could I
 do?”

     Hilarius sank down on to the disordered bed. “You came to awaken me?
 It seems I have long overslept.”

     “Sir Otto—Sir Otto!” Kupt's tones were those of an agonized groan.
 “I bring evil tidings.”

     “Of whom?” Hilarius stood up.

     “God help us all—of the Lady Fragia.”

     “What of her? Quickly, man!”

     “She was found lying in the oratory—”

     “But the key?” Hilarius glanced at the window ledge.

     “She must have taken it whilst you slept. It was I told her where it
 lay.”

     “But tell me—tell me! She is not—”

     “Dr. Oberon is with her now, Sir Otto. I fear Lady Fragia has
 sustained some awful shock.”


     “I
 must go to her at once.”

     Kupt shook his head, extended entreating arms. “No one is permitted
 to see her. I come from the doctor, who requests that you remain in
 your room until he is free. I have arranged for dinner to be served
 here. Oh, Sir Otto! Our dear sweet lady—”
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     DEEP PURPLE DRAPERIES masked the oriel windows of Count Wulfheim's
 study. The door was closed. A lamp on a writing-desk alone illuminated
 the room, so that from this tiny island of light it was difficult to
 make out those distant mahogany shores where rows of books stood rank
 above rank, as if alertly watching and listening. The effect was to
 isolate the two men who sat by the desk, and to muffle their voices, to
 suggest that the study had lost dimension, closing down and in upon
 them.

     “Otto is entirely to blame.” Count Wulfheim spoke.

     “Otto is blameless.”

     “It has, always, been one of your amusements to disagree with me,
 doctor.”

     Dr. Oberon gently tapped his finger-nails upon the edge of the desk.
 “It is not an amusement, Count. It is a necessity. Since I am not a
 hypocrite, I cannot subscribe to error. Your son, Brother Hilarius—”

     “Brother Hilarius!”

     “Your son is merely the unconscious instrument.”

     Count Wulfheim rose abruptly. He began to pace to and fro. Sometimes,
 his tall figure disappeared wraithlike in enveloping darkness.
 Sometimes, when he approached the desk, Dr. Oberon could discern his
 features only mistily, like those of a phantom not fully materialized.
 “Who, but he, would have dared to bring the shadow of black damnation
 into my home! Who, but he, would have dared to raise the ghost of
 Caesar Wulfheim! The wolf in my crest is a burning spot of shame, a
 reproach, a mockery. It tells a curious world that one of our name was
 burned at the stake for witchcraft. That one who had borne the banner
 of the Wulfheim sold himself to Satan! Legends of the werewolf still
 haunt these valleys. Some even of my own tenantry furtively cross
 themselves to avert the Evil Eye when I, the lord of Wulfheim, pass
 them on the road! Partly it was to escape this that I travelled, so
 long and so far. And now—”

     “And now you would stoop to share their superstitions.”

     The Count stood over by a low bookcase, one delicate hand resting
 upon it. He had become part of the background, merging with that
 tapestry which dim walls mimicked; at one with the Wulfheim story.
 “Tell me then, of your greater wisdom, what has been taking place
 here.” The severity of his words was tempered by a smile, for even now,
 in his deep sorrow, Count Wulfheim retained his natural nobility. “You
 cannot deny that sounds, resembling an unholy chanting, have been heard
 in the castle. Many have heard them. Nor can you outface me in the
 matter of Fragia. In God's name what ails her?”

     “She is suffering the consequences of a severe shock. Since she
 remains insensible, I can only guess at its cause.”

     “Its cause had lain buried for centuries. She has touched the foul
 heart of Caesar Wulfheim! Doctor, on your honour—will she rally?”

     Dr. Oberon continued to tap the desk. “I confess that her condition
 presents features which disturb me. I have sent for Vanostra.”

     “Do you refer to a medicine or to a man?”

     “To both. Martin Vanostra is the greatest physician in Europe: his
 healing powers are phenomenal. Fortunately, he is within call. Pierre
 set out three hours ago. I have further taken the liberty of
 arranging—using your authority—for relays to await Vanostra on the
 road. Other riders followed to ensure this.”

     “You did well. But will he come?”

     “He will come.”

     They fell silent. Castle Wulfheim was rarely still. Always, or nearly
 always, ghostly and disturbing creaks came from its ancient fabric.
 But, now, nothing could be heard in the Count's study but a sound of
 intermittent taps by Dr. Oberon's fingernails upon highly polished
 wood.

     “You have not answered my inquiry,” said the Count, “touching certain
 chanting which affected not only ourselves, but also the dogs and
 horses.”

     “I fear I have no answer to offer you which you would regard as
 acceptable. These phenomena were due, in my opinion, to a renaissance
 of slumbering evil. Thought is creative. That which it creates is
 indestructible.”

     “Your explanation does not satisfy me.”

     “Satisfaction is not a human attribute. We can be appeased, we can be
 satiated. But we can never be satisfied.”

     Count Wulfheim did not stir from his place by the long bookcase. “It
 would be paltry to say that in some degree I owe this catastrophe to
 you. But it was you who induced me to receive Otto.”

     “If you are seeking a primary cause, why not go back to God?”

     “Your irreligion sometimes appals me.”

     “I am not irreligious. I merely worship God in another form.”

     “In what form?”

     “Life.”

     A knock, purposeful but respectful, was heard. “Enter,” said the
 Count.

     Stoep came in and bowed. “General Flam's compliments, sir doctor.
 Madame Flam has swooned again.”

     Dr. Oberon stood up. “It would ill become Madame Flam to be outdone
 in swooning by a mere child. Excuse me, Count.” He went out. Stoep held
 the door open, then bowed again to Count Wulfheim's dark figure and
 retired, closing the door quietly.

     Count Wulfheim crossed to a high-backed chair set behind the desk and
 sank down into it, resting his head in upraised hands. His great
 fortitude was shaken. Wulfheim was a doomed name. None would carry on
 that torch which had swept so brightly across the scroll of history.
 Castle Wulfheim, in which kings had rested, must be resigned to the
 devouring forest, become an habitation of beasts and birds, its towers
 the nests of owls. So deeply did he resign himself to mournful
 reflections that he failed to note a knock even when it was repeated,
 and raised his head only when the door opened and Hilarius came in.
 Then, Count Wulfheim sprang up.

     “Father! Forgive me. How could I know?”

     The Count achieved composure. His pale features remained stern, but
 his voice lost none of its deep music. “It is a matter rather for
 acceptance than for forgiveness. You are but the helpless instrument.
 You brought me sorrow at your birth. You bring me sorrow again. Evil
 ever comes to this house when a Wulfheim wears the cowl.”

     Hilarius reclosed the door, to stand with his back to it in an
 attitude of humility. “I would give my life to save Fragia one instant
 of pain.”

     “A small sacrifice in a great cause.”

     “You are bitter, sir.”

     Count Wulfheim leaned against the desk. “Of what use to the world is
 the life of a monk? Protected by high walls from the battles of men and
 the smiles of women. Culling herbs and counting beads and singing
 eternal praise of a God Whose works he hides from! Walk through the
 gallery, Otto. You will see there generations of your fathers,
 armoured, plumed, and bearing a proud crest.”

     “It is unnecessary. I know them all.”

     “That my name should die in a monk's cell! Only through Fragia may
 our ancient race survive. I see Wulfheim a ruin with bats flying out of
 its casements and ivy gutting its terraces. The end. The end.” He sank
 back into the chair from which he had risen when Hilarius entered.

     “Father! I cannot bear to hear you!”

     “Then leave me, sir. I, too, prefer to be alone in my sorrow.”

     Hilarius watched the Count for a moment, and there was supplication
 in his regard, and yearning for fellowship in a mutual grief. But Count
 Wulfheim gave no sign. Hilarius turned slowly, opened the door and went
 out, more sad than he had come. Head lowered, he paced along the
 gallery, to meet General Flam hurrying towards him. The general paused
 and raised his glass. It was somewhat dark here.

     “Oh! it's you. Gave me quite a start. “Where's the Count?”

     “He is in his study, general. But my father wishes to be alone.”

     “What! Alone? Nonsense. Morbid nonsense. What he needs is company.
 Fragia will pull round. Battle never lost till all ammunition gone.”
 And General Flam proceeded on his way.

     When, following a bang rather than a rap, he opened the door and went
 in, Count Wulfheim stood up. “General—you bring me news?”

     General Flam peered about him. “Dark in here. News? No, I came to
 report. Must report. Is that amontillado?” He crossed to a
 buffet set facing the draped windows, taking up a wine jug which stood
 there.

     “It is. Pray allow me to help you.”

     “Help myself, thanks.” He proceeded to do so, filling a long-stemmed
 glass and sipping the wine appreciatively.

     “What have you to report, Flam?”

     “About my wife. Most remarkable. More than remarkable. Uncanny. You
 know how delicate she is. Sensitive. Keenly susceptible to things.
 Impressions. Well, she has fainted. Fainted right off.”

     “I am sorry.”

     “Knew you would be. Knew it. She went to see poor little Fragia. That
 was what did it. That was it, Wulfheim.”

     “I fear I do not follow you, Flam.”

     “Can't expect to. I've hardly started. Haven't begun yet. Fragia
 seems to have said something to her—”

     “Said something!” The Count took a step forward.

     “Don't be so damned terse, Wulfheim. Appreciate your feelings.
 Sympathize entirely. But you know my friendship is sound. What seems to
 have happened is that Fragia said something. Made some remark—”

     “Then she has recovered consciousness?”

     “Don't know. Only know what I'm telling you. But my wife staggered
 out of the room and fainted. Pulled her round. Now, damn it, she's
 fainted again.”

     “What was this 'remark' which had so painful a result?”

     “I don't know. My poor little daffodil either can't or won't tell me.
 She's frightfully upset.”

     Count Wulfheim confronted the general. “If Fragia indeed has
 spoken—”

     “Not a doubt of it. Made some remark—observation.”

     “She is, obviously, recovering from her strange condition. There are
 others with her?”

     General Flam had turned to the buffet in order to renew his glass.
 “H'm. What? Yes. Loe's there, and Madame Sonier—”

     “Excuse me. Flam.”

     “Reminds me of one evening when the Prince—” General Flam swung
 about again. “H'm! Gone out!”

     In fact, Count Wulfheim was striding along the gallery which led to
 Fragia's apartments, a light of hope newly born in his steady eyes.
 Despite Dr. Oberon's assurance, he, himself, had failed to detect any
 evidence of life in that still body. Already, he was endeavouring to
 prepare his mind to receive confirmation of a truth he dreaded to
 accept: that Fragia was dead. But this story of words spoken to Madame
 Flam had acted like a spark on tinder all too ready to kindle. He did
 not enter the bedroom. His delicacy prohibited such an intrusion. He
 went into Fragia's boudoir of lilac and gold, entering very quietly. He
 found no one there. The room was dimly illuminated, and through its
 undraped windows he saw the moon sailing in a limpid sky. The Count,
 clasping his hands, looked about him at familiar things, part of the
 graciousness that was Fragia. Those delicate water-colour paintings
 belonged to her fragrance, and in the very disposition of a cushion,
 its fitness to be upon the couch or chair which it decorated, he
 recognized her unfailing response to beauty, to harmony; he saw Fragia.
 There were bowls of flowers on the window ledge, and the Count crossed
 to admire their arrangement before announcing his presence to those in
 the sick room. Then, abruptly, he stepped back. Hilarius stood in the
 Italian garden below, eyes raised to Fragia's window, his shadow cast
 before him by the moon, to lie, a sombre carpet, at his feet....

     When Loe, in response to a gentle tap, opened the communicating door,
 Count Wulfheim saw that Madame Sonier was seated beside Fragia's bed.
 Fragia, her fair hands crossed on the coverlet, her face still as if
 modelled in alabaster, lay there motionless. Loe bright-eyed from a
 torrent of tears sternly dammed up, made a sign to the Count, at the
 same time shaking her head. She took his arm, and together they
 returned to the, outer room. Then, the Count spoke. “There is no
 change?”

     “None at all. Oh, how I wish there were!”

     “But I am told that your mother—”

     “Mama's behaviour I protest is incomprehensible. She insisted upon
 seeing Fragia, and finding her as she is became highly emotional and
 stooped to kiss her. As she did so, Count—truly I cannot explain
 it—she fell back with a cry. Both Madame Sonier and I ran to her and
 half carried her in here. She looked up at me as we laid her on the
 couch, and said, 'Merciful God! you heard those words, child?' Then,
 she swooned. I ran for Dr. Oberon, and he revived her. She quite
 declined to explain what had taken place, and we induced her to go to
 her own room to lie down. Madeleine kindly took charge of her, and
 Madeleine, only a few minutes since, came seeking the doctor. Mama had
 swooned again.”

     Count Wulfheim placed a chair for Loe and then seated himself. He was
 more than habitually pale, but his smile retained all its sweetness. He
 patted Loe's hand. “I bless you for your sympathy. Tell me, if you
 will—those words to which your mother referred: you heard them?”

     Loe bit her lip, striving valiantly to achieve composure. “On my
 honour, Count, neither I nor Madame Sonier heard a sound, nor did we
 observe the slightest movement of Fragia's lips. Oh, it was some
 strange delusion!”

     “Were yourself and Madame Sonier near to Fragia at the time?”

     “I was standing beside mama, and Madame Sonier watched where you saw
 her but now.”

     “Strange,” murmured the Count. “Dr. Oberon mentioned nothing of this
 to me.”

     “I imagine he did not wish—-”

     “To raise false hopes?” .

     Loe turned away, taking out a tiny lace handkerchief. “I will let you
 know at once,” she whispered, “if any change takes place. For I shall
 not stir from Fragia's side.”

     Count Wulfheim stood up, resting his hand for a moment on Loe's
 shoulder. “I appreciate your devotion very deeply. I hope it may lie in
 my power one day to repay it. But I can accept such sacrifice from no
 one, least of all from a guest.”

     “Please, please. Count, don't, I beg of you, send me to bed! I should
 become distracted!”

     “Here, dear Mistress Flam, it is for you to order, for me to obey. I
 venture but to advise. I can send for Madeleine to relieve you for an
 hour or two. How you spend that time rests with yourself. Hot coffee,
 or even a glass of wine, might lend you new fortitude—and I saw
 Lieutenant Chapinade only recently in a state of lonely dejection quite
 distressing to behold.”
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     FEW OF THE INMATES of Castle Wulfheim would seem to have slept that
 night. Certain it is that three grooms and a lad sped mounted on the
 pick of the Count's stables along roads fortunately lighted by the
 moon. Pierre, the first rider to set out, and the best horseman,
 counted on remounts from point to point, for he had the longest journey
 to go, and must also arrange similar accommodation for the man who
 followed him. He and his fellows were charged to make ready relays of
 horses for Vanostra's returning carriage. And it is at least doubtful
 if any other of the large staff excepting those who lived in distant
 cottages, and consequently remained uninformed, thought of rest. Their
 beloved lady was ill, so stricken that Dr. Oberon, who knew everything,
 had sent for another physician. Even M. Prune stood by in his kitchens,
 ready to prepare anything from a ham sandwich to le chapon farci an
 foie gras truffe; for, alas, a superlative dinner presented by M.
 Prune had proved a dismal failure. Chapinade haunted the gallery and
 staircase, for ever returning to glance toward a door obstinately
 closed. But, some few minutes after Count Wulfheim came out of Fragia's
 apartments and whilst Chapinade stood in the cavernous entrance hall, a
 small cloaked figure glided along, to pause, looking down through one
 of the pointed openings. “Charles!”

     That thrilling whisper brushed the silence like a passing butterfly.
 In four long strides Chapinade mounted the stairs, and had Loe fast in
 his arms. “Darling! at last!” It was a long time before he asked,
 “Fragia—how is she?”

     Loe spoke with her head on Chapinade's shoulder. “She is in a most
 strange condition. She frightens me.”

     “Frightens you? Why, Loe?”

     “Let us go somewhere to sit down. I am so tired.”

     “There are candles in that room, yonder, off the hall. I looked in
 some time ago.”

     And so they went down and entered a panelled room in which Count
 Wulfheim was accustomed to welcome arriving guests. Three silver
 candelabra, each of many branches, supported clusters of lights upon a
 long, narrow table covered by a white damask cloth. A cold collation
 was displayed, and wine both ruby and golden sparkled in decanters.

     “Charles dear, give me a glass of something. I am positively
 exhausted.” Loe sank into a great arm-chair which seemed to absorb her
 slight figure, to claim her a sacrifice to Wulfheim, sealed by a crest
 emblazoned upon the chairback high above her head.

     Chapinade filled two glasses brimful and set them within reach. Then,
 stooping, he lifted Loe, and himself becoming seated, took her on his
 knees. They drank and they kissed. But presently Chapinade's curiosity
 drove him to ask, “What actually occurred, darling? It's all a mystery
 to me. Everyone tells a different story.”

     “I protest I don't wonder, Charles. Poor Fragia swooned in the
 oratory. What she was doing there I have no idea. I declare I would not
 enter that part of the castle for a gold ransom. But, when her absence
 began to excite concern, a search was made. I believe it was Dr. Oberon
 found her. She lay senseless on the stone floor beside the prie-dieu.
 None can say how long she had been there, but she has remained in a
 sort of trance ever since. Mama declares that she spoke to her. But I
 can swear most solemnly she has never moved, nor even stirred her
 eyelids, while I have been with her.” Loe clung to Chapinade almost
 convulsively. He felt her shuddering. “She frightens me.”

     Chapinade held Loe close. “But in what way, Loe dear? Fragia is so
 gentle. Of what are you afraid? That she will not recover?”

     Loe shook her head, deliberately caressing her lover's cheek with
 provocative curls as she did so. “No.”

     “What, then?”

     There was a momentary hesitation before she replied. “That she will
 speak to me.”

     Chapinade, more than ever mystified, turned Loe's face up to his own
 so that he could look into eyes hitherto averted. “That she will speak
 to you. But I don't understand.”

     “Nor do I, dearest. Truly I can't explain how I feel in this matter.
 I only know that I don't want her to speak to me—tonight.”

     Chapinade kissed inviting lips. “You are overtired, my Loe. Certainly
 there is something very strange about this affair. You have allowed it
 to work upon your imagination.”

     Loe nodded, rather miserably. “It's all too simply dreadful. Poor
 dear Fragia! And tonight she was going to speak to mama.”

     “About—us?”

     “Yes. Could such a thing possibly have happened at a worse time?
 Heavens, darling! Let me get up!”

     A staccato bark in the entrance hall proclaimed the general's
 approach. When he opened the door, he discovered his daughter, languid
 and distrait, reclining in the great chair, and Chapinade at the table
 pouring out water from a crystal jug.

     “Hallo, hallo! What have we here?”

     “Loe is somewhat overcome, sir, by her long vigil beside Fragia.” And
 Chapinade solicitously handed Loe a glass of water.

     “Oh, I see. Tired out? What? Tired out?”

     “I am somewhat tired, papa.”

     “And how's the patient? Eh? How's Fragia?”

     “I am told there is no change, sir,” Chapinade replied. “May I help
 you to a glass of wine?”

     “What I came for. Amontillado's in the square decanter.”
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     LOE PRESENTLY RETIRING to inquire concerning Madame Flam, and
 Chapinade also taking his leave, General Flam, having replenished his
 goblet and disposed of its refreshing contents, came out into the hall.
 It was not fully illuminated tonight, and a pall of shadow obscured the
 high roof, streaks of light upcast from wall-lamps suggesting gilded
 tent poles supporting a black canopy. But he could see well enough to
 obtain a glimpse, through lifted glass, of a pair of shapely feet and
 ankles disappearing through an archway immediately in front of him. The
 general cantered in pursuit. He overtook Madeleine in a cloisteresque
 and vaulted enclosure of stone pillars from which passages led to
 domestic quarters various and unvisited by guests; kitchens, still
 rooms, pantry, buttery. “Got you, you little devil!” And he threw his
 arm around her yielding form.

     “Oh, General! I plead with you! Please, please!”

     “Be sensible, dear. Listen to me.”

     “I beg, sir, let me go. I am on an errand most important for Madame
 Sonier—”

     “Madame Sonier can wait. Listen. Do you want me to lose my patience?
 You have played modesty long enough. We understand each other. Tell me
 why you won't.”

     Madeleine turned her face against his shoulder. “I am afraid,
 General! I—I—have never done such a thing!”

     The general kissed her neck and then held her lips to his until she
 became partly suffocated by fumes of sherry. “There, there, my pet.
 Don't be afraid.”

     “But I am afraid. Most terribly I am afraid. You make me
 tremble. My heart nearly stifles when you hold me. My love for you will
 be so fierce. Then, think of my disgrace, if—”

     “I will look after you, dear. If anything should go wrong—”

     Further protestations were smothered stillborn in the general's
 throat. A voice, girlish but querulous, awoke echoes of the shadowed
 hall which he had so recently quitted. “General! General!”

     Madeleine performed an eel-like exercise and vanished quite as
 swiftly as such creatures are capable of vanishing. General Flam
 spluttered, growled, but did not actually bark. He returned to the
 arched opening and looked out with military caution. Madame Flam, in
 venturesome pink decollete, decorated the stairhead, a goddess
 enveloped in a rosy cloud. Repelled by the great hall, empty, she
 turned and moved away. General Flam, exhibiting the agility of a stoat,
 ran across to a door almost directly opposite, opened it—-and came
 out. “My treasure—did I hear you call?”

     Madame Flam paused, turned back, and looked down. “Why do you leave
 me, General? Why must I always be alone? You know how ill I have been,
 how nervous I am. And tonight I have suffered such a fearful shock.”

     “Let me support you, my daffodil.” The general hurried upstairs. “A
 glass of wine will restore you. This way.” Tenderly he directed
 Madame's steps to descent. “Lean on me, poor drooping one.” And in this
 fashion he conducted Madame Flam to that room where jugs and flagons
 glittered, to place her in the chair so recently occupied by Chapinade
 and Loe.

     “If there is any brandy, I should prefer it, General.”

     “Brandy, my precious? Of course. Where is it? H'm, here we are.” He
 poured out a liberal libation and offered it to the delicate goddess.
 “Now—let me see.” What he saw was his favourite amontillado, and of
 this he partook freely. “To your speedy recovery, my treasure.”

     Madame Flam, first assuring herself that the Count's brandy was
 palatable, set her glass on the snowy cloth, raised her hands and
 raised her eyes. “Never, whilst I live—never—can I forget what
 that child said to me!”

     “What did she say?”

     “She spoke from another world. General, the child is dead!”

     “Dead!” General Flam in turn put his glass down, and so abruptly that
 wine was splashed on to the table. “Doesn't make sense, to me. But what
 did she say?”

     Madame Flam slowly shook her head in time with each syllable as she
 replied, “Never, never, could I repeat her words. My lips would
 rebel. My tongue would become dumb.”

     “What's that? Dumb? Don't know what you mean. Can't follow at all.”
 Madame Flam shrank back into the chair, her eyelids fluttering.

     “Oh, General! You are being harsh with me!”

     General Flam, fearing the worst, sprang forward. “My buttercup!”

     “And I can't bear brutality. General, my smelling-salts...

     I left them—” But the vital clue to where Madame had left them was
 lost. Madame had swooned again.

     “My apple blossom!” The general's words evoked no response. His
 tender embrace failed to awaken life in that rounded frame. Madame Flam
 had learned that in the art of swooning, hitherto she had been a
 novice. “Damn! she's off!” General Flam ran to the door, threw it open.
 “Hi, there! Loe! Loe! Where the plague is the girl—”

     Madame Flam raised her lids and looked at the open door with
 speculative eyes. General Flam was running upstairs. She could hear
 him. No other footsteps disturbed ghostly echoes. She refilled her
 glass, which she had found occasion to empty, and arranged herself more
 comfortably in the chair. No more than a few moments had passed before
 a regular, heavy tread approaching called for swift action. Madame Flam
 finished her brandy and resumed her swoon. Stoep entered respectfully.

     “Madame!”

     There came no sign in recognition of his presence. Stoep crossed to
 the big chair and raised Madame Flam. He placed her discreetly on a
 long, narrow couch which occupied the space between two draped windows.
 He rested her golden head on a cushion and retiring to the table filled
 a glass with water. Dipping his fingers into the glass, he began to
 sprinkle her brow.

     This, although well intentioned, must not be allowed to continue.
 Madame's delicate eyebrows could hardly be expected to survive it.
 Madame Flam exhibited symptoms of returning consciousness. She clenched
 her hands, sighed, and expanded her chest so that foamily veiled curves
 which retained some of their earlier beauty, a beauty indeed amplified,
 swam up provocatively like melons submerged in pink champagne. She
 opened her eyes. “Heavens! a strange man! No—it is you, of course. How
 gentle and strong you are.”

     Stoep bowed and replaced the glass of water on the table. “Thank you,
 madame.”

     Madame Flam observed his powerful shoulders. “You are a personable
 fellow, too. Have you no wish to better yourself?”

     Stoep turned, his head slightly inclined. “Certainly, madame, if I
 had the chance.”

     “I fancy you could improve your position in the general's service.”

     “Thank you for mentioning it, madame. I will bear it in mind.”

     Madame Flam had now disposed herself more becomingly and with a small
 handkerchief had delicately dried her brow. “I regret that you find me
 deshabillee, Stoep.”

     “It is of no consequence, madame.”

     “I wonder if perhaps you could give me a small glass of brandy.”

     “With pleasure, madame.” He turned to the table.

     “Do you know anything about horses?”

     “Yes, madame.” Stoep offered a glass of cognac on a shining salver.
 “I understand the management of horses.”

     “We have a vacancy for a stud groom. I will mention your name to the
 general.”

     “I am greatly obliged, madame.”

     But here their conversation was interrupted by a frou-frou of lightly
 slippered feet and floating draperies. Loe ran in, bearing the missing
 smelling-salts. “Mama!” Observing Stoep, she ceased to speak and stood
 still, biting her lip. “You need not wait, Stoep.”

     “Very well, madame.” Stoep bowed to the two ladies and withdrew,
 closing the door.

     “Hateful creature!”

     “Loe, I am surprised! Stoep is a most respectful and admirable
 servant.”

     “Oh, never mind. You are better, Mama?”

     “Slightly, child. Give me my smelling-salts. Where is your father?”

     “I don't know, Mama. I expect he is following. But before he
 comes”—Loe knelt at her mother's feet, resting her hands on madame's
 knees—“please, please answer one question.”

     “And this question?”

     “What did Fragia tell you?”

     Madame Flam stared straight before her over Loe's head. She answered
 slowly, speaking in a monotone. “Fragia told me the truth....”
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     AND WHAT OF HILARIUS?

     Hilarius roams from terrace to terrace, ascending and descending
 steps, unaware whither he wanders or why, one lost to all knowledge of
 his surroundings, one despised and rejected. In his ears there seems to
 echo and re-echo the damnable doggerel of his dream—“Wolf, seize your
 prey....” Before his eyes, look where he will, and more vividly if he
 closes them, appears the unctuously gleaming body of Fragia lying
 abandoned to the embrace of a ghoul, her eyes misty with desire unholy,
 her lips parted in a lascivious smile. Against this obsession he fights
 in vain. One part of his brain disputes the idea that this can have
 been an ordinary dream, insisting that in truth it was a vision.
 Another urges rejection of the whole hellish orgy as the product of a
 mind disturbed by sorrowful perplexity and fashioned upon memories of
 Caesar Wulfheim. But, assess it as he will, the image persists.

     Fragia has touched the dead heart. It was in the unendurable horror
 of this instant that those visions had visited his sleep. He, Hilarius,
 blindly heedless of warning, has destroyed her. That shrivelled atom of
 a Satanist, as the wisdom of Dr. Oberon had recognized, contained
 force, power, in its very dust. All the terror which has haunted
 generations of dwellers in the Domain of Wulfheim is centred in this
 dreadful fragment. To its presence at the four-ways they have presented
 crossed fingers. Against its living-dead influence they have set
 candles in their windows on each Walpurgis eve.

     The moonlighted church, the evil beauty of That which
 officiated at its altar, the expressions on the faces of monks
 worshipping, of monks buried; the words of their blasphemous chant;
 these memories are too clearly defined, too sharp in detail, immutable,
 to be dismissed as mere figments of uneasy sleep. If phantasms so vile
 are to haunt his nights then sanity itself must totter. What has been
 Fragia's experience? In what awful form has recognition of the dead
 heart come to her? To believe that she has passed through the horrors
 enacted in his vision, that he has witnessed her spiritual agony, is to
 court madness. But of Fragia's death at that instant, even if now she
 seems to linger, that she is in fact no more than a lovely empty shell,
 Hilarius has no doubt. He has killed her as surely as if he had struck
 her down with an assassin's knife. Worse, he has put her to death by
 torture. For it was the despairing cry of her soul in passing which had
 echoed in his dreams....

     It is all mirage. He is permitting himself to stoop to share vulgar
 superstitions, his overtaxed brain to succumb to maladie imaginaire.
 The source from which this torment springs is his unnatural love for
 Fragia. In battling with this he has strained his mental powers to
 exhaustion point, and has fallen a helpless captive into a chaos of
 legendary devilry. Thus reasons another side of Hilarius's
 consciousness. His evil dreams are a natural corollary of his
 experience, of that eternal quest of some path in which his spirit may
 tread and find a way to peace. Fragia's delicate sensibilities have
 received a violent blow, and for this, beyond plea of casuistry, he is
 responsible. But she will revive. For her revival he must wait. But,
 directly news comes of it, he must go. In meditation he may find even
 now a clue to guide him.... Dr. Oberon is a disturbing factor. Dr.
 Oberon has planted a seed which, already, germinates, and may yet bear
 strange fruit. He sinned in coming to Wulfheim. All this sorrow has its
 birth in that blind self-interest which drove him hereto see Fragia
 again. He must never see her again....

     And now, these warring voices, like those of rival salesmen in a
 market place, begin to shout one against the other, so that Hilarius's
 brain reels. Fragia will recover.... Let the grey gates open....
 Eternal damnation and her kisses.... Otto! Otto dear, come back....
 Through all God's universe I must walk alone.... “Wolf, seize your
 prey. Werewolf....” Quare tristis es....” Hurry, hurry! it is
 not too late....Fragia, my Fragia.... Never, never must I approach her
 again....

     Fly, Hilarius! Fly deep into the woods, far far from Wulfheim. Pray,
 as never yet you have prayed. Close draws the hour. The grey gates are
 open. That Which Stole Out crouches, now, awaiting you. Call upon the
 Almighty with the clear voice of your soul. Call upon the Son of Man
 Who lived as you live, Who understands, Who will not be deaf to your
 call. Fly, Hilarius! and never once glance backward....

     Hilarius looks up. He is standing in the Italian garden under
 Fragia's window. How he has come or how long been there, he finds
 himself unable to surmise. Groaning, he turns away.

     Franz, a horn lantern resting at his feet, leans against the parapet
 protecting a corner of the platform. He is listening. No sound but the
 sighing of a childish breeze disturbs the stillness of the valley, but
 a rustle of footsteps brings Franz about with a start. Hilarius is at
 his elbow. Franz swallows audibly. “Good evening, your reverence.”

     “Good evening, brother Franz. You wait to guide the physician's
 carriage?”

     “And have waited for the past hour, sir.”

     “May your vigil be ended soon.”

     But the break of dawn had washed dim stars from the sky and already
 drew haggard outlines of tower and bastion upon a grey canvas before
 Franz heard the sound so long awaited—urgent wheels and the rataplan
 of galloping horses.
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     “LIFE IS PRESENT, BUT THE FLAME NO MORE THAN FLICKERS.”

     Vanostra straightened himself, or nearly so. His tall, angular figure
 possessed a permanent stoop, as if much bending over abstruse problems
 had led to a spinal curvature. Grey hair, shot with silver strands,
 appeared never to have been submitted to ministration by brush or comb.
 Its abundant virility ran riot over a massive skull. Deeply sunken
 eyes, dark and penetrating, looked out upon the world from beneath
 thick, shaggy eyebrows—wild things crouching under a frosty hedge; and
 the strong, clean-shaven face was intricately wrinkled. In moments of
 concentration, Vanostra lowered one eyebrow, the left, and swung a
 gold-rimmed glass hung upon a black ribbon in slow, regular sweeps like
 those of a clock's pendulum. Dr. Oberon merely nodded in agreement with
 his words. Fragia lay motionless. Her long lashes were so still that
 they might have been subtle lines brushed upon the pale cheeks. There
 was no discernible movement of her breast. Vanostra studied the room
 and its appointments, critically. He crossed to the bay window and
 looked down. Birds were hunting along rock terraces and under those
 plants which grew there. A great variety of notes, yet making perfect
 harmony, so flawless is the scoring of the Master Composer, throbbed
 through breathless morning air. Vanostra turned and walked back to the
 bed. Raising his glass, he scrutinized Fragia's features for minute
 after minute. Then, swinging the glass rhythmically, he fixed his gaze
 upon Dr. Oberon.

     “Yes,” said Dr. Oberon. “I agree with you.” Vanostra's regard
 remained unmoved, his glass continued to swing upon its ribbon. “As one
 hitherto unacquainted with the household, I must rely entirely upon
 your judgment here. All you have told me of the lady, all I see in her
 environment, points to a sweet and unspoiled nature. As an intimate of
 the family, no doubt you can tell me: has she had lovers?”

     Dr. Oberon shook his head. “Would-be lovers, yes. As you observe—”

     “She is uncommonly beautiful. Another question. Are you sufficiently
 well acquainted with her private life to be sure that there were no
 secret affairs?”

     “I can assure you there was none.”

     “Extraordinary.” Vanostra's deep, harsh voice lent to the word a
 shade of incredulity. “Were the indications which we both have noted
 present when you discovered her?”

     “They were not. Terror was her overriding expression, but it was the
 terror of a frightened child.”

     “The embalmed heart had crumbled to dust?”

     “Dust which I collected and returned to the casket.”

     “Hermetic sealing by the knife must in part have accounted for its
 long survival. Removal resulted in dissolution. Extraordinary. Life was
 extinct at that time?”

     “I am prepared to hazard upon it what small reputation I have. Fragia
 was dead.”

     “No doubt you applied exhaustive tests?”

     “Naturally.”

     “With negative results?”

     “Entirely. But I was determined to leave nothing undone. I followed
 the course which we have already discussed and of which you approved.”

     “How long an interval elapsed before any reaction took place?”

     “Almost exactly one hour. I have notes of every phase.”

     “And with this phenomenal physical change, the other change presented
 itself?”

     “It was the other change which first attracted my notice—”

     “Did it appear as a fixed expression or was it, at first, fugitive?”

     “As a fixed expression.”

     “Coincident with what you believe to have been the return of life to
 a formerly lifeless body?”

     “Coincident with it.”

     Vanostra crossed again to the window, and remained there looking out.
 He spoke over his shoulder. “A young monk of arresting appearance
 stands below. He is much concerned, I gather. A resident chaplain?”

     “No. Count Wulfheim's son. He and Fragia are deeply attached.”

     Vanostra became silent. Evidently, he was studying Hilarius, for
 presently he spoke again. “There is no visible family resemblance. The
 skulls are of distinctly different types. The bone structures vary
 notably. I can detect no one common characteristic.”

     “Fragia's mother was the second countess; Otto's the first.”

     Vanostra nodded and again became silent. When he spoke once more his
 manner was that of a man who thinks aloud. “We find ourselves in deep
 and troubled waters.”

     Dr. Oberon, who was seeking, vainly, for any trace of Fragia's pulse,
 looked across the room. “Beyond those measures to which I referred, I
 have made no attempt to recall her.”

     Vanostra did not turn. “Do you wish to make such an attempt?”

     “I await your opinion. For this reason I sent for you.”

     But Vanostra continued to stare out of the window. Light reflected
 from his swinging glass darted in tongues of flame across the
 motionless body of Fragia, to appear and disappear upon an opposite
 wall. “Lacking our interference, do you believe that she will revive?”

     It was Dr. Oberon who hesitated now; but, after a pause, “I doubt
 it,” he said quietly.

     Then, Vanostra turned, and they stood, one on either side of the bed,
 looking down at Fragia. They raised their eyes at the same moment, and
 their glances met and held. “The expression of her lips”—Vanostra's
 harsh tones were softened as if he spoke in the presence of a light
 sleeper—“is, quite unmistakably—”

     “Voluptuous.”

     “Voluptuous will do. Another word occurs to me. But let it pass. We
 are, I fear, in the presence of one of those phenomena known to certain
 physicians but not to all, for all have not met with them, which gave
 rise to the werewolf legend. Entry of the spirit into a human body, in
 the ordinary course of nature, takes place as soon as the embryo is
 ready for its reception. But entry of one spirit into a mature body in
 the very instant of another's departure has occurred. Such usurpers—”

     “I know of them—and from whence they come.”

     “They come from the hell of unfulfilment. Their former sex may differ
 from that of the body they invade. But their unsated desires operate
 through that body. The change of identity which marks these 'miraculous
 recoveries'—for so they are, as a rule, regarded—is ascribed to the
 desperate condition which the sufferer has survived.”

     “The invading entity seldom enjoys for long its stolen visit to
 earth. Of the two cases I have met with, hitherto, neither lived for
 more than a few months; one, only a few days.”

     “Much damage may be done in a few days. You and I know something of
 the law. Where lies our duty?”

     “In this I defer to you.”

     “Placing upon me a dreadful responsibility.”

     Vanostra, through his raised glass, studied Fragia's lovely face, and
 it seemed to him that a faint, ironic smile disturbed her lips
 fleetingly, and was gone. He continued to watch, but observed nothing
 to confirm this suspicion. Dropping his glass upon its black ribbon, he
 walked over again to the window. He stood there for a while, and then
 spoke without turning.

     “You are obliged, as a physician, to continue the treatment usual in
 such cases. I do not consider that you are entitled to do more.”

     “The usual treatment may prove successful.”

     “This would indicate the will of higher powers. The ways of the
 Almighty are inscrutable.”
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     DR. OBERON SOUGHT HILARIUS, and found him standing in the doorway at
 the head of the tower steps. “Dr. Oberon! tell me—”

     “Let us go in.”

     “I cannot remain there. I feel that I stifle.”

     “Very well.” Dr. Oberon seated himself on the parapet. “Steel your
 heart.”

     Hilarius's face grew pallid as if swept by a chalky brush. His beauty
 seemed to be erased, his features to change, leaving only a haggard
 mask lighted by tortured eyes. “Fragia is—”

     “Think of her as dead.”

     “Oh, God!”

     “And go on your way.”

     Hilarius dropped to his knees, clasped his hands and bowed his head.
 “Almighty Father, give me strength.”

     “I warned you that a fiery ordeal awaited. Those chosen have the
 strength to endure. Fragia's body is not dead.”

     Hilarius remained kneeling. His clenched hands became more tightly
 locked. “Her body is not dead. You mean that my awful deed, my
 resurrection of the evil that was Caesar Wulfheim, has cast a path of
 flame between us for ever? That she must never look upon me again. That
 I must shun the loveliness of her compassionate eyes. That I must
 conquer my weakness, and fly from my shame. That, though she live, I
 must die. You would remind me of my sin.”

     “This was not my purpose. I am your philosopher and friend. I am
 powerless to be your guide.”

     But still Hilarius did not move. “Why, then, do you tell me that
 Fragia is dead, but that her body lives? You mean that Fragia is dead
 to me?”

     “On the contrary. She is dead to everyone else.”

     “Doctor! you mystify and torture me.”

     “I prepare you to receive the truth.”

     “What is the truth?”

     “In this case it is that she we know as Fragia may revive from her
 strange trance. We may hear her voice again and see her beauty. It is
 this I would have you understand. It is for this I strive to arm you.”

     Hilarius raised glittering eyes. Then, slowly, he stood up. “You mean
 that her mind will be deranged?” His voice was subdued, a whisper.

     “Her brain will remain unimpaired. But the human frame is no more
 than a ship. It is the commander of the ship who sets the course. I
 mean that her body will be subject to different direction. I hope, I
 sincerely hope, that revival will not take place.”

     “You hope!” Hilarius stared at Dr. Oberon as if he doubted having
 heard aright. “You would prefer her death?”

     Dr. Oberon nodded. “The choice does not rest with me. But it would be
 better if she did not awaken.”

     “Yet, if she awakens, I must see her, if only from afar. If she
 speaks, I must hear her voice. Then—I shall fly from the beauty and
 the horror of my dreams.”

     “And where shall you fly?”

     “To the uttermost edge of the world! To some ultimate cave, some
 island behind the sunset, some mountain higher than the stars. To that
 land where souls forget. To the Beyond.”

     “The Beyond is a land where souls remember.”

     But Hilarius seemed not to hear him. “Is all life discord? When a
 flower gives up its perfume is this but the breath of its agony? The
 very music of the stars may be no more than faint clashing of distant
 strife. Is it for this that we fight our way through the pangs of
 birth? Oh, Lord God! is hell our only heritage?”

     Dr. Oberon laid his hand upon Hilarius's shoulder. “The music of the
 stars is audible to poets alone. There are other sounds, many of them,
 beyond compass of a poet's ears. Yet, these are simple sounds. We all
 can hear, and so appreciate, the complex music of an oratorio, but we
 fail, or most of us fail, to detect the call of a bat. We can bend our
 minds to comprehend involved problems in mathematics. But our minds
 fail to grasp the fact of our own immortality. Why? Because it is too
 abstruse? Because it defies human reason? Not at all. Because it is so
 simple. Its simplicity makes us both blind and deaf to its presence. We
 are seeking and listening for mighty chords of a universal orchestra,
 for the rhythm of eternity. We cannot hear the simple note of Truth.”

     “Tell me the truth about Fragia.”

     “Fragia is dead. You will meet Fragia again in that Beyond which is
 misty only to your cloudy sight. She will be waiting for you. If you
 see her body, hear her voice again in Wulfheim, remember—Fragia
 is dead....”


     (3)


     AND DEAD TO THE SIGHT of all who saw her, excepting that of Dr.
 Oberon, Fragia remained. Vanostra left Wulfheim unobtrusively, as he
 had entered. Few saw him, and none but the Count and Dr. Oberon had
 word with him. The day achieved a spring perfection almost exceeding
 that of its predecessors; but a shadow lay over the castle. Count
 Wulfheim remained retired in his own apartments. General Flam offered
 to curtail his visit if his presence seemed intrusive at this time, but
 the Count, almost sternly, declined to consent. In any event, Loe
 refused to leave Fragia. Hilarius haunted paths unfrequented, shrinking
 from human contacts but unable to tear himself away until this
 phenomenal trance should end, either in Fragia's awakening, or—

     Madame Sonier, Loe and Madeleine maintained untiring vigil, in turn,
 and Dr. Oberon visited the sickroom at frequent intervals. Madame Flam
 also paid several visits. But she seemed to be subject to unpredictable
 and unaccountable nervous attacks on these occasions, so that her
 daughter prevailed upon her to abstain. Of the movements of General
 Flam there is no reliable record. Lieutenant Chapinade displayed a
 restlessness which, as the day advanced, mounted to frenzy. He had Nada
 saddled and went galloping madly through the forest rides as if pursued
 by demons.

     But Fragia's long lashes never stirred. Her breast was still. The
 only perceptible change was afforded by the expression of that lovely
 face. A slight, almost contemptuous smile rested upon Fragia's lips. At
 sunset she awoke....

     Loe was staring unhappily from the window. Madeleine had lighted
 lamps and candles and had just retired. Madame Sonier sat by the
 bed.... And a peal of musical laughter rippled through the room! Loe's
 heart leapt so that she felt suddenly faint and dizzy. She was afraid
 to turn for a moment. Then came the subdued voice of Madame Sonier.
 “Merciful God!” Loe forced herself to turn, to look. She discovered
 Madame Sonier, her small fingers clutching the arms of the chair in
 which she was seated, shrinking slowly back. Fragia's eyes, widely
 opened, were inclined sideways to regard her—but in them shone no
 recognition, no friendship, no welcome. That contemptuous smile had
 broadened, so that little white teeth flashed between lips voluptuously
 curved. Loe clasped her hands, one upon another, over her leaping
 heart. “Fragia! Fragia darling!”

     Those beautiful, mocking eyes became directed in Loe's direction.
 Madame Sonier bent and smoothed back the fair hair from Fragia's
 forehead. She spoke in a low voice. “Bring Dr. Oberon.”

     Loe crossed the room, almost tottering, opened the door and went out.
 Fragia's eyes moved slowly as if to follow her progress. Then, Fragia
 looked up into Madame Sonier's face. Her smile faded. The very form of
 her lips seemed to change. Tears gathered on her lashes, and she
 grasped the gentle hand which soothed her forehead. “Dear Cousin
 Sonier—why do you look at me so strangely?”

     “Perhaps because I am so happy to see you well again.”

     “Have I been ill?”

     “Only a swoon, dear Fragia, but it lasted a long time.”

     Fragia sat up, inhaling deeply. “Oh, it is good to breathe clean air,
 after—” she paused. Her lips twitched, and she clutched Madame Sonier
 in swift terror, seeming to question that gentle face, fearfully.

     “After what, dear?”

     Fragia shook her head. Composure was restored as quickly as it had
 been disturbed. “I don't know what I was going to say. I suppose—I
 have been dreaming.”
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      (1)

     WHEN COUNT WULFHEIM, a man renewed, faint colour tinting the pallor
 of his cheeks, came to Fragia's apartments, he found her reclining on a
 long couch in her boudoir. She wore her rest gown of blue velvet, and
 brocaded satin slippers on her bare feet. Newly from the bath, her hair
 arranged by Madeleine, Fragia made a picture so lovely that the Count
 paused in the doorway to contemplate her. She smiled and stretched out
 her hands, so that loose sleeves fell back to reveal the white satin of
 her slender arms.

     “Fragia!” The Count moved slowly towards her. “Fragia! How can I hope
 to express my happiness!” He knelt and kissed her very tenderly, then
 seated himself on a low chair beside the couch. “You are restored to
 me. My Fragia!”

     She turned and rested her clasped hands on his knee. “I am more sorry
 than I can say to have caused you so much anxiety.”

     Count Wulfheim raised the delicate hands to his lips. “Suffering
 makes joy the keener.”

     “I cannot imagine what caprice drove me to the oratory. I know, only,
 that I felt a great need for meditation. And as I knelt there, my mind
 far away, I touched a metal casket which stood in the niche below the
 Virgin.”

     “Do not recall these happenings, Fragia.”

     “Why do you speak so gravely? Nothing occurred to disturb me,
 father.”

     “Nothing occurred, you say?”

     “Nothing that I can recall. I began to raise the lid of the casket,
 for I thought it must contain some holy relic. You see, I had never
 entered the oratory since—I was a child. As I did so, a sudden nausea
 swept over me. I cannot account for it. But I felt that I was about to
 fall, to swoon, and I tried to save myself. It was too late, however.”

     The Count held Fragia's hands between his own. “You remember no
 more?”

     “I remember no more of what occurred, there. But I remember a truly
 singular dream. I found myself floating up and up through starry space.
 A line, like a strand of silk, alone linked me to earth. I clutched
 this very tightly, afraid to let it go, and I looked down. Far, ever so
 far, below, I could see the oratory! I could see myself as I lay on the
 floor beside the prie-dieu, and I could see, too, that the line of
 which I held one end was attached to my body in the oratory. As I
 looked, I continued to float up higher and higher, farther and farther
 away. I thought that if I lost my hold, or if the silken line snapped,
 I should never be able to return. And then I saw that there was
 someone, a dim shape, who was trying to snap the line. But I was so far
 away at the time that I could not see clearly. I remember nothing else
 until I awoke, and found Madame Sonier bending over me.”

     “My dear, I am grateful to heaven. I had some apprehension, recently,
 that you were inclining to a melancholy habit. The strange decision of
 your brother to join the Church I feared might have tended to turn your
 thoughts in a similar direction—a direction distasteful to me. Your
 conversation, also, at times supported these fears. I suspected you of
 contemplating retirement to a convent—of renouncing life.”

     Fragia laughed softly. “You were wrong, father. I am determined to
 accept life.”

     “I am happy to hear this. In you, my dear, rests the future of our
 ancient race. The name of Wulfheim must die, but the Wulfheim blood,
 through you, will burn in generations to come. The courage of the
 Wulfheims, the strength of their men and the beauty of their women will
 prevail. For you are a Wulfheim, the last of a once mighty family.”

     Fragia's lips trembled. Count Wulfheim was looking down at her
 tenderly nurtured hands, which he caressed, or he might have found the
 expression of those tremulous lips to be an ambiguous one. “I know who
 I am!” she whispered.

     “In your gentleness, dear, you resemble your mother. In your hatred
 of that which is coarse, your shrinking from the baser side of
 humanity, you are a Wulfheim. We bear-this horror of things mean, petty
 and unworthy as a stigma. It lies in us to fly from the harsh cruelty
 of truth.”

     “I know.”

     “This trait I have looked for and feared to find in you, Fragia. You
 have the purity of a nun. But you carry a rich dowry. I am devoted to
 Mother Church, yet I am enough of the world to hope that these fair
 lands will not swell the coffers of Rome. You are no longer a child, my
 dear, and I suppose I have been wrong in sheltering you from life so
 jealously. With me, you shall travel, and see the greater world beyond
 these lonely forests. I would have you marry, Fragia. This, now, is my
 one desire....”

     And behind those veiled, those slumbrous eyes of Fragia's—eyes which
 glitter with the hard brilliance of gems—what spirit watches? Whose
 silent voice within Fragia is it which mocks each pure sentiment poured
 from Count Wulfheim's heart? “You shall travel, and see the greater
 world.” The world, great or small, is within Otto's arms! “I would have
 you marry.” She can scarce control her laughter. “Otto, my love, my
 love!” sings that exultant spirit voice, “soon, very soon now, you
 shall feast your lips, shall slake your burning thirst which has all
 but destroyed you. At last, I know! I know! You are mine—as I am
 yours! Together, we shall share a passion surpassing human rapture....”

     The Count stood up, kissed Fragia's hands and then, stooping, kissed
 her cheek. “I have wearied you, which was inconsiderate on my part. But
 your long swoon and your visit to the oratory brought to me an
 unaccountable fear. I thought you had heard, or had imagined you had
 heard, a call to renounce the world, as Otto has done. Sleep well,
 Fragia, my dearest.”

     His step light, Count Wulfheim returned along the gallery and came to
 that part of its darkness dimly illuminated through pointed windows
 overlooking the entrance hall. Here, he checked abruptly. A peal of
 musical laughter had reached his ears—and it came from Fragia's
 apartments! The Count frowned perplexedly—and then smiled. Fragia was
 happy again. That shadow which had clouded her bright spirit was
 dispersed.


     (2)


     MADELEINE ENTERED Fragia's boudoir, her dark eyes humid with tears of
 sincere happiness. “You rang, my lady?”

     “Yes, Madeleine. I want you to find Mistress Flam and ask her to come
 here.”

     “Yes, my lady.” But Madeleine lingered, although a peremptory cough
 from the adjoining room warned her that Madame Sonier was present. “It
 is truly wonderful, and beautiful, to see you yourself again.”

     Fragia, who still reclined on the couch, as the Count had discovered
 her, smiled slightly. “Thank you, Madeleine.”

     Madeleine curtsied and withdrew. Madame Sonier entered. “You are not
 to tire yourself unduly, remember. Dr. Oberon is most emphatic. He will
 be here shortly to see you safely bestowed in bed.”

     “But I am so hungry, dear Cousin Sonier,” Fragia protested.

     “Prune is preparing a special dinner. He insists upon serving it with
 his own hands.”

     Fragia laughed, and her laughter touched a note so gay that Madame
 Sonier smiled in return. Yet, her smile was one not wholly free from
 embarrassment. During recent months Fragia had laughed rarely. Since
 her awakening, which had been heralded by laughter, she had laughed
 much. And in the quality of this new merriment Madame Sonier detected
 something unfamiliar. She determined to speak to Dr. Oberon about it.
 Loe coming in at this moment, however, she retired, pausing on the
 threshold to say, “Only a few minutes, remember.” Then, she withdrew,
 and closed the communicating door.

     “Fragia dear!” Loe ran across, dropped down into the chair which
 Count Wulfheim had so recently vacated, and clasped Fragia's hands.
 “Fragia darling!”

     Fragia watched her smilingly. “As you did not come to me, Loe, I sent
 for you.”

     “My dear! I should have returned at once but Dr. Oberon insisted that
 you must have no more than one visitor at a time. And there is such
 frantic excitement throughout the castle. The news has flown that you
 are recovered, and I protest everyone has run wild! Even the dogs seem
 to know. Fortunately you cannot hear them on this side. But they set up
 an appalling din at sunset, and have not entirely ceased yet. At night,
 it is queerly disturbing. Oh, Fragia, are you really well again? I find
 it hard to credit.”

     “Yes, Loe dear. I am well again. I want you to sit down and talk to
 me.”

     “Fragia! I could kneel and adore you!”

     “Why, Loe? Your eyes are shining very brightly. Tell me your secret.”

     “Fragia! I cannot conceive what you said to mama, nor when it was
 said—but she has consented!”

     Fragia sat upright, fixing an all but startled regard upon Loe. “You
 mean that you are to marry Charles!”

     Loe released a flood of happy tears, throwing herself into Fragia's
 arms. “Darling! isn't it wonderful? Charles is simply crazy with
 joy. Papa told him but a few minutes ago. It is almost as incredible as
 that you are well again. But it's true! Fragia! what did you say to
 mama?”

     Fragia clasped Loe's shoulders tightly. Loe had her head hidden now
 against her friend's shoulder. “Nothing, dear. She must have read my
 thoughts.”

     Then Loe looked up. But Fragia's eyes, violet-blue like amethysts,
 told her no more than the smiling lips. “I just cannot comprehend it.
 You are mysterious as Dr. Oberon, and Dr. Oberon frightens me.”


     “He
 does not frighten you, Loe. He makes you afraid of yourself.”

     “Yes,” Loe whispered. “I am afraid of myself, since—someone
 came. Oh, Fragia, Fragia dear! if you could understand how I love him!
 If you could understand!”

     “It is because I understand that I wonder.”

     “Wonder what, Fragia?”

     “How you can let him go—tomorrow.”

     “Fragia! I have no power to keep him.”

     “No, dear. But you have power to love him.”

     “Fragia!”

     “You have thought what it would mean to lose him, and never to have
 your happiness fulfilled. Tomorrow, he goes to the war. But tonight he
 is here.”

     “Fragia, darling! What do you mean?”

     “Suppose he should never return?”

     “Please, please don't!”

     “How you would regret that you had not truly lived, tonight.”

     Loe sat straightly erect, turning to stare at Fragia. “You are
 frightening me. That did not sound like—you—speaking.”

     Fragia smiled. Her eyes, unfathomable, regarded Loe calmly. “Yet it
 was I who spoke, dear, and you who heard.”

     “Oh, Fragia!” Loe dropped to her knees beside the couch, watching
 Fragia fascinatedly.

     “Perhaps we have never really known one another, Loe, although we
 were at school together. I am not ashamed of being a woman. Nor are
 you. Because we are women, we hunger for love. Are you so cowardly that
 you could let fate step in and cheat you of your dreams?”

     “Oh, Fragia!” Loe clasped her hands in a gesture which might have
 been one of entreaty. “I don't know if I understand you rightly. But if
 I do—oh, my dear—I dare not! I dare not! What are you
 saying? Fragia, darling, I have always looked upon you as a saint!”


     “Do you think, then,” Fragia inquired smilingly, “that I have become
 a sinner?”

     “What would he think if he knew! If he could hear us!”

     “He would not understand. A man demands surrender. His must be the
 call, dear. It is for you to answer.”

     “He would never venture.”


     “Has
 he never ventured?”

     “Not so greatly.”

     “But you know.”

     “His eyes have put the question.”

     “Answer with yours.”

     Announced by a subdued rap, Madeleine entered and curtsied.
 “Lieutenant Chapinade's compliments, Mistress Flam. He is waiting on
 the terrace.”

     Loe stood up. Her cheeks were hotly flushed. “Thank you, Madeleine. I
 will come.” Madeleine repeated the curtsey and withdrew. “Fragia,
 Fragia! I protest you have put the wildest wickedness in my head! May I
 peep in after dinner to say good night—if you are not asleep?”

     “Of course, Loe.”

     “The Count, who is simply a darling, has ordered a special feast, and
 papa is to announce our engagement. Your father is so happy, dear
 Fragia, tonight. How I wish you could be there.” She stooped and kissed
 Fragia almost passionately. “I owe so much to you.” Then, Loe ran to
 the door, opened it, and turned.

     Fragia, still smiling, watched her with unfamiliar eyes. “I am sorry
 I must miss your engagement party tonight, Loe dear. But come back and
 tell me all about it. I promise not to detain you.”

     Loe went out at one door just as Dr. Oberon entered at the other. He
 stood there, looking across at Fragia. “Do I intrude?”

     “Your intrusions are always welcome ones. The patient, you see, has
 made a wonderful recovery.” Fragia patted the couch beside her as an
 invitation to Dr. Oberon.

     He crossed and seated himself, watching her speculatively. “Life has
 conquered.”

     “In the end does it not always conquer?”

     Dr. Oberon produced his snuff-box. “Always. In the dry bones of the
 desert lizards are born.”

     Fragia laughed, and Dr. Oberon, who had raised the ebony lid of his
 box, paused, as if arrested by this laughter. “You are not trying to
 tell me that I am a lizard?”

     Dr. Oberon took a pinch of snuff. “Undoubtedly. A chameleon. It is
 characteristic of your sex.” He snapped the lid down.

     “Do you mean that I am changeable?”

     “No. I mean that you are changed.”

     “What change do you see in me?”

     “I see the moth where before I saw only the chrysalis.”

     “You know too much of life, doctor.”

     “Not too much. But nearly enough.”

     “Do you never grow weary of watching?”

     “No. I enact the part allotted to me; the part around which the play
 is written.”

     “And what is your part?”

     “I am the audience. If the play become intolerable, I can go out. But
 to the theatre of life there is no readmittance—until the next play is
 staged.”

     “And then—are you forced to attend?”

     “No.” He began to tap the lid of his box. “I bring you a message from
 Brother Hilarius.”

     “Otto!” Fragia spoke the name on a deep note, vibrant, touched with
 rapture. Her eyes glittered brilliantly and her lips were curved in a
 smile which Dr. Oberon might have recognized. But he was staring down
 abstractedly at the ebony box.

     “He is greatly concerned about you. He must shortly return to his
 monastery.”

     “Tell him that on no account must he return until I have seen him.
 Say that I forbid it.”

     “I had already told him this.”

     “How did you know?”

     “I have seen the play before.” He stood up. “A light supper is being
 prepared. But you must resign yourself to supping in bed. You have been
 up long enough.”
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     DINNER THAT NIGHT AT Castle Wulfheim was more properly a banquet. M.
 Prune had surpassed himself; and from bins rarely visited, wines of
 historic importance had been released from long captivity. The newly
 affianced lovers were toasted by the Count, and, in her absence, Fragia
 was toasted by General Flam. Hilarius, obeying a wish expressed by his
 father, was present, but he paid scant tribute to M. Prune's art, and
 no more than moistened his lips with ruby nectar from a king's cellars.
 This latter shortcoming, however, was made good by Madame Flam, who
 drank enough for two. It seemed strange amid so much rejoicing, that
 there was so little true gaiety. One might almost have surmised that
 many, if not all, of the guests assembled in the armoury laboured under
 some secret burden in no way associated with an admirable cuisine, that
 a covert menace overhung their heads. When the ladies retired, Hilarius
 pleaded religious duties, made his apologies and withdrew.

     Out on that corner of the platform directly below Loe's bastion,
 Franz, lighted lantern affixed to staff, peered over the wall into
 unfathomable darkness, and listened to a witchlike chattering which
 came from the stream far below as it leapt and swirled upon its race
 valleyward. Franz shuddered and shook himself. “Brr! 'Tis a fearsome
 long way down!”

     “Hi, there, herring-gut!” The rumbling voice was that of Master Kupt.
 Franz turned slowly. “Have you locked the lower gate?”

     “Master Kupt, I am on my way down to lock it now.”

     “Now—now! What hour is this to be locking gates?”

     “Master Kupt, I am afraid of the dark stairs tonight. There is
 something evil afoot, Master Kupt. As I passed Father Paul's tower I
 heard a sound of chanting—and my heart went dead.”

     “With a dead heart and a dead brain you will not live long.”

     “It was the young Count, praying. He prayed in Latin. I could see his
 shadow on the wall. He knelt before the great crucifix. Why should he
 pray aloud?”

     “How in hell's name would I know!”

     “And three times tonight I have heard wolves in the High Forest.”

     “There are no wolves in the High Forest, in the Middle or the Low. I
 have been told so by the Count, himself.”

     “But I heard them.”

     Kupt sighed. His mood was more human than in ordinary. “You hear evil
 things, Franz. I, too, have heard an evil thing—and seen it. I have
 caught Madeleine with that hog-necked Stoep. It is the finish. Tomorrow
 he goes a-packing.”

     “By your leave, Master Kupt, there are others.”

     “Others! Meaning what?”

     “'Tis common knowledge. She was always a light woman.”

     “Blistering purgatory! What is this, Franz?”

     “Carl, at the inn, had her before she came to you, Master Kupt. All
 Wulfheim knew.”

     “All 'Wulfheim! Then what of me?”

     “You were blinded by love, Master Kupt.”

     “The harlot! And she has been near our sweet Lady Fragia!”

     “Who is a saint—and so cannot be defiled, Master.”

     Kupt uttered a bearlike growl. “Tomorrow, the bitch goes a-packing,
 too. I'll have no huckstering light-o'-love in Wulfheim. To the gate,
 Franz. I wait for you here.”

     “Very well, Master.”

     Franz, staff on shoulder, moved off to a yawning cavity which marked
 the head of flights of steps leading down to an iron gateway
 overlooking the valley. The yellow gleam of his lantern became
 immediately swallowed up. But Kupt stood listening to the slow tattoo
 of his descent, as it died, diminuendo, and became indistinguishable
 from other elusive night sounds. Bats circled above his head, and
 somewhere an owl was hooting. Kupt welcomed the approach of crisp
 footsteps which he recognized as those of Dr. Oberon.

     “Ah, Master Kupt—is the Count's house in order?” Dr. Oberon, wearing
 his caped overcoat, for once failed to produce the famous snuff-box.

     “Well, sir doctor, it is and it is not. The recovery of our sweet
 lady is a blessing from heaven and the answer to many a prayer. But,
 again, today I have had bad news. News of black ingratitude and
 perfidy.”

     “Possibly you mean that you have heard the truth?”

     “Is all the world false, then?”

     “No. Life is eternally true to pattern. It is we, who try to distort
 it, who cry out that it is false.”

     “Is there no gratitude?”

     “Yes. But it is a tender flower which any weed can strangle.” Dr.
 Oberon nodded briskly and went his way.

     “H'm,” muttered Kupt. “J may know too little. But he knows too
 much.” Angrily dwelling upon his grievances, Kupt leaned against the
 wall listening, uneasily, for sounds other than those proclaiming
 Franz's return. He heard none, however, until Franz, mounting some
 sixty steps far more rapidly than he had gone down, regained the
 platform breathless.

     “You have been nearly as quick as a man fully awake.”

     “I hurried. And to keep my mind off fearsome things, I thought.”

     “Is it possible?”

     “And do you know what I thought, Master Kupt?”

     “That you were born both dry and daft?”

     “No, Master Kupt. I thought that I would rather be a fool than a wise
 man. For only a fool can be happy.”

     “Then cheer up, Franz. All happiness is yours.”


     (2)


     GENERAL FLAM, whose visit was drawing to a close, and whose military
 mentality abhorred loose ends, had excused himself shortly after dinner
 and had set out in search of Madeleine. It is probable that this
 pedestrian exercise was responsible for his failure to find her; for
 Madeleine, who was looking for the general, had, quite unconsciously,
 been following his trail for a considerable time before the twain
 encountered. This meeting took place on a terrace almost immediately
 before Count Wulfheim's study. Streaks of light showed along junctures
 of those purple curtains which draped the oriel windows. The air was
 laden with fragrance of some night-scented flower.

     “Ah! little witch! Got you!”

     “Please, General, please! Someone will see us!”

     “Man-in-the-moon. Nobody else.” General Flam kissed Madeleine
 lingeringly. When at last he released her lips, she moaned and lay
 helpless in his arms. “Listen, my dear. Told you I needed a new stud
 groom. Mentioned it to you. My wife has found the fellow. He's here.
 But dissatisfied. Fellow named Stoep.”

     “Stoep!” Madeleine's supine form became electrically animated.

     “Yes. That's the name. Stoep. Don't you like him?”

     “Not very much. Why, if you please?”

     “All the better. Think our difficulties are solved. What about
 marrying him?”

     “Marry Stoep! Oh, General! How silly!”

     “Not silly at all. Excellent fellow. Big. Stupid. I'll see he doesn't
 bother you much.”

     “I have never been able to think of marriage. The idea of sleeping
 with anybody makes me sick.”

     “You begin to annoy me. Getting annoyed. You are as difficult as a
 Grand Duchess.”

     “Oh, General, I am frightened.”

     “Then go to the devil!” General Flam released his captive, turned
 abruptly, and went stamping off along the terrace.

     Madeleine had a rapid conference with herself. She had overplayed her
 chosen part. She had made a mistake. What should be her next move? “I
 was a fool to forget the garters,” she murmured, looking after that
 small, retreating figure, moving, resolute from moonlight into shadow,
 from shadow into moonlight. She continued to watch, until a heavy tread
 brought her sharply about.

     “With him again.” Stoep, his jaw protruding, watched her.

     “I had a message for the young Count. The general met me on my way.”

     “You are a liar. But it doesn't matter. I shall not quarrel with old
 Flam.”

     “Old Flam! Ha, ha! This is funny, milord Stoep.”

     “A post has been offered to me in his household.”

     “Ho, ho! But that is different. So at last we can be married.”

     “Do you think I would have you near that old rake?”

     “Do I think!” Madeleine sprang forward, hands clenched. “You do not
 mean you have refused!”

     Stoep maintained his sinister pose, head slightly inclined, jaw set.
 “No. I have not refused. But I shall not take you with me.”

     Madeleine stifled a sound which, had it matured, would have been a
 shriek of anger. She began in a low tone, which rose as she proceeded.
 “You mean—you dirt-pig—that you do not intend to marry me! You mean
 that you are going to leave me—two months gone—to face the world—
alone—with your brat! Is this what you mean?”

     Stoep glanced aside at the study windows, but without relaxing his
 attitude, which resembled that of a boxer awaiting the attack of a
 trained opponent. “Not so loud, dear.”

     “I will scream it for all Wulfheim to hear! Is this what you mean,
 you rat?”

     “We can still see one another—”

     Madeleine crouched. One might have been reminded of a leopardess
 about to spring. Her voice, too, assumed some of the character of a
 cat's hiss. “You dirty swine! You son of a bitch! You louse with a
 hundred fathers!”

     “Stop! I warn you!”

     “Strike me! I ask you to strike me. See! I am waiting!”

     Stoep, his dusky skin strangely mottled, stared once into those
 blazing eyes—and turned away.


     (3)


     UPON POOR KUPT devolved again a vigil by the east bastion door. One
 consolation kept him company, a cheerful comrade: the knowledge that
 Lieutenant Chapinade must depart in the early morning, that, indeed,
 prudence—and Kupt's inclination—would have dictated departure
 tonight. This, then, was his last trial of endurance. But Kupt suffered
 grave misdoubts. Newly affianced lovers doomed to part so soon might be
 counted upon to prolong their farewells near to dawn. On the other
 hand, unless he actually saw Mistress Flam go in, he was likely to lock
 her out. This, he vaguely believed, might well result in a scandal.

     As he waited, walking to and fro across the platform, he found
 himself to be listening, not only for the approach of Mistress Flam but
 also for other sounds. Many times he leaned over the wall, thinking
 that, above the voice of the stream far below, he had detected a baying
 and howling borne upon a breeze from the High Forest. He was so
 engaged, in fact, when a slight rustle of footsteps prompted him to
 turn swiftly.

     “Greeting, brother Kupt.”

     “Good evening, Master Otto, your reverence.”

     “I learn from Dr. Oberon that you have had trouble with your staff.”

     “True enough, sir. Two of them go a-packing in the morning:
 Madeleine and Stoep.”

     “Why, brother Kupt?”

     “Saving your presence, Sir Otto, she for a light-o'-love and he for
 being her paramour.”

     Hilarius sighed. “Good night, brother Kupt.”

     “Good night to you, sir.”


     “Pax vobiscum.”


     Kupt bowed his head and crossed himself as Hilarius, moving almost
 noiselessly, went on his way. “Queer times—with the young Count a
 monk. And when does he sleep?”

     But perhaps Kupt derived consolation of sorts from the fact that
 there were others in Wulfheim to whom rest was denied. Others? H'm! He
 wondered what Madeleine was doing. He began to flog his laggard brain,
 demanding some device which should enable him to leave this accursed
 door to take care of itself, but which should also show, when he
 returned, if Mistress Flam had entered. Lights in her room afforded no
 indication, for it was her custom to leave some burning all night. And
 Kupt was peculiarly anxious to learn the present whereabouts of his
 faithless fair. A sibilance of lightly slippered feet brought him to
 swift alert—and raising his eyes he saw Mistress Flam coming towards
 him. She was wrapped in a fur cloak.

     “Oh, Kupt—you quite alarmed me!”

     “Your pardon, Mistress Flam. I was anxious to lock the door as soon
 as you had retired.”

     “Oh, dear, yes! I know I am locked in every night, and I protest it
 makes me feel like a prisoner in the Bastille.”

     “The door is secured every night, Mistress Flam, by the Count's
 orders. It is no choice of mine.”

     “I feel so small and lonely in my high, high nest.”

     “High indeed, Mistress. From your window up yonder 'tis eight hundred
 feet sheer to the bottom of the ravine. A man fell, once, in my
 father's time.”

     “Oh, mercy! What became of him?”

     “None ever saw him again, Mistress Flam. Like enough the stream
 carried his body away.”

     “Gracious heavens! you terrify me! If I should dream evil dreams in
 the night, perhaps of the man who fell, it would add to my terror to be
 locked in.”

     “The general and his lady are within call.”

     “Yes. But I should hate to awaken them. What is more, dear Master
 Kupt, I go to bed so late, and it is unfair you should suffer for it.
 If I were to promise, faithfully, to lock myself in, could you not give
 me the key of the door?”

     Kupt beheld a solution of his problem, but feared to embrace
 temptation. “I doubt if I dare do it, Mistress Flam.”

     “But, dear Master Kupt! I awake quite ridiculously early every
 morning, and I promise to come down and unlock the door at once. You
 will find it so, with the key inside. Please, Master Kupt, for
 poor little me!”

     “Ah, well!” Kupt permitted her quaint pleading, and his own wishes,
 to triumph. “Here is the key. A somewhat large one. But give me your
 promise that you will lock the door.”

     Loe grasped the ancient key and hid it in some pocket in the lining
 of her cloak with ill-concealed eagerness. “Never fear but I shall lock
 the door fast. Good night, Master Kupt, and many many thanks to you.”

     “Good night, Mistress Flam.”

     Loe waved her hand gaily and ran off. Kupt heard her slippers
 pattering down the stone steps and knew that she hurried to rejoin her
 lover. “A pretty little baggage! Ah, well!”
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      (1)

     GENERAL FLAM, as this momentous night grew older, found time for
 reflection. Perhaps he became bored. Count Wulfheim was disposed to
 talk of little else but Fragia, and the general left him to talk about
 Fragia to Madame Flam. Loe was off somewhere with that young rip,
 Chapinade, but as Madame Flam had quite recently observed, Chapinade
 was not such a bad fellow. The general congratulated himself upon
 having sanctioned the engagement. But his judgment of men was rarely at
 fault, by gad. Judgment of women pretty sound, too. Knew a good looker
 when he saw one. Keen eye. Women or horses. He decided to make a tour
 of the grounds, and accordingly muffled himself up in his fur-collared
 cloak and set out. Nice night for a stroll. Man of action. Couldn't sit
 still. He went by way of a winding path through shrubbery which skirted
 the stables, some of the kennels, and many domestic outbuildings. His
 cough troubled him. In fact, it awakened several dogs. But he had
 proceeded far from the castle and descended to the lower terrace where
 lily buds thrust virgin nipples up through great floating leaves and
 where fishes, ruddy, golden, and silver as moonrays lay deep and nearly
 invisible, before his solitude was disturbed.

     Madeleine, who had run fast to reach this spot ahead of the general,
 and who had chosen another route, stood by the stone seat, her right
 foot resting upon it, clasping a jangling garter upon one of those
 limbs which had earned commendation from the great Jornsen. She dropped
 her skirt, sprang upright and turned in breathless confusion.

     “Gad! perfect, dear—perfect!” General Flam, glass raised, watched
 her appreciatively.

     “Oh, General! How my heart throbs!”

     “Let me feel it, dear!” And the general swept Madeleine into a close
 embrace. “You've been avoiding me, you little devil. Been dodging me.
 Perhaps I was a bit too crisp with you. Damnation. The girl's crying!”

     “I am frightened.” Madeleine repressed sobs. “So frightened—and so
 unhappy.”

     “Who has frightened you?”

     “You! And someone else. Oh, General! You do not understand. I can
 never never marry Stoep! I can marry no one! I shall never
 marry, but—”

     “But what?”

     “I am never in all my life able to think, to think, of—giving
 myself—to anyone, until—” Madeleine twined her arms about the
 general's fur collar and raised her beautiful eyes to his. “Oh, do you
 not know what you have done to my heart? Can you not see? Don't you
 feel?”

     “You little darling!” Madeleine kissed him passionately. “You lovely
 little devil—darling!”

     “Since I am a tiny girl men have tried to kiss me like this, and I
 have run, run from them! Not until I meet you do I long to be
 kissed like this! Oh, General—I leave here tomorrow.”

     “What!” General Flam began a disengaging-movement and stared hard.
 “Why?”

     Madeleine sighed. “Kupt sends me away because—”

     “Because what?”

     “Because ... I won't.”

     “The blackguard! the scoundrel! The blue-faced baboon!”

     Madeleine shrank into his arms, trembling. Her garter jingled
 musically. She was kicking her leg to ensure this effect. “Oh, you
 will look after me—say you will—if I—love you?”

     General Flam became drunk with kisses, but at last found words.
 “Count on me, dear. But devilish awkward. Don't go in for spinsters.
 Like 'em married.”

     Madeleine's lips completed his intoxication: prudence was cast out.
 “I shall never marry. Never. Never. You can hide me away. I do not care
 where I live. I can live in a hut, in a cave, if I have you. My
 lover! But promise me—promise—you will be good to me if... it should
 happen.”

     General Flam was in a mood to promise anything. “Come through here,
 darling. There's a quiet spot I've noted. We'll think of a way. Make a
 plan. Concoct some plot.”

     Clasping Madeleine's waist, the general drew her through an opening
 in a box hedge, and the spirits of the garden, who were not
 unaccustomed to amorous interludes, heard the jingle of silver bells
 presently grow louder—and cease. “Oh, General! please!” But
 Madeleine's voice was smothered. It returned to life as a short,
 stifled sob, and then became silent altogether.
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     CHAPINADE AND LOE ARE walking towards the door of the east bastion.
 They are not so late as usual, and the marble faun dances solitary.
 Chapinade speaks in a low tone. “Is your mother in bed yet, dear?”

     “No. I left her playing cards with the Count and Dr. Oberon.”

     “Where is your father?”

     “He has disappeared.”

     “Strange that your mother should let him out of her sight.”

     “Yes. But she doesn't seem to have missed him. And here is the tower
 of the lonely princess!” Loe looks up at a shadowy object which
 projects above the pointed doorway. It is a wrought-iron bracket
 designed to support a lantern, but the lantern has been absent many a
 year. “I have said good night to Fragia and everybody, and so—now I
 suppose I must say good night to you.”

     Chapinade seals those words upon her lips. “Dearest one! it is
 good-bye.”

     “Oh, don't, don't say it! I cannot bear it!” She clings to him in
 desperate tenderness. “I shall see you in the morning?”

     “I start at dawn, my darling. How can you?”

     “But I must! But I must! Oh, and I am so afraid of this lonely room
 they have imprisoned me in! My window looks down into a ghostly valley.
 Someone fell from there once. Oh, it is horrible!”

     Chapinade moves aside, leaning over the crenelated wall and looking
 upward. “Discouraging to a climber!”

     “Truly! and now”—Loe hunts feverishly in a pocket concealed under
 her fur cloak—“I protest I have lost the key!”

     “The key!” Chapinade turns swiftly. “You have the key?”

     “I prevailed upon Kupt to let me have it. I thought it most unfair he
 should wait up for us.”

     “But the door is open, darling.”

     “I know. But I promised most faithfully to lock it when I went in.
 Now—what can have become of that key!”

     Chapinade rests his hands upon her shoulders and turns her about so
 that her face becomes visible in reflected moonlight. “Loe.”

     “Dearest. What?”

     They remain silent for long moments. “Do you think you may have
 dropped it by the seat in the yew hedge?”

     “How stupid of me! I didn't drop it at all. I left it lying
 there—and my hand-bag as well!”

     “Let us go back to look for them.”

     “Charles, dearest, truly it is too late.”

     “Then I will go back and look.”

     “Very well, sweetheart. But I dare not stay out here. Someone might
 find me. I shall fly up to my room.”

     “It may take some time searching in the dark.”

     “No matter. But don't let anyone see you when—”

     Chapinade draws Loe closely into his arms, kissing her, ardently.
 “Good night, my love. But, this time, not good-bye!”

     “I shall have to close the door,” Loe whispers.

     “I can open it.”

     “Then, I protest I shall have to turn you out and lock it behind
 you.”

     “Darling!”

     They remain silent until Loe tears herself away. “Make sure there is
 no one about before you... come back. In fact, dear Charles, it may be
 better if you wait until I have said good night to mama. I will put my
 light out until she is in bed.” And Loe runs in at the shadowy doorway,
 and closes the door.

     Chapinade stands watching it for a moment, his heart enflamed with
 happiness. He blows a kiss upward to the high, lighted window. As he
 does so, the light disappears, the window is slightly opened and a
 white hand waves to him. “Darling!” he murmurs, waves wildly in answer
 and hurries off.

     He is not gone long, no more than five minutes, when a heavy figure,
 furtive of approach, takes his place. Stoep looks all about,
 suspiciously, notes the closed door, and then walks to the wall.
 Craning over, he stares up at Loe's window. There is no light in the
 room. He hesitates, and, forming a sudden decision, retires in haste to
 those sixty steps which lead down to the ancient salley port.

     Franz comes toiling on to the platform, his staff and lighted lantern
 on his shoulder. Going to the door in the bastion, he tries it gently,
 finds it to be unlocked, and shrugs. “Poor Master Kupt will be up late
 tonight! Thank God I am not in love....” He goes on his way.
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     CHAPINADE, displaying the restrained eagerness of a greyhound in the
 slip, had crossed and recrossed the platform below the east bastion
 several times before he observed a light in Loe's window. This pharos
 gleamed like a beckoning star. His heart leapt. He strode, resolute,
 toward the door, one hand clutching a great key concealed beneath his
 cloak. A sound of rapid footsteps arrested him on the very threshold.
 Could he enter, and silently secure the lock before this wanderer
 detected him? It was doubtful. Discretion conquered ardour. He stepped
 back and began to stroll to meet the one who approached.

     “Ah, Chapinade.” Dr. Oberon pulled up before him.

     “You retire late, sir.”

     “Age has one thing in common with youth, Chapinade.”

     “What is that, doctor?”

     “Insomnia.”

     “I assure you I sleep dreamlessly.”

     “And dream sleeplessly. Life can strip us of our illusions,
 Chapinade; but only death can rob youth of its dreams.”

     “Doubtless, sir, you have dreamed in your time.”

     “Doubtless—doubtless.”

     “And as old illusions are lost, have you not found that new ones
 come?”

     “Inevitably. This is the universal law: renewal.”

     “I have sometimes thought that a man without illusions would be
 better dead.”

     “You think overmuch, Chapinade. In a man of action this is to be
 deplored.”

     “Surely a soldier may be a philosopher?”

     “Never. But a philosopher may find himself a soldier.”

     “What, then?”

     “Then God help him.”

     “But what of the great captains? What of Alexander, Caesar, Don John
 and the Prince? These were men of the study as well as of the camp.”

     “I agree.”

     “They were supremely successful.”

     “They were. And supremely unhappy. Good night, Chapinade.”

     “I, too, shall retire, sir. Let us walk together.” Cunning Chapinade!

     “As far as Father Paul's tower, then. I have a small matter to
 discuss with Brother Hilarius.”

     They went away together. Loe, with palpitating heart, had been
 listening at her open window. She withdrew now, knowing that she would
 not have long to wait. A few minutes elapsed during which the
 platform's sable shadow-carpet remained untrodden. Then, again, came
 that heavily sinister figure: Stoep, moving cautiously around towering
 bastion, craning over crenelated wall, staring upward. Presently he
 drew back to contemplate the wrought-iron bracket above the pointed
 doorway. He seemed to be measuring with his eye the distance from
 pavement to bracket. That Kupt had already locked the door he never
 doubted, for Stoep was well acquainted with the worthy seneschal's
 methodical habit. Therefore, he did not try the lock, but, instead,
 moved off stealthily. He was no more than in time to avoid Chapinade,
 who, leaving Dr. Oberon, had sped back hot foot, and now approached the
 door. Glancing once to right and left, Chapinade entered, and might
 have been heard gently turning the key inside....

     At about the same time, Dr. Oberon and Hilarius stood silhouetted in
 the entrance to the tower. The doctor was leaving. Outlined against the
 lighted room within, they afforded a notable contrast: the small spare
 figure of the physician overpowered by that of Hilarius. “Good night,
 dear philosopher of the rose called Truth. Pax vobiscum.”

     “Peace be with you, also, Brother Hilarius.”

     Dr. Oberon walked rapidly away, and Hilarius stood at the head of the
 steps looking after him. The night had a crystal purity and a caressing
 stillness almost tropical; that stillness which seems to give sanctuary
 to a million voices hushed by moon magic. And as Hilarius stood there
 questioning the silent heavens as generations of poets had questioned
 them before, a tall black-cloaked figure strode out from under an
 archway which gave access to a central courtyard, and paused.

     “Father!”

     Count Wulfheim took a few paces forward. “You are restless, Otto.”

     “I am, sir. Restless in body and soul.”

     “It would seem that religion has not brought you peace.”

     “Peace! peace! The word is a mockery!”


     “I
 must confess that I have always found it so. But I had thought that
 true peace was to be come by in monasteries.”

     “So it may be, sir—if the monastery stand for a goal and not for a
 refuge.”

     “Your meaning eludes me.”

     “There are those to whom the Church offers fulfillment.”

     “Are you not of their number?”

     “I fear not, sir.”

     “Where, then, does fulfillment lie for you?”

     Hilarius clasped his hands and lowered his head. “May God have mercy
 on my soul!”

     “And on mine. Good night. Otto.”

     “Good night, sir.” Hilarius turned slowly, entered the tower, and
 closed the door. Count Wulfheim stood there until he could see through
 the open window a moving shadow on the wall above. Then he, too, turned
 and paced slowly back along the path by which he had come. He sighed
 deeply.
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     WELL MAY YOU SIGH, Count Wulfheim, for the predestined end draws
 near. That pride of race which has set you apart, that self-sufficiency
 which has blinded your eyes to the hopes, the desires, the frustrations
 of lesser mortals, receives now judgment in a court supreme. Your high
 courage, your gentleness, your fine chivalry, these shall be set in the
 scales, and must redeem the balance. Poor Loe, poor Chapinade! you have
 been and you are, and shall be again. For you finality lies far beyond
 the curtain of the present play. Wulfheim has claimed you for a moment
 of time. Unhappy Hilarius! Through this dark labyrinth beset with
 pitfalls you have chosen to walk; for it was written in the Book—and,
 mark you, Hilarius, written with your own hand—that the grey gates
 should open to your summons and that that which answered the call, a
 spirit long departed, should sally forth to challenge your temerity.
 Poet, your beauteous universe lies in ashes. Priest, where is your
 Christ? Thrice unhappy Fragia—to you has come a sorrow which you
 earned in ignorance to requite with bitter tears. Your purity of heart
 reaps its just reward in death. You have eluded Wulfheim. You tread,
 Fragia, upon that carpet of flowers under a smiling sky where once you
 went hand in hand with your love. You walk alone. But you are sad no
 longer. You are happy to wait, because you know that he will join you.
 In dreams you meet and are glad. There is sad parting. But soon, now,
 instant, for eternity is timeless, you will be together, one, united,
 and at peace.
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     IT WOULD BE difficult even to indicate the mental processes which
 impelled Stoep to his present line of conduct. There are characters,
 indeed there are whole races, who obey impulses obscure to others, who
 are ready to venture everything, life itself, upon hazards which
 present no attraction whatever to an impartial observer. Of this sort
 was Stoep. Did he, in fact, entertain the idea that Loe favoured him? A
 colossal vanity concerning his physical attributes was, no doubt,
 Stoep's supreme misfortune. Whilst recognizing the social barriers
 which divided them, his consuming desire for this woman, a burning lust
 transcending what little reason resided in that Apis skull, drove him
 to believe that could he but possess her, Loe's recognition of his
 qualities as a lover would win, not merely forgiveness, but glad
 surrender. Such had been Stoep's experience. Madame Flam was not the
 first lady, socially exalted, to have looked upon the burly Stoep with
 encouraging eyes. How often he had crept out on to the platform below
 the bastion in order to watch Loe's window can only be conjectured. If
 his object were that merely of obtaining a glimpse of her or the more
 ambitious one of establishing clandestine contact, must remain a
 mystery. Did he, in the dangerous project which he undertook on this
 night of ill omen, seek reward in a stolen sight of Loe disrobed? Did
 he, more optimistically, dream that she would receive him? Did he, most
 sinister alternative, intend to force her consent? None will ever know.

     Castle Wulfheim slept, but that high window which stared, solitary,
 across the ravine remained awake. Stoep returned. He carried a coil of
 rope upon his arm. This he placed on the pavement. Then, he crossed to
 the low wall, craned over and surveyed the inward-leaning wall above.
 Moonlight coldly fired its irregular blocks from base to crest on that
 side which fronted the platform. This mystic light crept a little way
 around the eastern face of the bastion, to form a vertical streak like
 a dependent silver ribbon. Beyond this ribbon, in satin shadow, Loe's
 window was set. Stoep studied the rugged masonry, and adjudged that
 additional aid which its slope would offer, before stepping back again
 to the door.

     At his first attempt he cast one end of his rope over the iron lamp
 bracket and soon, by means of some coaxing, had a double line in his
 grasp. This he twisted roughly, and displaying the strength and agility
 of a large ape, swarmed up hand over hand. Astride the bracket he
 paused long enough to haul in the slack and to place it, coiled, upon
 the rusty metal ring. Thus elevated, high above the crenelated wall, he
 could hear with peculiar clarity that elfin chattering of the stream
 deep below. There were no other sounds, excepting an indeterminable
 murmur so distant that its origin defied naming. It might have been
 caused by a lazy breeze straying through pines of the High Forest. But
 no breeze stirred around the castle. It might have been due to baying
 of hounds in some place still more remote.

     The shaft of the lamp-holder rested upon a course of blocks which
 crowned the vertical base of the bastion wall. Above it, an inward
 slope began, to leave a narrow ledge, no more than nine inches, of
 stone, surrounding the corner. Along this arduous precipice Stoep set
 out, his face to the wall, his fingers seeking a hold upon jagged
 masonry. When, presently, he gained a point almost directly below the
 lighted window, he had passed from moonlight into darkness, and clung,
 like a giant bat, to cavities hewn out by time, felt but unseen.

     He raised his head, looking upward. His eyes grew accustomed to
 liquid shadows. Similar crevices, some of them deep enough to have
 harboured a falcon's nest, offered foothold ample for a courageous
 climber. Selecting a route, Stoep began to ascend, and at first, all
 but silently. His exceptional strength and agility served him well
 until he came to a point less than six feet below the window.

     Here, he reached up and seized a projecting angle of stone. He tested
 this before trusting his weight to its support, found it seemingly
 secure, and moved his right foot from a firm ledge, proposing to raise
 it to one higher and for which, now, his foot began groping.

     The projection above, honeycombed by erosion, moved ominously under
 the sudden stress imposed upon it.

     Before that dull, lustful, animal brain swept a lucid vision of the
 gorge beneath. Whispering of a playful stream swelled to the roar of a
 racing torrent. There were jagged rocks. There were spear-like
 branches. There was dark and leaping water from the Black Tarn. There
 were the falls above the valley....

     Stoep found his new foothold, shifted his weight to it, and,
 abandoning that treacherous shaling fragment, grasped another which
 adjoined it. He hauled himself upward and won a brief respite with his
 head no more than eighteen inches below the open window. But the
 detached shard broke noisily away to drop, bounding from spur to spur,
 into the chasm beneath. Stoep, sweating in sudden terror, seized a
 broad projecting window ledge and drew his head up level with it. A
 voice, low-pitched and husky, reached his ears from within the room.
 “Loe! for God's sake—be silent!”

     Chapinade, grasping a massive silver candlestick, glared down into
 Stoep's upraised eyes. Through lips grown parched Stoep whispered, “Ah!
 no! no!”

     But the blow fell squarely upon his skull. One despairful, wailing
 cry he uttered, a cry which swept tremulous through the night like a
 doomed soul's lament, a devil's anger, a reproach, a menacing dirge.
 His strong fingers grew weak, they relaxed, and he fell—fell—down
 into the dark ravine....

     “Who's there?... Who cried out?” The hysterical tones were those of
 Madame Flam. Upon them followed a dull growling. The general had been
 aroused.

     “Loe! Loe!” A pattering of bare feet; banging. “Why do you lock your
 door, child?”

     “I was—asleep. Mama.”

     “Thank God you are alive! You heard that awful scream?”

     “I have heard”—Loe's voice was no more than audible—“many strange
 sounds in Wulfheim....”
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     THAT SHUDDERING CRY, buffeted from crag to pine, tossed hither and
 thither by wanton echoes, crept, a phantom of its fearful self, even to
 the cross-roads. Through the sentient silence which sometimes wrapped
 Wulfheim in a cloak, it sped defiant of distance, so that two men
 working there were halted in their labours. Hilarius, his sleeves
 rolled above the elbows, rested on his spade, head raised alertly. Dr.
 Oberon, who had been stamping down turf recently replaced, paused also.
 A lighted lantern stood by the foot of the signpost.

     “In God's name, what was that?” whispered Hilarius.

     “I hesitate to conjecture. But it was not in God's name.”

     “It was demoniac, hellish.”

     “Hell is very near.”

     “I had hoped we might have buried the key.”

     “We have done so. But it had already opened the gate.”

     “Did the sound seem to come—from Wulfheim?”

     “From that direction, yes. Let us finish and return.” They resumed
 their work in silence, and soon all the turf was replaced and beaten
 down. Hilarius leaned the spade against the post and wiped his brow.
 Dr. Oberon, taking up the lantern, made a survey of that patch of grass
 which they had disturbed in order to bury the casket, and seemed to be
 satisfied.

     “None is likely to examine it closely. In a few days' time it will be
 overgrown and indistinguishable from the rest.”

     Hilarius began to roll down his loose sleeves. “Although you
 collected the dust and brought the casket from the oratory, you believe
 what we have done to be a mere gesture?”

     “A mere gesture. Like the Arabian spirit confined in a sealed bottle,
 all those generations of terror imprisoned in the casket were released
 when the seal, in this case a knife, was removed.”

     “You would have me believe in Black Magic?”

     “Not necessarily. Thoughts are deathless things. In this simple fact
 lies the explanation of so-called magic. The force of thought is
 understood only by a few. If your Church, for example, consisted
 entirely of men trained in sincerity and not in ritual, their united
 prayers could move mountains.”

     “There are many sincere men in the Church.”

     “Many. But not enough. Nor is sincerity alone sufficient. There must
 be power.”

     “What kind of power?”

     “The power of thought.”

     They had begun to walk back and now did not speak at all for a long
 time. This silence presently was broken by Hilarius. “I grow daily more
 conscious of a desire for complete oblivion. If death were a dreamless
 sleep, I should welcome it.”

     “The whole human race has an instinct to destroy itself. It worships
 the destructive and despises the creative. Few great city squares are
 without some martial figure, some 'conqueror', celebrated by virtue of
 the number of towns he had sacked and the lives he had sacrificed. But
 where are we to look for the poets? Some men set their years like
 milestones along the road of life, counting each mile fearfully. This
 is a form of spiritual suicide. You zealously assemble your sorrows and
 would heap them up like faggots to make a funeral pyre. You wince from
 the whip of life. You cry out because this world is not heaven. Do but
 accept the fact that it is purgatory and that therefore you have earned
 its pains, and one step at least will have been taken in the right
 direction.”

     “Your views, as usual, are contrary to accepted principles.”

     “The principle of today is the fallacy of tomorrow.”

     “Is there no hope for mankind?”

     “None. This life is an acid bath in which our faults are burned out
 of us. Man is merely the vessel containing an imperfect product. This
 process was, is, and ever will be. Mankind has nothing more to hope
 for. It is upon that which survives the acid bath we may look with
 hope.”

     “You mean the immortal soul. What, then, of the soul of Caesar
 Wulfheim? If you reject my medieval heaven, do you accept a medieval
 hell?”

     “With reservations. Hell, like purgatory, is a state, not a place.
 Both are with us. We are ourselves in purgatory. Those already
 in hell are here also, but discarnate. It is their hope to win
 purgatory as it is ours to win heaven. Entities known to churchmen as
 damned souls are all about us.”

     “These are evil spirits.”

     “So your Church believes.”

     “And what do you believe?”

     “That they are the souls of the damned.”

     Silence fell between them again, until, “I am much concerned about my
 father,” said Hilarius. “His pallor alarms me. As his physician, tell
 me—is he a sick man?”

     Dr. Oberon did not reply at once, but walked on for a while. “The
 Count's days are numbered. For this reason I charged you to avoid
 making your projected confession.”

     “I feared it. May God have him in His care.”

     “Amen.”

     They were come to a steep ascent where the winding road, between a
 close palisade of pines, inclined eastward to approach the long Castle
 drive. Hilarius experienced an overpowering fatigue. “Have you nothing
 more to tell me of Fragia?”

     “Nothing. Fragia is dead.”

     “Yet Fragia wishes to see me.”

     Dr. Oberon did not reply, and they toiled on side by side up the
 steep gradient, rays from the lantern spreading out just in front of
 their feet. Sometimes a startled animal would streak, ghostly, across
 their path, to turn eyes grown suddenly luminous in their direction,
 only to disappear. And once a huge white owl swept down upon the light
 as if intent upon attack, but flew away when Hilarius swung his spade
 threateningly.

     “The law of renewal,” murmured Dr. Oberon. “There are young owls in
 the nest. One wonders if they are white.”


     (3)


     CHAPINADE LEFT AT DAYBREAK. The Count was afoot to share a
 stirrup-cup and to speed the parting guest. When the clatter of Nada's
 hoofs had faded far down the avenue, when Kupt had reclosed the
 entrance doors and sleepy grooms gone back to bed, quietude rested
 again upon Castle Wulfheim. But golden morning still hesitated,
 blushing, beyond tall western pines as a pathetic little figure came
 stealing along the galleries to Fragia's door. Fingers which rested
 upon its scimitar handle were unsteady fingers. “Fragia! are you
 awake?”

     “Yes, Loe dear. Come in, Speak softly. There is a maid sleeping in
 the next room.”

     Loe stole across to the high, canopied bed and dropped to her knees
 beside it. There was grey, uncertain light, but enough to reveal
 Fragia's golden head upon the pillow; her hair in sweet disorder.
 “Fragia dear! Oh, Fragia!”

     Fragia turned and clasped Loe's outstretched hand in both her own.
 “What is it, darling? You tremble dreadfully.”

     Loe bowed, in utter abandonment, to press her brow against the
 clasping hands. Tears wet Fragia's fingers. “I think I shall die,
 Fragia—die of shame, and horror, and remorse.”

     “Tell me—what is it, Loe? What is it?”

     But Loe began to sob, awful silent sobbing, and to whisper seemingly
 inconsequent words. “Holy Virgin, forgive me. Dear Mother of God, have
 pity upon us! He is not guilty. He merits no punishment. If the man had
 lived I had been ruined. And he came with a dreadful purpose. He
 deserved to die for what he would have done.”

     “Loe! Loe! control yourself, dear. You speak wildly.”

     “Oh, Fragia! It was I who tempted him. What he did, he did to protect
 me. Holy Virgin! he is guilty of no sin. I am the sinner. For I
 tempted him—I tempted him—and he is only a man! Holy Virgin, have
 pity upon him.”

     Fragia sat up, and, bending over Loe, threw one arm around her
 shoulders. “Loe, I insist that you compose yourself. You will awaken
 Annette. She will come running in. Try, darling. Try hard. Tell me,
 quietly, what has taken place. That Charles was with you last night, I
 know. It was sure to happen. Do you regret it? But what is this wild
 talk of some other man?”

     Loe, hands clasped convulsively, whispered, “Send him back safe to
 me. Send him back safe to me. For I cannot live without him. Now, more
 than ever, I need him. Oh, Fragia!” She raised her eyes, swollen with
 weeping. “Fragia! that odious creature, Stoep, climbed up to my
 window!”

     “My dear! What are you telling me?”

     “What could Charles do? What could he do? He heard him. We both heard
 a sound like that of falling stones; and Charles, grasping a
 candlestick, went to the window. Merciful God! I can never forget the
 man's face as he looked up—his eyes, as the blow was struck—his
 scream, his fearful scream, when he fell! I am guilty. I
 am guilty. But, oh, Fragia, most of all I am afraid that he,
 after what has been, will despise me! Even as we parted, I thought I
 saw contempt in his eyes.”

     “Speak more quietly, darling, and compose yourself.”

     “But I love him so! Holy Virgin! I cannot live without him!”

     “Ssh! I understand. But try to be calm.”

     “If the frightful thing he was forced to do should weigh upon his
 conscience, he might set the blame upon me—and rightly, so
 rightly. Despising me for giving myself, he might come at last to hate
 me!” Loe stifled a sob, threw off Fragia's protective arm, and kneeled
 upright staring through waxing light into a face haloed in transparent
 gold. “Fragia!” It was a broken whisper. “Fragia! Am I truly
 mad, or... were you laughing?”

     “Laughing, Loe? Poor, unhappy imp! Lie here beside me. Laughing,
 darling? Why should I laugh? You are distraught, Loe dear. Try to tell
 me, quietly, what took place.”

     Loe, choked with emotion, stole, like a timid fugitive thing, into
 the great bed and buried her aching head in the pillow where Fragia's
 bright hair mingled with the brown curls in wildest disarray. “Spare me
 his love! Keep him safe and spare me his love! If I lost him my heart
 would break. If, now, he were false to me, I should die of shame. Dear
 God, for what we did only I deserve to be punished. But that
 punishment I could not bear.”

     “Ssh! Loe darling. Lie still awhile, and then tell me all about
 it....”

     



[bookmark: 1_3_8]CHAPTER EIGHT


     

     (1)

     A RED DAWN HAD HERALDED the day. The weatherwise of Wulfheim forecast
 violent exit for a spring which had entered with the ardour of summer.
 But noon brought no cloud to mar that serene sky, and when, after
 luncheon, General Flam and family made their departure, this serenity
 remained undisturbed. Fragia had taken the air for an hour in her
 Italian garden, and there had been an affectionate parting of the
 friends. Franz, recently returned from the main gate, leaned now upon
 the wall listening to a fading beat of hoofs and plaint of wheels as
 the general's carriage sped on its way towards the cross-roads. To him
 entered Kupt.

     “Asleep again! As I live, asleep again! You will miss the crack o'
 doom, Franz, for, by the Virgin, you will be asleep.”

     Franz turned slowly. “I was not asleep, Master Kupt. I was thinking.”

     “It is impossible. But what did you seem to be thinking?”

     “I thought about Stoep. Why should he fly from Wulfheim leaving all
 his goods behind?”

     “Because I sent him a-packing last, night, poor numskull!”

     “But why fly? And—by your leave—which way did he go?”

     “The way of hell, for all I care.”

     “I was thinking, Master Kupt, that he might have fallen.”

     “Fallen? Why should he fall—and from where?”

     “Why should he not, Master? Others have fallen. There are many places
 from which a man might fall.”

     “Well, if he did, the quicker riddance.”

     It is possible that Kupt would have condescended to consider Franz's
 theory had he discovered a coil of light rope neatly disposed upon the
 lamp bracket above the east bastion door. But neither he nor any other
 had observed this evidence. Franz glanced furtively aside at the
 seneschal. “Madeleine is still here.”

     “By no will of mine.” Kupt spoke with spurious assurance. “Our sweet
 lady pleaded for her—and so, the bitch remains.”

     Franz nodded sadly. “Lieutenant Chapinade looked white—ghostly
 white—when I handed him his stirrup-cup.”

     “No man is at his best, clown, who rides to war at dawn, and leaves
 his heart behind.” Franz's reference to Madeleine had touched Kupt's
 ready choler. “Get about your business. Don't loll there, wasting your
 time—and mine.”

     And so, three guests sped, Castle Wulfheim returned to its wonted
 slumbrous ways. One would have questioned as hotly the possibility that
 discord clashed within those ancient walls as that a great storm
 gathered plutonic forces behind the curtain of a tranquil sky.
 Hilarius, a man racked between conflicting torments, an embodied
 dissonance, moved, like some uneasy spirit or detached figment of the
 Wulfheim story, about garden, orchard and terrace. Few saw him, for he
 sought to avoid observation. None spoke to him. He was aware of the
 fact that his father would have welcomed his departure, of the fact
 that the Count, by word nor action, would never urge this upon him. Yet
 he remained. No one of his brave resolutions had survived contact with
 reality. He had heard Fragia's voice that morning as she walked in her
 garden, had heard, too, her gay laughter—and had pressed his hands to
 his ears and fled from it. He had feared to see her, yet knew himself
 helpless to leave until he had done so. His own cowardice confronted
 him, slyly smiling; for he awaited Fragia's summons, but lacked the
 courage to anticipate it. In this way the day passed and a sun of fiery
 bronze sank into clouds deeply purple, still but angry. Then, Hilarius
 forced his mind to a decision and presented himself before the Count.
 “I propose to leave in the morning, sir, subject to your permission.”

     Count Wulfheim, who was engaged upon business correspondence in his
 study, laid down a pen with which he had just signed a letter and
 looked up. To Hilarius he appeared to be more pale than usual. “As you
 wish, Otto.” The Count paused, his steady gaze fixed upon his son. “It
 has never been clear to me why you came. I do not say so in unkindness
 or imply that your visit was unwelcome. But I confess I had hoped that
 it portended some intention on your part to explain what I can only
 term your singular behaviour. I may even have hoped your motive to be
 that of seeking my aid in securing your freedom from Rome. You have not
 asked for it. Your design remains as mysterious as ever.”

     Hilarius inclined his head. “I fear, sir, that I must seek counsel
 with God concerning my future course. I have brought unhappiness to
 you—to others—and to myself. I thank you for your great forbearance.
 My presence at dinner tonight might tend to discord, I fear, and I beg
 you to excuse me. I hope to set out early, and so come to say
 good-bye....”


     (2)


     NIGHT FELL HOT AND BREATHLESS. Stars strove to peer down through hazy
 space and a widow moon frowned angrily behind her veil. Birds and
 beasts were silent. Bats, those creatures of quietude, alone pursued
 the noiseless, even tenor of their ways. In her bedchamber, Fragia was
 singing softly. She sang the curious, irregular lines of “Fragia's
 Song", lines which Hilarius had set to a haunting but elusive melody of
 his own—for her.

      

     “And there by the murmuring waters you wait for me

     In the light of the moon, with a light in your eyes—”

      

     She slipped a jewelled bangle into place and stretched out her arm
 before the mirror to admire its effect. She was satisfied, and laughed;
 low, purring laughter. With a small brush she perfected the upward
 sweep of her long lashes.

      

     “You wait among whispering reeds where the lotus flowers

     Are scenting the night with the breath of their sighs.

     Oh, happy those hours in the hush by the river—”

      

     Fragia wore a barbaric cloak which the Count had brought back from
 the Orient, a dazzling robe designed to drape an odalisque. Now,
 stooping, she fastened the straps of gilt sandals and stood up to
 survey herself from golden head to gilded feet. And, as she looked at
 the figure reflected in her oval mirror, she knew that she was
 infallibly lovely. Permitting the cloak partly to slip, she posed in
 profile, glancing over one satin gleaming shoulder and laughing again
 softly. The Castle clock began to chime and then to beat out the
 strokes of midnight. Fragia marked each stroke with upraised finger.
 Whilst the throb of the twelfth still quavered in still air, she turned
 to pick up a volume bound in time-stained vellum which, secretly, she
 had taken from the library. Opening it at a page marked with a thick,
 faded silk ribbon, she read aloud in a voice deep and thrilling.

     “I am the witch of the world whom all men lust after. I am the lamp
 of life—lighting to the grave. I am the Unknown Woman. My mouth is a
 passion-flower. My limbs are coils of ivory to strangle desire, my
 breasts a living pillow for the dead....”


     (3)


     AND HILARIUS, HIS BRAIN exhausted in vain speculations, by his hunger
 for Fragia and his fear of her—for Dr. Oberon had said that the real
 Fragia had died in the oratory—Hilarius sought to pray, upon his
 knees, before the great cross, but found no word in his heart. “Oh,
 Christ, Thou hast abandoned me. I have neither father on earth nor
 Father in Heaven....” Persuaded, at last, that no word would come, no
 summons, he filled a glass with water and dissolved in it a small
 yellowish sleeping powder which Dr. Oberon had given to him some days
 earlier but which hitherto he had avoided using. Then, casting aside
 robe and sandals, Hilarius threw his tortured body on to the bed, and,
 after a while, slept.

     Immediately, or so it seemed, Fragia was with him. She wore just such
 a simple white frock as he had seen her wearing, often. She held both
 his hands, and he looked into her compassionate eyes. “Otto, dear, you
 must be patient. God has not deserted you, and I have not deserted you.
 I have left you for a little while and you must find me again.”

     “I have found you. I shall never leave you.”

     But Fragia smiled sadly. “You join me every night in your dreams,
 dear, although you do not remember our meetings. This one you will
 remember. But you cannot stay with me—yet.”

     “Why can I not stay, Fragia?”

     “Because you belong to another world. It is only whilst I hold your
 hands that you can stay with me, now. Look down.”

     And Hilarius looked down between his feet. He floated with Fragia in
 a violet dusk. Far, far beneath he saw a dull red sphere seemingly
 suspended in space. A line, just visible and luminous in the light of
 countless stars, was attached to him in some way, and this line
 descended in a flattened arc towards the remote and sullen globe below.
 He raised his eyes. Fragia watched him tenderly. “What is that ball of
 dull fire?”

     “The earth—your present home. Once, it was mine, too. I may not have
 to return. But you must return.”

     “Why should I return?”

     “A cord ties you to earth. Only if it is broken can you ascend higher
 than this.”

     “Then I shall break it. Here is perfect peace. You are with
 me. In your eyes I see all I desire of life. There is distant but very
 sweet music, and the air is filled with a perfume as if a million roses
 had poured out their souls to give us joy.”

     “Yet, you may not stay. Nor, indeed, may I. We are between two
 worlds—mine, and yours. Both must go back, for each has a task to
 fulfil. Remember one thing, Otto, whatever else you may forget.
 Remember that I am no longer with you on earth.”

     “You mean that you are dead?”

     “There is no death. Come, my dearest, we must go.”

     Clasping Fragia's hands, Hilarius descended through illimitable
 space, and knew no fear. Violet twilight gave place to sunshine. His
 feet rested upon some softly yielding surface, and he recognized with a
 joyous surprise, that he stood in that fragrant valley he remembered,
 upon a vast carpet of flowers. And now, Fragia walked beside him, and
 they went hand in hand like happy children. A delicious inertia claimed
 him, but he spoke. “What place is this, Fragia?”

     “God's meeting place, dear Otto. The garden of sleep. Here, we have
 met, often, and shall meet again. It lies between our two worlds, below
 mine and above yours. Try to remember, when I leave you, that the
 emblem of the Cross points in four directions. Try to believe that
 Christ knew all, but that He failed to make men understand. Try to
 believe in God—and pray for me. I shall be praying for you....”

     She was gone! And it grew dusk—“Fragia!” Hilarius cried her name,
 desperately. “Fragia!”

     There came a dull, distant, reveille of thunder, but, far away, he
 heard Fragia's beloved voice. “Have courage. Believe in God....”

     Hilarius stirred in his sleep, extended imploring hands, and in a
 swift, blue-white flash of light, saw the silver Figure looking down
 upon him yearningly from His ivory cross. Complete darkness. A booming
 of thunder. “Fragia!” His voice was a moan, and in the darkness a long
 time seemed to elapse before Fragia spoke again, softly.

     “I am here, my Otto.”

     Hilarius resigned himself once more to his dreams, happily. “Fragia,
 my dearest.”

     “Did you fear I had left you?”

     “Yes. Give me your hand. Say that you forgive me.”

     Soft fingers clasped his own, and Fragia began gently to stroke his
 hair. “Forgive you what, dear?”

     “The horror of the oratory.”

     “You mean—the heart of Caesar Wulfheim?”

     “Fragia! you know? Who has dared to tell you?”

     “His heart spoke to my heart.” Those words, to Hilarius's ears
 possessed a familiar quality, but he failed to identify them as words
 once spoken by himself. “It told me of a loneliness greater than any we
 can know on earth. It told me that that which is unfulfilled is
 deathless. That there is no end to the road of renunciation. Greater
 knowledge leads only to further agony. The grave is a grey gate to an
 eternal avenue. This avenue is lined with ghosts of sweet temptations
 and paved with wasted years.”

     “Fragia!”

     “Satan rules that shadow-land. His subjects are fools, and so he
 laughs. The mockery of his laughter fills all time. Over those whom the
 world calls sinners he has no power. They do not come to his kingdom.
 To those who have recognized him and worshipped him he grants a
 dispensation.”

     Caressing fingers continued to soothe his brow, but Hilarius sought
 to peer through the gloom, to assure himself concerning a wave of sound
 as of thunder booming in distant hills. “Fragia—my Fragia! what are
 you saying!”

     “The grey lord grants his faithful subjects one hour of life.”

     “Of life?”

     “The eternal part of us, Otto, is sexless. But we visit earth to
 fulfil a purpose. There is only one sin—unfulfilment.”

     She bent lower and kissed Hilarius.

     “Fragia! Oh, God!”

     The darkness which hid her from his eyes was dissolved by a blaze of
 lightning unendurably vivid. In its ice-white radiance Hilarius saw
 nothing of the room, although no smallest detail, even to the tiny
 silver tears of Cellini's Saviour, but stood forth starkly, more
 evident than by day. He saw only Fragia, her face a lovely cameo framed
 in gold filigree, her figure wrapped in a barbaric robe, eyes misty
 with passion, and her teeth revealed in a voluptuous smile. So she
 stood, watching him, a priestess of Ashtaroth; the goddess herself,
 incarnate. And as he lay, stunned with the wonder, the beauty and the
 horror of this moment, she dropped the cloak from her shoulders—and in
 a darkness, bewildering, ultimate, which followed that fierce light, he
 found her silken body beside him, her arms, like perfumed serpents,
 twined about his neck, her heart drumming beat for beat against his
 own.

     All music, all poetry, all reverence of which his soul was the
 essence, became fused in a searing flame, a flame to sweep through his
 veins, burning him mercilessly, to leave him a spiritual bankrupt, a
 man caught up, helpless, in the claws of eagle desire. Hilarius uttered
 a great cry. In it mingled terror, a frenzy of despair, supplication,
 lust of the flesh. Fragia's mouth crushed it to silence upon his
 lips....
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     THROUGHOUT THE DOMAIN OF WULFHEIM a storm raged that night of a
 savagery unremembered by any living man. Ancient trees in the High
 Forest which had stood staunch, like Pompeian sentinels, in many a wild
 gale, received their death blows. To the awful voice of the thunder god
 was added the crashing of these woodland monarchs. Nor did the fury
 quickly pass. Slow of approach, it was equally slow to retire,
 returning again and again, as if to wreak some further mischief
 hitherto overlooked. Between these fearsome visitations, rain fell in a
 devastating deluge. The Black Tarn overflowed its banks, and that
 chattering witch-stream which swept about the rocky foundations of
 Castle Wulfheim became a funeral torrent bearing on a glittering bier
 the bodies of dead cattle down to their graves in the valley. An angry,
 lambent glow flushing the leaden pall of cloud marked where Upper
 Wulfheim Farm burned, struck in the first fiery onset of the storm.

     In the Middle Forest, a stampede of frightened deer invaded a
 village, its one street becoming choked with antler-led herds, which
 later overran gardens, orchards and vineyards in their blind panic. A
 brush fire had broken out and had begun to lap hungrily at the trees.
 Torrential rain, however, checked the outbreak before serious harm
 could be done.

     And so the great storm waxed and waned, advancing upon Wulfheim
 Castle, withdrawing as if foiled, but returning again and again to the
 attack. It was during the third, and most violent, onslaught of the
 enraged elements, that Hilarius awoke.

     The verity of this awakening he doubted at first, for he could see
 nothing, and so interwoven were phantasy and truth in the texture of
 his memories, that a brain still under the influence of an opiate
 failed to unravel them. Only a few moments before he had opened
 reluctant eyes, the room had been illuminated garishly, and upon a
 white blaze had followed an inferno of thunderous sound. This it was
 which at last had aroused him. But was he indeed awake? In what place
 did he lie? Where did reality end and dreaming begin? Could he be a
 lost spirit plunged in eternal midnight?... Had he truly held Fragia in
 his arms?

     Lightning answered his doubts, to set them at nought, to strike with
 flames of ice upon his heart, to accuse him, to damn his soul. Fragia,
 her hair spilled like scattered gold-dust on the pillow, her lips set
 in a smile, her virginal breasts gently rising and falling, slept
 beside him. Upon one fair arm a bangle was clasped in which glittered
 sparks of coloured fire to remind him of reptiles' eyes.

     A sound, born as a shriek, left Hilarius's throat in the form of a
 sobbing moan. He leapt in one bound from the bed to the wall upon which
 he saw, gleaming in silver purity, the Figure. He raised clenched
 hands. “Before Your eyes, O Lord God!” he cried. “Before Your eyes!”
 And, reaching upward, frantically he strove to tear the Figure from the
 cross, straining and crying out and whimpering like an animal in pain.
 But he succeeded only in loosening it. Therefore, he tried to tear down
 the crucifix, entire, but this, too, defeated his madness.
 Reverberating rolls of thunder accompanied these fruitless efforts,
 mocking him, and he wrestled with the cross in a blackness infernal and
 complete. Again came light, destructive, blinding light. Hilarius, eyes
 averted from the bed, snatched up a silken perfumed robe, and cast it,
 shuddering, aside. Beneath it lay his habit and his sandals. Amid that
 terrifying laughter of the storm fiends and in a new sudden darkness,
 he put them on. Fragia never stirred. Grasping his staff from the
 corner where it rested and to which he groped his way, Hilarius threw
 the door open and ran like one pursued by demons down the steps and out
 into the fury of the tempest. He screamed as he ran, “There is no God!
 Satan is god....”

     Primeval forces lashed Wulfheim. Few, if any, of the castle inmates
 slept through the hellish saturnalia of that night. The Count, advised
 of many disasters, was afoot, and a party had been dispatched to the
 burning farm. Since, for a long time, no word came from Madeleine, who,
 relieving Annette, lay in Fragia's boudoir, it was assumed that Fragia,
 for all the clamour, slept on. That Madeleine had been dismissed by
 Fragia for the evening, none knew. But Madeleine had made excellent use
 of her freedom. Believing that Stoep had deserted her (as, indeed, he
 had, and life as well) she was restored to the favour, and to the
 embraces, of Kupt, that respectable and long-suffering amorist. So
 deeply did he sleep, and so noisily, that thunder failed to rouse him,
 and so he might have remained until morning but for Madeleine's more
 delicate sensibilities.

     “Big one, wake up! There is a terrible storm. I am afraid.”

     But the Big One snored on.

     “Wake up, I say!” She shook him angrily. “Find me the candle. Someone
 will come.”

     There was no response other than continued snoring. Therefore, the
 gentle Madeleine sought in the darkness, and found, one of Kupt's large
 ears. Into its fleshy lobe she sank her sharp, white teeth. Kupt awoke
 with a stifled shriek. “Hell's flames and damnation! Who's there!”

     “I am here, big fool. Find the candle. I must fly. We shall be
 caught.”

     As if to add weight to her words, came a gleam of vicious light
 through curtains which draped the window, followed by an awesome
 thunder crash to shake the old fortress to its rocky foundations. Kupt
 recovered consciousness, and fingered his ear. “Holy Virgin! how long
 has this storm been raging?”

     “How shall I know? I dream that the world comes to an end, and when I
 wake, it is this.”

     Kupt fumbled his materials somewhat, but presently, no more than
 making the gloom perceptible, a candle bestowed its yellow benison upon
 their love nest. When lightning gleamed through the curtains, it seemed
 to put the candle out, and each successive thunder crash brushed a
 shade more colour from the seneschal's cheeks. Madeleine dressed with a
 speed acquired during considerable experience of such emergencies, but
 not yet speedily enough. “Mother of God! Listen!”

     Someone beat upon the door below. “Master Kupt! Master Kupt!”

     “It is Franz.” Kupt's pallor grew complete. “What we must do is this.
 I will go down and open the door. Whatever he wants, I will send him
 away the while I put some clothes on. Then—you must run.”

     “So? I must run! Oh, very pretty! It is not to be supposed, even by
 you, that I shall not have been missed? It is not likely that my lady
 sleeps through this bataclan! She asks me why I am not in my room. And
 what do I reply to her?”

     Kupt groaned hollowly. “You are so much quicker with excuses than I
 am. You must think of one. But, until I return, not a sound.”

     Nevertheless, contrary to Madeleine's natural fears, when, shortly
 afterwards, she stole by way of back stairs and unfrequented passages
 to Fragia's apartments, she opened a door upon silence. Thunder drums
 rolled far over the valley, but that chariot of leaden cloud armed with
 spears of fire had receded from Castle Wulfheim, its threatening rumble
 giving place to the sibilance of falling rain. In Fragia's boudoir, the
 lamps were burning, and the communicating door stood ajar.

     “My lady—are you awake?”

     None answered, and Madeleine stole across to peep into the bedroom.
 This, too, was illuminated. Jewels, powder-puffs and cosmetics littered
 the great dressing-table. Garments were strewn upon the carpet. The
 bed, sheets turned down as she had left them, clearly had not been
 occupied. Madeleine sank into the nearest chair and pressed one hand
 over her heart. This, at last, was catastrophe. Lady Fragia had rung
 for her, perhaps had sent others to find her, and then had dressed and
 gone—Gone where? She was frightened of the storm. Very well. She had
 gone to Madame Sonier's room. And Madame? La, la! Madame already would
 be searching the whole building! It was catastrophe.


     (2)


     THE FACTS, OF COURSE, were otherwise; more sinister and more tragic.
 When Kupt, protected by a vast topcoat with many capes, joined Franz,
 who awaited him in the courtyard, he knew, by reason of the man's
 expression and behaviour, that some great evil had befallen Wulfheim.
 “Well, scatter-brain! what is it! Why am I haled out of bed at this
 hour?”

     “Master Kupt, it is terrible. You must sleep like a stone, for hell
 has been loose tonight. The Middle Farm is burning. Struck by a
 thunderbolt, I am told. And, now, the South Tower is struck, too.”

     “The South Tower! Father Paul's Tower?”

     “Aye, Master Kupt, Father Paul's Tower—and the young Count inside.”

     “God o' mercy! Is he—is he—”

     “None knows, Master. Lightning blasted the wall where the door
 stands, and, up to when I ran for you, they had failed to break it in.”

     “Hurry, man—hurry! Don't stand chattering. Bestir your lazy limbs.”

     So black was the night when they came upon the scene that, as
 reinforcement for storm-lanterns, medieval cressets had been brought
 out of hiding, charged and lighted. In a high wind, which, sweeping
 down from the mountains, had driven the heart of the storm far over the
 valley, their fiery tongues flicked capriciously this way and that, the
 bitumen hissing in the rain, as if dragons threatened that stricken
 tower. In and out of this fitful, eerie light figures moved like shades
 invoked from another world. Count Wulfheim, cloaked but bareheaded,
 directed the rescuers, a tall, dark figure, as of a necromancer
 controlling conjured spirits.

     Sections of the conical red roof, shattered, had fallen into the
 abyss below. Those tiles which remained rested drunkenly across a
 yawning gap in the structure. This gap ran from crest to base, as if a
 Cyclopean axe had split the tower in twain. Its wider end was at the
 top, and it narrowed as it descended, so that almost directly above the
 stone lintel it shrank to less than a foot in width. But its effect had
 been to dislodge the lintel, and to wrench away and wedge the massive
 door obliquely across the opening, part of which, in turn, had
 collapsed, making the entrance impassable. Men laboured with crowbars
 to force a way in, but disturbance of the hingeless door might well
 have brought heavy masonry down upon them. The outer face of the
 building in which the large window was set, leaned dizzily eastward
 over the precipice near the edge of which it stood.

     The other window, commanding the platform, was too small to admit a
 man. With heart-breaking slowness, the rescuers worked, their movements
 impeded by broken paving stones, for the steps were cracked and
 distorted owing to displacement of their ancient foundations. So the
 dreary task went on, with thud-thud-thud of crowbars, rolling thunder
 from the valley, hissing of flames. And the actors in this masque,
 drenched by rain from a leaden sky, their coats and cloaks whipped
 hither and thither by gusts of wind, appeared sometimes within the
 orbit of the fitful cressets and again were swept into the limbo of
 encroaching shadows. Thud-thud-thud—

     “Has no one heard the voice of Sir Otto?” demands Kupt.

     “Never a sound, Master Kupt.”

     “Pierre swarmed up to the little window.” Franz speaks huskily. “He
 shouted, Master. But no answer came. There was a smell like white-hot
 metal.”

     Thud-thud-thud....

     But Madeleine has regained her native courage, in the interval, and
 has discovered matter for conjecture. It appears that the Lady Fragia
 has spent some time at her dressing-table, employing cosmetics and
 perfumes which ordinarily she ignores. She has prepared as for a
 soiree, then. But what has she worn? Madeleine's familiarity with
 Fragia's wardrobe enables her quickly to decide that no frock is
 missing. What does this mean? Finally Madeleine finds a small
 vellum-bound volume lying on the carpet and glances into its pages,
 curiously. Name of a name! Where does this book come from, eh? It is
 shocking. My lady must have taken it from that locked case in the
 library which contains rare works collected by the Count Leopold and
 said to be improper. Madeleine has often peered in at them behind their
 prohibitive glass, but has never been able to find the key. So!...

     A frou-frou unmistakable in character called Madeleine to attention.
 Madame Sonier, wearing a peignoir of black satin and Mechlin lace,
 entered the boudoir. “Madeleine, why are all the lights burning?”

     Madeleine curtsied. She had her tale nearly ready, and it preserved,
 inviolate, her promise to Lady Fragia that she would tell no one of her
 relief from duty. “The storm frightened me, Madame. I—-was reading.”

     “Indeed.” Madame Sonier looked all about her, and her glance rested
 upon the vellum-covered volume. She picked it up. Her gaze returned to
 the downcast face of Madeleine. “Where did you find this book?”

     “It lay here, Madame, on the bureau.”

     “You are sure?”

     “Quite sure, Madame.”

     Madame Sonier placed the work under her arm, and noted, quite
 suddenly, the open communicating-door. “Lady Fragia is awake?”

     “Madame! I do not understand at all. But when, hearing no sound, I
 looked into the bedchamber, my lady was not there. I was about to come
 to your room—”

     “Not there!” Madame Sonier ran to the door. So swift were her
 movements and so long her peignoir, that she seemed to float, like a
 ballet dancer. “Mother of mercy! What is this!”

     “Madame, it frightens me. My lady must have stolen away whilst I am
 sleeping.” And indeed Madeleine was sincere. Now that she knew Madame
 Sonier to be ignorant of Fragia's whereabouts, dreadful possibilities
 crowded upon her mind.

     Madame Sonier grew pale. “Find Kupt. Wrap yourself up. The night is
 dreadful. He will be with the men at the South Tower. Tell him to
 arouse Dr. Oberon. The Count is not to be informed until a thorough
 search has been made....”
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     BUT IT WAS DESTINED that information should reach the Count before
 Madeleine could bring it to him, A massive fragment of masonry had been
 cleared of surrounding debris and ropes attached to it. Could this
 block but be moved without bringing down the surrounding frame, then
 access would become possible. The Count, impassive, but marble white,
 was giving instructions to the men when someone spoke, someone who
 stood at his elbow. “My sympathy you may take for granted. But prudence
 suggests that you retire, now, and leave the rest to me.”

     Count Wulfheim turned. Dr. Oberon, gnome-like in dancing lights,
 stood beside him. Thunder drums rolled in the valley.

     “I am indebted to you, doctor, for your care of me. But—”

     The Count slightly shrugged his cloaked shoulders.

     “From a man of your character I never seek to hide the truth. An
 emotional shock might well prove fatal. You are over pale. Await me in
 the study. I shall report to you there.”

     Count Wulfheim rested one long, white hand on Dr. Oberon's arm. “My
 old friend. I had already counted Otto dead. His physical death could
 not add to my grief.”

     “As you wish. I shall stipulate, however, that I enter first. Do you
 deny me this?”

     Count Wulfheim shook his head. “Let it be so.”

     Dr. Oberon, hearing his name called at this moment, glanced away and
 observed Kupt making urgent signals. Beside the burly, caped figure,
 Madeleine, wrapped in a number of indistinguishable garments, strove to
 restrain her hair from streaming, witchlike, into the tempest. Dr.
 Oberon joined them. Following some earnest conversation, Kupt and
 Madeleine hurried off, whilst the doctor, frowning and thoughtful,
 rejoined Count Wulfheim. Over the crest of distant pines a glow upcast
 from the burning farm showed swiftly racing cloudbanks, grey outpacing
 black. Rain, abruptly, had ceased to fall. But wind howled, ghoulish,
 around the doomed tower when ardent labour at last won its reward. The
 impeding stone began to stir. Soon, the men were able to raise it
 slightly with their hands, using extreme care; and then, more gently
 still, they drew it clear of the opening and set it down on the gaping
 pavement. Count Wulfheim stepped forward. He was arrested by a touch on
 his arm. “With your permission, Count.”

     Taking up a lantern, Dr. Oberon, head lowered, cautiously made his
 way into the tower. He found wooden stairs distorted and difficult to
 negotiate, and as he mounted higher, he began to detect that smell
 “like white-hot metal” described by Pierre—who now came close upon his
 heels. Before the door of the room occupied by Hilarius—open and
 intact—the doctor, met by an icy wind, paused, and turned. “Stay where
 you are, Pierre. I wish to enter alone. Let no one follow me.”

     He went in, closing the door. Lights reflected from the cressets
 below grimly revealed a jagged wedge-shaped rent in the wall, and at
 one point floorboards had parted to form a dark pit. Most of the roof
 was destroyed, so that laths protruded their skeleton limbs through the
 ceiling, and water poured down to swell a pool upon the floor. There
 was an odour of smouldering wood, and mingled with it that of hot
 metal. Furniture lay littered in mad disorder, and a fine Spanish chest
 had fallen into the cavity, from which one end jutted up like the stern
 of a sinking galleon. Where the crucifix hung, a zigzag crack in the
 masonry had produced a strange effect. The great ivory cross, its base
 wedged in this crevice, its fastenings torn away, leaned out from the
 wall at an acute angle, as if seeking to escape. But the silver Figure
 was gone. Blackened holes in charred ivory showed where its rivets had
 been wrenched out by the blast.

     Dr. Oberon lowered his lantern, to look down at the disordered bed
 nearby. Fragia, her arms, placid, outstretched beside her, the fingers
 slightly curved like lotus petals, her fair hair a glittering halo,
 reclined there as if in sleep, with closed eyes. The fallen Figure lay
 on her breast. When, stooping, he raised it, reverently, its
 discoloured silver was still hot, and when he looked again he saw its
 sign branded indelibly upon Fragia's flesh.

     A brief altercation and the sound of an opening door gave him little
 warning. Count Wulfheim burst in, carrying a lantern, to be met by a
 blast of icy wind from the gap which faced the entrance. Dr. Oberon
 stepped in front of Fragia's body—but too late. He confronted the
 Count, and so witnessed the sudden contortion which swept over that
 fine, pallid face. “Great God in heaven... Fragia!”

     Pierre ran forward to clasp his master, as, tottering, Count Wulfheim
 fell. But Pierre clasped one already dead. Count Wulfheim had died with
 Fragia's name upon his lips.
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     HILARIUS, LOST, EXHAUSTED, yet staggered on—and on—and on. With all
 the main gates locked, how he found his way from the castle precincts
 must remain conjectural. But there was a door in a wall of the lower
 vegetable garden, rarely opened by any but gardeners, which gave access
 to a long, winding lane, and this door, which he had used before, he
 may have unbolted and used again. His movements were wholly
 instinctive. He was guided by no definable intention, he sought no
 specific goal, he chose no path. He simply plunged on—and on—and on.

     In those intervals of Cimmerian darkness which chequered the storm,
 he blundered into obstacles, stumbled over fallen branches and waded
 through flood water from bloated brooks. When the pall was rent by
 jagged spears of white fury, he stretched up his arms to the lightning,
 crying, “Strike me! strike me dead! I am a foul thing, unfit to
 live....”

     It seemed appropriate to Hilarius, in his demented state, how the
 very elements should make sport of him, how the storm should follow his
 footsteps, mocking him. And that the storm, indeed, followed him, or he
 the storm, was true enough; for, unconsciously, Hilarius, descending
 valleyward, was retracing the way by which he had come to Wulfheim. He
 was pursuing the path of the tempest. It is remarkable that human
 endurance could have borne him so far, but in this mood of madness he
 came to the Middle Forest and plunged deep into its vastness, following
 a ride often invisible but blindly pursued as by an inescapable
 purpose. Here, no more than twenty yards ahead of his stumbling feet,
 he saw a great tree struck down and a rivulet of fire run, glittering,
 into the undergrowth surrounding it. A sulphurous smell was swept to
 his nostrils at the same moment that the tree crashed, a stricken
 giant, upon its lesser neighbours. Hilarius looked up into the
 blackness above, and his voice, resonant, challenging, was drowned in a
 crash of thunder as he cried, “Lightning, brother lightning! why do you
 spare me?”

     Woodland creatures, panic-stricken, fled, swift, across his path, and
 Hilarius thought that it was from him that they fled. He saw himself as
 part of primordial evil, as the heart of the storm, as a hireling of
 hell sent into life to disfigure and to foul it. On he went, and on.

     Sometimes, sudden gusts of wind lashed out from clearings in the
 forest, buffeting and blinding him. Sometimes, he was vaguely aware of
 drenching rain. Bodily weariness could not check him, for a spirit of
 flame drove lagging feet remorselessly on and on. Then, in a moment of
 impenetrable darkness, he crashed into some solid obstacle and clutched
 it to save himself from falling. He grasped iron bars. Again came the
 lightning, and before him, through a screen of tangled metal and
 hairy-limbed ivy, he saw dead trees like phantoms and mounds from which
 fragments of massive masonry protruded. He stood at the gate of
 Wulfheim Abbey.

     A moment he stayed so, watching the ruins in the white light of the
 storm; then, releasing his hold, he began to laugh. His laughter rose
 wildly, a frenzied peal, upon a silent instant before the thunder
 roared it down. “Brother Caesar!” he cried, and laughed again. “Where
 are you, brother? I come to join you....”

     It was some hours later when Master Lorien, devout landlord of the
 Woodman, heard pitiful moaning which seemed to proceed from somewhere
 before the porch of the inn. That ferocious storm, the like of which
 Lorien could not recall, had died at last beyond the river and no sound
 but one of water pouring from the eaves disturbed a silent night. As a
 good Christian, if a little fearfully, Lorien opened his shutters and
 looked down. Grey light of dawn just enabled him to make out a robed
 figure which knelt in the courtyard below. “Who is there?”

     The face of the kneeling figure became raised. Pale it was, and
 bloodstained, but Lorien recognised Brother Hilarius. “Your reverence!”

     “No, no, good man. A stranger, and an evil guest. But hide me—hide
 me, of your pity. And let no one see me, for I am unclean.”
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     MANY DAYS AND NIGHTS PASSED by before Hilarius looked again upon the
 world of reality to recognize it. His consciousness had crossed the
 frontiers of endurance, so that, exhausted, it swooned awhile. There
 were hours of horror when he shared in obscenities of the Black Mass,
 which always led him into the embraces of a female demon in the
 likeness of Fragia, whose ice-cold limbs congealed the blood in his
 veins but whose kisses burned his lips so that he sprang from the bed
 screaming. There were hours of peace when he walked hand in hand with
 Fragia, the fragrant, the real, the tender Fragia, through the garden
 of sleep. There were other times, most dreadful times of all, when his
 father stood before him, pallid in death, shrouded, and reproachful.
 And then a day came when he opened his eyes and found Dr. Oberon
 watching him. “Life has conquered.”

     Hilarius lay in a small, plain and very neat room. Its window was
 widely opened so that sunshine poured through and he could hear birds
 calling from the trees. He knew himself to be almost incredibly weak,
 but his mind was untroubled by images and strangely placid. “Dear
 philosopher of the rose called Truth.” His voice lacked its golden
 notes and was a feeble thing. “You do not reject me.”

     After this momentary interlude he slept dreamlessly from dawn to
 sunset, to awake again refreshed, the fever passed and convalescence
 begun. But a further interval, indeed more than a week, elapsed before
 Dr. Oberon considered it prudent to inform Hilarius that he was Count
 Wulfheim. The physician had observed, and had drawn certain
 conclusions, that Hilarius renewed his vigour in sleep, from which
 nearly always he awakened with a smile. Advised by the ravings of his
 delirium that this storm-battered guest was none other than Otto of
 Wulfheim, old Lorien had dispatched a messenger to the castle and with
 this messenger Dr. Oberon had returned. For hour after hour the
 physician had listened to fevered outpourings, and so had grown
 familiar with every detail of that last night spent by Hilarius in the
 tower room, and with many other matters. And now, his dry tones not
 wholly free from emotion, and in words unwontedly gentle, Dr. Oberon
 told Hilarius that his father was dead.

     Hilarius, seated in an arm-chair by an open window, where, beyond the
 forecourt of the Woodman, he could see the forest, clasped his hands
 and closed his eyes. “May he find peace and understanding. May God
 guide his steps. May he learn to forgive.” He opened his eyes and
 looked up. “How did he die?”

     “The Count your father died, as I knew one day he would die, from the
 effect of mental shock.”

     “On the night—of the storm?”

     Dr. Oberon tapped his snuff-box, nodding. “Shortly after you fled
 from the tower.”

     Hilarius watched him quietly. “Do you know what took place before I
 fled?”

     Again Dr. Oberon nodded. “I know.”

     “How can you know?”

     “You have told me. But I have much to tell you. In the first
 place, do you believe that she who visited you there was Fragia?”

     “I know that she was not Fragia.”

     “You knew when you surrendered to her?”

     “I knew. But that part of my love, the repressed longing of hungry
 years, the yearning of my body, conquered. I sinned with knowledge, and
 of intent.”

     “Your tower was destroyed by lightning.”

     Hilarius scarcely stirred in his chair. “I have seen it, a smoking
 ruin, in dreams. You may tell me everything, although, indeed, I think
 I know much. Speak, old friend, without fear for your words.”
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     HILARIUS HAD RESUMED a familiar attitude, his clasped hands locked
 between his knees, his gaze fixed upon the pine floorboards. So long,
 now, was his hair, that when he brushed it back from his forehead,
 little of the tonsure remained visible. Suffering and sickness had
 refined his natural beauty, to enhance rather than to mar it, and his
 eyes seemed to mirror a spiritual change even more complete. So he sat
 in silence long after Dr. Oberon had ceased to speak. And when, at
 last, he broke this silence, he did so without perceptible emotion. His
 voice had recovered its old music. “My father's final moment was a
 moment of agony. How hard it is, even now, to divine justice in his
 punishment.”

     “No harder, and no easier, than to divine it in the case of a child
 born blind or crippled.”

     Hilarius looked up, smiling sadly. “I know that I am truly recovered,
 doctor, for you begin to bully me again. You tell me that the silver
 Figure lay on Fragia's breast. It was, one assumes, lethally hot when
 it fell from the wall. Did this cause her death? For here would be a
 true miracle, in which only one wilfully blind could fail to see the
 hand of God.”

     “No. I have been unable to establish the cause. But with flight of
 the spirit serenity returned. She smiled—and it was the smile of an
 innocent child. She was buried, a virgin, by the side of my dear old
 friend, your father, in the Wulfheim family vault. The vessel had been
 used by its invader in the manner most suitable. The body of
 Fragia—the real Fragia—burned with an ardour as great as your own.
 Impulse, alone, was lacking.”

     “I understand. I have learned much.”

     “In the garden of sleep?”

     “Doctor! What do you know of the garden of sleep?”

     “More than I knew before. You have been my mentor.”

     “Yet there are many things I have failed to learn there. One,
 supreme, mystery remains.”

     “The mystery of God?”

     Hilarius shook his head. His smile was reproachful. “That of the
 Divine purpose in sending Fragia to earth as my sister. For I know,
 beyond possibility of doubts, that Fragia and I are twin souls.”

     Dr. Oberon opened his snuff-box. “You bring me to that which I must
 tell you is most difficult of all to tell. Cast back your memory,
 Hilarius. And prepare to learn the truth. You will recall an
 occasion—an occasion which others would call an accident but which you
 and I know to have been an ordered event—when you found a certain
 Jules Carron dying in a cottage on the border of the Maurreban
 estates.”

     “I recall clearly.” Indeed, before Hilarius's inner eye there grew up
 a picture of the humble bedroom, of the old huntsman lying there. He
 heard again his faltering whisper. “She wore a silk half-mask.... Under
 a wide-brimmed hat... her hair... was like minted gold.... She was
 sobbing.... There is one who bears a false name....”

     “The seal of the confessional prohibits my asking, or you telling me,
 the nature of Jules Carron's last words. But they may have had a
 certain bearing upon what is now to come. First, however, I would
 stress two things: the great pride of your father, the Count, and his
 delicate state of health. Bear these things in mind.” Dr. Oberon took a
 pinch of snuff and reclosed the lid of his box. “Had I suspected what
 was in your heart at the time that you fled from Wulfheim, I should
 have told you, under oath, that which I am free, now, to tell you
 openly. I should have counselled patience, and trust in God. When you
 returned, a monk, it was too late—unless you had been willing to seek
 your freedom, as I desired you to do. But whilst my noble and gallant
 old friend lived, you would still have been forced to roam solitary.”
 He paused, watching Hilarius.

     Hilarius had stood up—a new light was dawning in his eyes. “Dr.
 Oberon! what is it you have to tell me?”

     Dr. Oberon tapped his box. “Prepare to endure a further blow. I
 attended the Countess Lucia during her final illness, and towards the
 end her mind often wandered amid past memories—always to come to rest
 in the cottage of Carron, the huntsman. Before her marriage to the
 Count—whom she did not love but to whom she was affianced by her
 father—she had been the mistress of Andre du Guiche, afterwards Sieur
 de Maurreban. They were madly devoted. But they parted on the eve of
 her marriage, and never met again. They may have corresponded. This, I
 do not know. Fragia and yourself were in no way related.... Fragia was
 the daughter of Andre du Guiche. This, I do know, although I would have
 preserved the secret with my life from your father. I may add that my
 unsupported testimony would not hold good in law.”

     Hilarius clenched his hands, a man galvanized, and walked slowly to
 the window, looking out. Of the trees he saw nothing, nor heard the
 songs of birds. How long he stood there, Dr. Oberon, watching him, did
 not attempt to compute: but when he turned, his pale face had become
 mask-like, immobile. “I understand, at last, much that had been
 mysterious in your conversation. I understand your silences. There was
 a moment, then, as you spoke, when I thought I must strike you dead. I
 thank Almighty God that reason conquered. My impetuous flight—from a
 love that was innocent; my return, vowed to celibacy; my exposure of
 that pure spirit to the fires of hell—for these, my follies and my
 sins, may Christ give me strength to atone. Yes, Dr. Oberon, your
 testimony is true. But mine, which supports it, can never be spoken.”
 He paced again across the little room and returned, to stare once more
 out of the window. “O God our Father, I thank Thee that at least a
 faint light has dawned. The lost years which, had I known, might have
 been bright with human love, I see, now, as moments. The deathless
 spirit is untrammeled by time. Earth is but a quagmire in the path of
 the soul. All I ask is death.”

     “You are wrong, Hilarius. You must learn, first, to accept life.
 Nearer you stand to truth than ever before, but not yet face to face.
 Earth is a lathe upon which we make what we choose to make. But
 whatever we make we must keep. With it, we pass on. We carry our burden
 of beauty or of ugliness. It is what we have chosen to make. But we may
 remodel it. Other lathes are offered to us.”

     “It would seem that I made an image of agony and worshipped it as a
 god.”

     “This may well have been, since you are reborn a poet, Fragia is the
 other part of yourself. You knew her when you saw her. She is the
 higher you. Her purity remains unsullied, although you violated
 her body. Fragia, the spirit, had deserted that body for ever.”

     “Dimly, I see. There must be reunion.”

     “Until the final fusion in divinity—yes. What now, Hilarius, of that
 grey wall of finality which your Church offers? A few poor sentient
 days, and then—Judgment. This grey wall, which the Master was at such
 pains to deny, has no existence. The All Knowing does not expect his
 workmen to attain perfection immediately. We must learn from
 experience. What we call 'This life' is an apprenticeship too brief in
 which to overcome the errors of a novice. There is no 'this life' and
 no 'next'. Christ not only was. He is. You are,
 you have been, and you will be.”

     Hilarius paced more rapidly across and across the floor. “If but I
 could solve this riddle! I should journey throughout the wide world
 proclaiming to men that God is a merciful God, that death is a mirage,
 that life eternal is neither a myth nor a future state, but that we
 live in life eternal! If but I could solve this riddle!” He paused,
 turning to Dr. Oberon, hands clasped, his eyes alight from within.

     Dr. Oberon watched him speculatively. “The simplicity of the riddle
 blinds you to its solution. Yet, thousands of years before Christ came,
 there were men who had read it. Their message was misunderstood. His
 Message is misunderstood. The figure of the Egyptian Sphinx represents
 one earlier attempt to portray it, the dimensions, exact but simple, of
 the great Pyramid, another. Do you know why the Sphinx is both male and
 female? Do you know the meaning of the Pyramid's form? Do you know the
 true symbolism of the Cross? Does Abbot Julian know? If he does know,
 and he may, for the Vatican has known, always, why is a waiting world
 denied the solace of this knowledge?”

     “I shall go to the abbot and ask him these questions! Upon his
 answers to them rests my future life on earth.”

     “The Redeemer did not invent the story of the human soul. It was
 familiar to philosophers of earlier ages. I charge you, Hilarius, read
 the words of Christ, purposefully closing your eyes to any obscure
 implications read into them by others. Read them with that in mind
 which I have pointed out. You will come to a new Revelation. You will
 find, at last, that Universal Religion for which the world is
 searching—the way to brotherhood, to happiness—and to peace....”
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     AND SO A DAY CAME when Hilarius knelt at the feet of Abbot Julian,
 awaiting absolution and the abbot's blessing. As on the day when he had
 left it, the room was bathed in sunshine, the paved garden outside gay
 with flowers and the song of birds. The abbot, his beautiful hands
 resting motionless on the carved arms of his chair, looked down at
 Hilarius with a smile compassionate and tender. “Rise, my son.” He
 placed one hand upon the bowed head and pronounced the words awaited.
 “Seat yourself there, where I can see you. Let us talk awhile.”

     Hilarius seated himself, to remain with bent head. “I thank you, my
 father.”

     In the abbey church, Brother Jerome played softly, and muted chords
 of the organ stole like musical phantoms upon the air. Abbot Julian
 looked at Hilarius for a long time, in silence, before he spoke.
 “Lesser fires than those through which you have passed, my son, have
 consumed weak ones. Others, stronger, entering as sinners, have been
 purified and have come forth saints. Of this white company was the
 blessed St. Francis. To such an eager spirit as your own I would say:
 If, as may be, Almighty God has granted you a mission, carry it out.
 If, as may be, Our Lord asks of you a service which may in its
 fulfillment sever you from Mother Church, yet do not hesitate. But
 weigh well your motives. Assure yourself of your purity of intent. Seek
 confirmation in prayer, of the fact that you are, indeed, chosen.”

     He paused, but Hilarius did not look up.

     “You have learned, in experiences such as befall but the few, that
 lust of the flesh is Satan's sharpest sword. In this you are become as
 other men, and so acquire the common touch, the healing gift of
 understanding. Renewal is a law of God. It is a white light to usher
 young trembling souls into the world. But, because it is derived from
 the central fires of creation, it burns with a fierce flame. The powers
 of darkness too often seize upon it and transform it into a torch
 leading to the caverns of hell.”

     The abbot became lost in contemplation, but presently continued.

     “There exist certain societies and brotherhoods whose activities are
 harmful in the eyes of our Church, but whose knowledge of the dignity
 and destiny of the human spirit and its mysteries is very great. If
 some of these believe the time ripe to reveal to mankind aspects of Our
 Lord's teachings not included in the doctrine, it may be that Rome,
 which has known of them always, deems that the hour is not yet come.
 Therefore, I would have you take higher counsel. If, then, you desire
 your release, my influence with the Holy Father is sufficient to
 justify my assurance that it shall be granted.” He sighed. “This world
 grows neither wiser nor better. True values are lost. False ideals are
 found. Men burn out their lives to win ashes. They destroy one another
 in bloody wars. They deny Our Lord, Himself. Mother Church no longer
 has power to shepherd her straying flocks. At such times, before, a
 crusader has arisen with a new message to call men back to God. I dare
 not deny you the freedom for which you ask. I dare not deny that you
 may be the crusader. You control great revenues. You are at liberty to
 use them to make the world a sweeter place. Armed with your staff, your
 high courage and a pure resolve, go to Rome, as a pilgrim. From Rome
 go forth into the highways and the byways pursuing the rose called
 Truth, and, if you find it and such be God's will, proclaiming it.”


     CONCLUSION
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