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   Paul Busson (1873–1924), Tyrolean and Viennese journalist and author, was well-known in his time as perhaps the finest adventure fantasy in early twentieth-century German literature. The Man Who Was Born Again, story of reincarnated memories in eighteenth-century Germany and France, offers a fine integration of supernatural powers, ghosts, witchcraft, black magic, demons, and evocation of the dead; it is unique in its combination of wild imagination and realism.


  Today, Paul Busson seems to be forgotten in the Germanic world except as a journalist in the memory of a now very old generation. He was never known at all in English. The translations The Man Who Was Born Again and The Fire Spirits went almost unheeded, even though they appeared at a dearth-time of fantasy [late 20s]. Yet these two novels offer inimitable universes, where fantasy assumes such strong actuality that it achieves its own reality. Even after fifty years, in another language, these universes remain viable.
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   Chapter One


   All that I am about to write down, in the hope that by the will of God it may reach the right hands, I, Sennon Vorauf, have experienced in the corporeal existence which preceded the life I am now living. By virtue of a special grace these memories have survived the change that men call death.


  Before I realised that memory had thus carried over from one existence to another, I was oppressed by my recollections and regarded them as inexplicable dreams. Even in my everyday life I used to experience many staggering shocks. It would happen, for instance, that the striking of an old clock, the sight of a landscape, the melody of a song, an aroma, or even a mere combination of words, impressed themselves on my mind, as distinctly as if I had heard, seen, inhaled or otherwise experienced the same thing already; as though this place or that place, which actually I was seeing for the first time in my present existence, had met my eyes in some dim past.


  And sometimes when I spoke to a new acquaintance I had a vague feeling that once he and I must have been on terms of intimacy. Until the great revelation that came to me brought with it my new knowledge I was unable to give any natural explanation of my unbearably strong emotions which had seemed to arise out of very trivial circumstances. My moments of remembrance were so frequent, and the apparitions they evoked became so vivid, that it was quickly impressed on me, even in my boyhood, that they were, in some mysterious way, the reflection of what I had undergone during another existence, before the birth of my present body; for in my “dreams” were recounted strange experiences uncannily alien to my understanding. Never had I heard or read about anything even remotely resembling them.


  Some curious instinct impelled me to make notes of these fantastic dream-happenings. And soon I was able to visualise with extraordinary distinctness and consistency the entire picture of an existence which I lived through before I was born again. I had, it seemed, been a German nobleman, Melchior, Baron von Dronte. When the earthly career of Dronte ended, the soul which now dwells in Sennon Vorauf, my present name, was released.


  The memories of the wild and adventurous existence of Melchior von Dronte shattered all the calm and peace of my life as Sennon come in, as she did every night, to see whether I was asleep or not, and to put out the light. So I hurried back to bed. Just as I was climbing back over the side of my shell-bed with my bare feet it seemed to me that a low voice called me by my name. I looked quickly round in a fright. There, before me, was the Man from the East. And as I stared at him I distinctly saw him move: he lifted an arm under his glass case and made a sign to me. I began to cry from terror. I could only look fixedly at the little figure. Again it beckoned to me, imperatively this time and very impatiently.


  I could not help obeying; but I trembled with fear, and the tears streamed down my cheeks. I wanted to call out aloud. But I dared not, for I feared lest the little man, who was now for once really alive and continued to beckon still more insistently, might get angry, as my mother did. Not for me only, but for the whole household, a single sign from my mother was an order to be instantly obeyed. Therefore I turned from my bed toward the wooden chest where the beckoning dervish stood. I remember that I was still shedding silent tears. My timid, hesitating steps had almost reached him when something terrible happened. Without any warning, loudly crashing and booming, part of the ceiling of my bedroom fell in, the part that was above my shell-bed, and it came thundering down in a cloud of dust, rubble, and splinters.


  The shock of it hurled my little body to the floor, and I fell down screaming. A fragment went whizzing through the air. It missed me only because I was lying low, but it struck the beckoning man of wax and his glass case and smashed them into a thousand pieces. I screamed with all my strength. Everything seemed to be screaming at the moment, all over the house and out of doors by the fountain; and the hounds howled in their kennels.


  Then somebody caught me in strong arms and lifted me from the floor. Blood seemed to rush into my eyes, and I felt a towel pressed against my forehead. I heard the voice of my father, exasperated and savagely scolding, and followed by the groans of a man-servant and the wailing of old Margaret. My father was beating the man with a stick.


  “You fool,” he shouted, “why did you not let me know that there were cracks in the ceiling? I’ll beat you till you’re lame and crooked.”


  But I cried so loudly that my father let him go.


  “The brat can’t bear to see the canaille taught,” he said angrily. “He’ll never grow to be the right sort of man!”


  And he walked out, his spurs ringing. The clatter of my father’s spurs was always more terrifying to me than anything else. I was petted and given sweets to comfort me. A young maid-servant kissed my bare legs.


  “Sweet boy,” she said, and showed me my face in the looking-glass.


  A splinter of glass had struck me just above the nose and made a slight cut between my eyebrows. On my face a scar remained ever after.
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   Chapter Two


  One day when I was a little older, some time after my mother had died, I was playing in the garden with Aglaia, my cousin, who was about my age, and of whom I was very fond. I had made her a wreath of shining, black berries, and I placed it like a dark crown upon her copper-coloured hair shining like gold in the evening sun. She was the Princess, bewitched in a hedge of thorns, and I was struggling to rescue her; black Diana, my dog, played the part of the guarding Dragon, and watched this new game with intelligent eyes.



  Then suddenly through the garden the surgeon passed hurriedly, attended by a maid who carried his brass basin. Stephen, the manservant, greeted him at the house door, urging him to make haste. Aglaia threw aside her crown of berries, and we both ran as fast as we could to our grandfather’s room, which at other times we were never allowed to enter except by special permission. These visits were always very solemn, and took place only on great holidays or birthdays; on such occasions we had to recite little pieces of poetry and were given sweetmeats as a reward. It seemed to us that we had done a very daring thing by entering the severe old gentleman’s room without permission, but curiosity drove us on.


  Grandfather was sitting very calmly in his sleeping chair. He was dressed in his customary habit of grey silk vest embroidered with little garlands of roses, black trousers, white stockings and shoes with large silver buckles. A bundle of glittering things hung on his watch-chain; polished stones, bits of coral, and signets, with which I had sometimes been allowed to play. Near the old man’s chair stood my father. His head was bowed, and he paid no attention to us as we entered. When the lean, shabby surgeon arrived my father grew purple with anger, clutched his arm roughly, and whispered hoarsely:


  “Next time you have the honour of being called for, you damned sleepy-head, you’d better run faster!”


  The wretched surgeon muttered something apologetic in reply as he hastily brought out his bandages and lancets. Then he rolled up our grandfather’s sleeve, touched his eyelids with his finger, and busied himself about his arm, holding the basin to it. He watched awhile. Then he said nervously:


  “It’s no use, your Lordship, the blood will never run again.”


  My father turned away for answer and stood with his face to the wall. Stephen, the man-servant, gently pushed Aglaia and me toward the door and whispered:


  “His Lordship has departed to his forefathers.”


  We looked at him inquiringly, for we had not understood, so he added:


  “Your grandfather is dead.”


  Silently we returned to the garden, listening for any sounds in the house. There was a large room on the right of it where, as a little child (I remembered it perfectly), I had seen my mother lying amid many burning candles. This room, in which all sorts of things were stored, was now being cleared out, and the servants carried in large bundles of black cloth, that showed yellow wax spots and had a musty smell. Our grandfather had been fonder of Aglaia than of me, and often he gave her sugar and candy. He used to keep the sweets in a small tortoise-shell box that smelt of cinnamon and spice. Aglaia cried a little when he died because she knew all this had come to an end, but we both remembered another box, a snuff-box, which we had seen only very seldom.


  It had been given to the old man by the Duke of Brunswick. It bore two lids, and when the inner lid was opened a tiny bird would suddenly appear, all aglow with green, red and violet, and it would beat its wings and pipe and trill like a nightingale. We were never tired of watching the performance, but grandfather would put it back in his pocket as soon as the little lid shut automatically, and would tell us to be satisfied with what we had already seen.


  Now, I thought, we could have a better look at the little bird and even touch it, and so I told Aglaia. At first she was afraid to go upstairs, but I took her by the hand and pulled her after me. We met no one on the stairs, and the room was empty. Empty also was the armchair in which our grandfather had spent all his nights as he approached the end. The medicine bottles with their long labels were still standing on the little table. We remembered that he always used to take the snuff-box out of the middle drawer of a little chest. This chest of drawers was made of different coloured pieces of wood representing ships, towns and ancient warriors; on the drawer we opened two fat Dutchmen were smoking their pipes, and kneeling Moors were attending them. I pulled the ring, but vainly, and it was only with Aglaia’s help that I succeeded in opening the drawer. Grandfather’s lace vests and handkerchiefs lay inside it, and a pile of gold ducats, a large, gold-inlaid pistol, some bundles of letters, his razors, and the little snuff-box with the bird.


  We took out the snuff-box and tried to open the lids. We could not move them. But as we struggled with them one sprang open and a thin metal disc, which was evidently meant to hide something, sprang out. Inside was a little picture, painted in fine enamels. We could make nothing of this picture at first, but it made us forget the little bird. A lady lay on a sofa, with her skirts up high, and a gentleman with a sword and peruque, clothing similarly in disarray, was kissing her. They were doing something that struck us as both comic and weird. A little dog was attacking the man, and this seemed to make the lady laugh. We laughed also, but soon we began to argue about the meaning of the picture.


  “They are married,” said Aglaia, growing very red.


  “How do you know it?”


  I asked, and my heart thumped loudly.


  “I expect they are gods,” whispered Aglaia. “I have seen a picture where the gods were doing the same thing. But they had no clothes on.”


  Suddenly it seemed to us that in the next room, where Grandfather was lying, the floor creaked. We started, and Aglaia cried out in alarm. Quickly I thrust the snuff-box into the drawer and shut it, drawing my cousin away from the room and back into the garden.


  “Aglaia,” I said chokingly, and I caught her by the hand, “let us get married like that too...”


  She looked at me in surprise and terror. Then she snatched her hand away and ran back to the house. Embarrassed and confused I went slowly across to Stephen, who was cutting roses from the bushes and putting them in a basket.


  “Yes, young gentleman,” he said gravely, “that’s how it is with all of us.”
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   Chapter Three


  At school I sat next to Phöbus Merentheim and Thilo Sassen. We three were the nobility. Klaus Jaegerle, the whipping-boy, was behind us. Klaus was allowed to learn his lessons with us, and have his meals at the servants’ table, and when Phöbus, Thilo, or I did not know the lessons, it was he who was punished. His mother was a washerwoman, and his father made baskets, though he had only one arm, the other having been cut off by an enemy trooper once when Jaegerle protected Thilo’s severely wounded father with his body.


  This was the reason why Klaus was allowed to learn his lessons with us and eat at the servants’ table. Klaus Jaegerle was diligent, very shy, and cowed; he was obliged to bear meekly all that his schoolfellows chose to inflict on him when they happened to be in a bullying mood. He was treated almost worse, indeed, than the hunchback son of the shopkeeper Isaaksohn, whom the boys had once placed against a door, and then one after the other spat in his face so that the saliva, mixed with his tears, ran over his new collar.


  One day at school I was in a state of great anxiety, for I had neglected to prepare my lesson. It was the French class, and the vicious little French master stood before us in his ink-besmeared, tobacco-coloured coat with its bent leaden buttons, his goose quill behind his ear. He was talking through his snuff-choked nose. His pale face was covered with freckles and moved convulsively all the time. In his left hand he held a book in a green binding and poked the black-nailed forefinger of his right hand at my face. This was a habit of his.


  After studying our faces maliciously for a time he would suddenly bear down like a bird of prey among us, and was sure to alight on the worst prepared of all. At the beginning of a lesson it was his custom to test our Vocabulaire, that is, to fling a few French words at his victim’s face for immediate translation. On this occasion I was his victim.


  “Allons, monsieur,” he hissed. “EmouchoirTonteMean... This instant! Quick!”


  I was so scared that I could only stammer out:


  “Emouchoir fly-flap. Tontesheep-shearing. Mean, mean, that is, that means …”


  He neighed with delight.


  “Ah ha! So you do not know it, cher baron?’ “Meanthis means” 


  “Assez! sit down!” he bleated, and his small black eyes glistened with unholy pleasure.


  Slowly he took a pinch of snuff out of a round box put up two fingers to his sharp nose, and then shot out his hand and pointed with the snuff-box at my neighbour.


  “Monsieur Sassen!Don’t you know it either?Merentheim? You also know nothing?Jaegerle, stand up and say it.”


  Poor Klaus jumped up as if pricked with a pen, and said in a shrill voice:


  “Meanit means the salt ponds by the sea, the fifth receptacle, into which the sea-water is made to flow in getting the salt.”


  “Good,” nodded the teacher with an evil smile. “Good. You know it yourself, but as an annex of the nobility in this school I call you sot, paresseux et criminel. Stand out, so that you may get what you deserve as substitute for the ignorant nobility.”


  I became pale with anger. The French master’s injustice toward the poor boy, the only one who had known the meaning of an uncommon word, was more than I could stand. I nudged Sassen, but he only shrugged his shoulders, and Phöbus sat with his nose in the air, as though it was not his business. Klaus Jaegerle came hesitatingly from his bench. Heavy tears stood in his eyes. Burning with shame he fumbled at his trouser belt.


  “Hurry up! Uncover your derriere!” ordered the schoolmaster, waving his heavy ruler. “Take down your breeches that you may get your customary shilling instead of the nobility!”


  With horror I watched Klaus drop his trousers. Two thin legs were visible, and a gray, tattered shirt. The teacher went at the boy with spread claws. I jumped up from my desk.


  “Monsieur, you must not beat Jaegerle,” I cried out. “I will not stand it.”


  “Ho, ho!” sneered the French master, “we shall see in an instant!”


  He pushed down the poor boy’s obedient head and prepared to strike. I flew at him. He screamed and panted with rage, and lunged at me with his feet. We fell to the floor together. The bench overturned and ink spattered all over us. The other students whooped with delight and stamped their feet. I felt a sharp pain in my right hand. He had bitten me, bitten me with his ugly black teeth. I struck him in the face with my fist. Blood and spit sprayed out. Somebody’s hand caught hold of my collar, tearing me away from the floor. I turned, and beheld a rough, good-natured face beneath a dishevelled grey wig. The rector was surveying the scene with amazement.


  “Have you gone mad, Domine? Get up, Monsieur!” he shouted.


  “He attempted my life,” hissed the blood-spattered teacher.


  “Baron Dronte, you will leave the school this instant,” said the rector, pointing toward the door. Klaus Jaegerle was still standing there, his head humbly bent and his thin legs trembling; he did not even dare to pull up his trousers without permission.
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   Chapter Four


  It went ill with me on the occasion when my father kicked and knocked down the groom, and as he lay on the floor, writhing and whimpering, struck him with a horsewhip. In a fit of compassion I tore the whip from my enraged father’s hand and flung it away. For this misdemeanour I was locked up in the attic of our house and allowed only bread and water. There was nothing but a heap of straw in one corner of the room, and a stool to sit on.


  Every morning my father entered, gave me a hearty box on the ears, and made me repeat a verse from the Bible:


  “Jealousy is the rage of a man: therefore he will not spare in the day of vengeance. He will not regard any ransom; neither will he rest content though thou givest many gifts.”


  When I had repeated this verse, I received a second box on the ears. I could do nothing but submit to the cruel treatment, but it filled me with hatred. On the fifth day of my punishment, a key turned in the lock. It was done so noiselessly that I knew my visitor could not be my father. It was my cousin Aglaia. But I was so rebellious against the whole world that I did not surrender to the sweet delight I felt at seeing her.


  Gentle and blushing, arrayed in a cool white dress with blue flowers, she stepped through the doorway into the gloomy and dusty attic. Her face was childlike, and indescribably charming. Her spotless skin shone with a milky whiteness, enhanced by the rich copper of her hair. I was well aware of her fondness for me, and in my misery and solitude I had been thinking day and night of her alone. But there was enough bad spirit in me to make me desire to have her suffer.


  “What business have you here?” I growled. “Go to my father, you are his darling, aren’t you? Be off with you this very instant.”


  Her eyelashes trembled and her little mouth began to quiver.


  “I only wanted to bring you my cake,” she said in a very low voice, stretching out to me a large piece.


  But I snatched it out of her hand, threw it on the floor and trampled on it.


  “There!” I said, “you may go and tell my aunt, or my father, if you like.”


  She stood motionless, and I saw two tears run slowly from her pretty grey eyes. Then without a word she went over to the corner, sat down on the straw and cried bitterly. I took no heed of her crying, or, rather, gave no sign that I heeded it, although my own heart was ready to break. Soon, however, I could bear it no longer. I knelt down beside her and began stroking her hand.


  “Darling, darling Aglaia,” I whispered, “forgive me, you are the only one in the house that I love!”


  She smiled through her tears, took my hand in hers and pressed it to her breast. And I remembered how once, led by a dark and troubled impulse, I had stolen into her room while she was sleeping, and by the light of the night-lamp had removed her covering to see her body. Suddenly she awoke and gazed up at me until I stole back out of the room again, full of remorse and fear... As if she guessed what I was thinking, she suddenly looked at me and whispered:


  “You will never do things like that again, will you, Melchior?”


  I nodded silently and continued to press my hand against her breast. My blood went in heaving waves.


  “I will kiss you,” she said, and reached forward with her sweet mouth.


  I kissed her clumsily, and clumsily my hands were about her.


  “No, oh, no,” she faltered, but she still snuggled in my arms.


  Then a door opened somewhere in the house and shut with a slam. We started away from each other.


  “Will you love me always, Aglaia?” I asked imploringly.


  “Always,” she said, and there was a queer expression in her eyes as she looked straight into my face.


  Suddenly she began crying again.


  “Why are you crying, Aglaia?”


  “I do not know perhaps because of the cake,” was her smiling answer.


  And deliberately I picked up the trampled and dirty piece of pastry from the floor and ate it.


  “Perhaps also because I shall not be with you long,” she went on.


  The words came from her like a breath. I stared at her. I felt unhappy and uneasy. I did not understand her.


  “O, Melchior,” she laughed out suddenly, “take no notice of me. If, if that happens, I shall always return to you.”


  She pressed another hurried kiss on my lips, smoothed her dress and ran out of the attic.


  “Aglaia!” I cried in sudden anguish, “stay with me!”


  I felt afraid. But I could only hear the sound of her footsteps descending the stairs.


  An autumn fly beat restlessly round the small window, humming desperately. It was all covered with cobwebs. The shells of beetles, butterflies, sucked dry every kind of dead insect indeed hung in the spider’s torn and rusty network. The fly struggled. Its hum changed to a whizzing sound. A long-legged, hairy spider crept swiftly out of a dark hole, and in an instant the fly was in its hideous clutches. Then, all of a sudden, I saw the spider’s face. It was horrible. I rushed to the door and hammered on it with both my fists.


  “Aglaia,” I cried, “Aglaia!” No one heard me.
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   Chapter Five


  The sky was blue, I remember, the air was beautifully warm and sunny on the day when we helped to bring in the fruit-harvest from the great orchard behind the house. The plums dripped with sweetness. They tasted like wine. Aglaia and I could not eat enough of them.


  The greengages that we picked for ourselves were still more wonderful. They melted in the mouth. But that evening Aglaia screamed with pain. By midnight she was dead. The house was filled with cries of grief. My father shut himself up in his study. The maids wept in their aprons.


  Aglaia was dead. I wandered blindly about, just taking things in my hands without knowing what I was doing. I leaned a long time against a carved doorpost, without being able to think a single thought, until my pain brought me back to sensibility. I drank water out of a watering can. The days dragged on with terrible slowness. They had neither beginning nor end. Heavy with grief I watched mutely as our men emptied out the store-room and carried in the black cloth; I saw them cutting asters and autumn roses and making wreaths of them, sobbing and wiping their wet faces with their dirty hands.


  I fidgeted with the door-handle of the room, which had been worn thin through long use and hurt you if you were not careful. And when they began hanging the cloth on the walls and brought the candles from the silver closet, when I heard the shuffling steps of people carrying something heavy and coming down the stairs, I ran out into the garden among the falling leaves.


  A mist was rising, and a drizzle had set in. The fine weather was over. I saw a blue beetle running past and I trod on it. I had done just what my father did when he was angry with a man. Alone there in the garden, huddled on a stone bench, I could not help crying.


  Once in the summer the stone had been so hot that Aglaia and I had tried who could keep a hand on it longest. Her white hand was so delicate that it had become blistered... A chill drop of rain fell from the sky on my forehead. I made my way indoors again. A dull yellow light filtered from the death-chamber; I peeped in, and saw the coffin standing on a bier hung with black; on it lay a silver cross and a big wreath made of tinsel, coloured glass and very tiny mirrors. The wax melted and ran down it, the candles flickered. The flowers smelt of earth.


  My aunt was kneeling by the coffin.


  “Oh, my poor dear Aglaia,” I heard her moan, “never again to see your darling face!”


  She turned her swollen eyes to me, and asked, “Is it raining?”


  “I don’t know,” I answered sullenly.


  And then a scream escaped me, and I wept so wildly that my aunt took me by the shoulders and spoke roughly to me.


  “You must not do that, boy, you must not! People will be coming here in a minute!”


  The tread of many feet was heard. The room became suddenly thronged with people: a great murmur of voices arose, and the bullfinch jumped about in its cage from perch to perch, and kept screaming:


  “Look, look, look! Horses!”


  I stood up. The pastor came. He was troubled with a bad cold, and flourished his handkerchief now and then. By him Aglaia had been baptised and confirmed. Carriages were driving up: the Sassens arrived, the Zochtes, the Merentheims, the cuirassiers from town, Doctor Zeidlow, old Countess Trettin, the Hohentrapps... The church bell sounded from the village, slowly, mournfully, ding… dong… ding… dong.


  Then the school-children came in. My aunt beckoned to the schoolmaster. I heard her saying through her sobs:


  “You are to sing the same hymn that you sang for my blessed Hanschen, even though she has been confirmed. For she is as pure and innocent as a newborn babe. O God! O God!”


  Ursula Sassen and Gisbrecht approached and gently led her away. Then the servants lifted up the coffin and carried it out into the rain. It was only a short way to the churchyard. Crows were sitting on the drooping willows. Crooked old crosses bent over towards either side of the gravelled path. The iron doors of the family vault stood open, displaying their rusty inner sides. Above the vault, resting on two crossbones, was a marble skull.


  The birds had built a nest in its gaping mouth. But the nest was empty and forsaken. Moss grew on the top of the skull like woolly hair. I seemed to notice everything. The men put the coffin down and the school-children sang as my aunt had desired, a hymn which is usually sung only for very little children, such as my cousin Hans, who had been two years old when he died.


  “When little inheritors of Heaven Die in their innocence They are not lost to us. They are only lifted to Heaven By their Father That they may not be lost.”


  Then the pastor spoke. He blew his nose again and again, and spoke his words during the pauses. The old man was crying. Even the eighty-years-old Countess Trettin raised her handkerchief to her eyes.


  “Dust unto dust,” said the pastor.


  The coffin was carried down the stairs of the vault. Every sound was hollow, and the echoes were full of awe. Voices came from below. Something fell with a clatter, down there in the gloom. The rain poured down harder and harder. The carriages drove away through pools of water. The men tied red handkerchiefs over their hats, the women threw their skirts over their heads when they went out.


  My father looked round darkly. The sexton approached him with the keys of the vault.


  “Here. Drink,” said my father, and the sexton, all wet, and his teeth chattering, bowed low.


  He made a grimace and lifted his hand to his shoulder. He suffered from rheumatism.


  “Aglaia is freezing,” was my disconsolate thought...


  When I got back to the big house it was empty, the passages were still. But there was whispering everywhere, for the clocks went on ticking. The stairway creaked all night, and the wind wailed in the chimneys. It was a terribly strange house... So big and so empty.
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   Chapter Six


  In my father’s house a Dutch clock stood on the first-floor landing, with a bright dial on which moved the moon, the sun and the stars. The twisted hands passed over these as they went their way, and the pendulum swung forward and back in a muffled tone, hollow and threatening: Boom! Boom!


  At every quarter the clockwork sounded its treble stroke that seemed to come from afar, ding-dang-dong. At the end of each hour, as the number of strokes told the time, a door swung open above the dial and a little brown cock slipped out and flapped its wings with a groaning noise instead of a shrill crow because it had lost its voice. When the hour was struck the bird drew back and the door was shut again. At noon, however, instead of the cock, a porcelain angel came out, dressed in a gold garment trimmed with blue, and with three stiff jerks raised a green palm leaf. And at midnight it was Death that appeared instead of the angel. So, at least, we children had been told when Aglaia was still alive.


  One night I happened to be standing at the top of the stairs. The landing smelt of apples and the strange wood of the large wardrobes along the wall. The walls were hung with carved wooden deer heads, on which were affixed antlers that my father and grandfather had taken. My father and grandfather had won so many spoils of the chase that at least a hundred heads were to be found all over the house. One of the deer had been kept tame in a paddock and afterwards let loose. Then it tossed a keeper to death and the servants used to say that his blood still clung to the antlers. The paint had peeled off the eyeballs of this deer’s head and it looked down on me uncannily with blind white eyes.


  Old Margaret, who shuffled up and down the passages with her stick, and who was allowed to live on at our house out of charity, had told me that about midnight on a death-anniversary the dead passed through the house in which they had been happy when they were alive. So as I stood at the top of the stairs, I held a candlestick in my hand, burning a wax candle that had burnt over Aglaia’s coffin a year ago, and waited for her to come.


  The cupboards creaked, something went tap, tap, tap on the wall, then there was a sound like a sigh. The wind swept over the roof, and the tiles rattled. The clock struck twelve. As the first stroke rang out, the door above the dial swung open and the little Death came forth. Its hourglass and scythe turned to the right, then to the left, and its skeleton hand was raised to beat time with the strokes.


  “Boom-boom,” went the clock, hoarsely.


  “Aglaia!” I called in a low voice, and I peered fearfully down the passage.


  Then a door opened noiselessly, and by the uncertain light of my candle I saw a very old woman. Her face was all wrinkled and brown, and she wore a big white bonnet. I staggered back against the wall, and when I had controlled myself with all the strength of will I possessed I looked again, but I could see nothing any longer except the closed door... Then down the stairs I heard a cough and shuffling footsteps. Something grey came hobbling up. The candlestick shook in my hand. But it was only old Margaret.


  Growing anxious about me she had come to see where I was. I clung to her sleeve like a child and told her all that had just happened. She chuckled, and nodded.


  “It was the old lady, Aglaia’s great-grandmother,” she explained. “Aglaia Starke, the burgomaster’s daughter, who spoilt your pedigreed shopwoman. Her family was in trade. You saw right, Melchior, you saw right. It was she who came, not the young Aglaia.”


  She caught at my coat. But I tore myself away and went stumbling down the stairs.
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   Chapter Seven


  That afternoon a villager named Heiner Fessl, the blacksmith, was executed. The magistrate was attempting to seduce Fessl’s wife, and Fessl happened to overhear it. When it seemed to him that his wife was yielding, Fessl left his forge and burst into the bedroom with a red-hot iron, which he thrust into the magistrate. The magistrate died in great pain. The woman was also long in dying.


  There were no powerful protectors to take up Fessl’s case, and he was sentenced to death on the wheel. Early in the morning of the terrible day the executioner went into the fields and promised the ravens that they would have a poor sinner’s flesh for supper. So the hangman’s doves perched on the roofs all day, waiting. As the hour approached for the event my father ordered me to put on my lavender-grey silk coat and accompany him.


  “You are a milksop and a booby, and no Dronte,” he said, “so I am going to cure you.”


  I felt sick with fear when I heard in the distance the muffled drums and the murmur of the crowd. All the streets were crowded. Fessl had been promenaded about the town in the executioner’s tumbril, and now they were bringing him back to the square in which the scaffold had been erected. I was relieved when I found that we were unable to get close to the scaffold, the crowd refusing to let us pass. They paid no attention for once to my father’s rank.


  “There,” growled my father; “see how bold the canaille gets when they gather together.”


  But he softened when the baker obsequiously brought us two chairs to sit on from his booth near by.


  “What you are going to see will do you good,” said my father, after a while. “Justice does not work with rose-water and sugar-candy. If it did, we, the nobility, would have to break rocks for the roads and hand over our lands and goods to the rabble.”


  All the trees surrounding the square were swarming with people. Just in front of us a horrible fellow, dressed like a Hessian cattle-dealer, was perched on a lime tree. From under his worn three-cornered hat grinned an apeish face which he seemed able to twist into a thousand different expressions, and his yellow eyes were able to squint in the ugliest manner. His crooked nose almost touched his chin and gave him a devilish appearance which was still more devilish because of his hideous grimaces. The people near us thought him more amusing than uncanny. They shouted all sorts of crude and coarse words to him; and he answered with obscene gestures.


  Then the crowd began to push and crane forward. The sad procession had arrived in the square. Two attendants in dirty red coats led a stout, elderly, grey-haired man to the scaffold. Master Red-cap, the executioner, followed up the steps and stood at one side with bared arms.


  “Heiner Fessl has refused to listen to the pastor,” whispered a voice near us. “He says the rich and great will surely exercise their injustice in heaven above as well as down here, so that he has no wish to go there. …”


  My father suddenly turned round. The voice fell silent.


  “The damned rabble,” muttered my father to himself. “It’s a good thing they get an example like this.”


  Someone was reading something aloud in a stolid voice, nasal and perfectly indifferent. In accordance with the ceremonial of the period, two chips of wood flew on to the scaffold, fragments of the staff that the judge had broken a second time. Master Hans now stepped across to the condemned man and put a heavy hand on his shoulder. Fessl, hitherto defiant, seemed suddenly to give in.


  Straining upward, I saw that he wore a coarse shirt, with black stripes. Often had I seen the man working in his smithy. And I remembered his wife: she had been very young and pretty. Glistening drops of sweat stood out under Fessl’s ill-kempt grey hair. He opened his mouth as though he would say something, and fell trembling on his knees.


  “III” he said, but we heard nothing else.


  Dum-dum-dum went the drums of the soldiers standing round the scaffold. Then the condemned man staggered back to his feet, passed his hand over his moist and glistening forehead, and stared about him, bewildered. Instantly the attendants threw themselves on him, bore him down and busied themselves with ropes and straps. I saw a leg kick out; then would strong hands pinion it, and it disappeared again. I could hardly breathe for my terror. A woman screamed in a shrill voice. My father snorted heavily. The executioner stepped forward, and in both hands he raised up a wheel with a piece of iron fixed in it, lifted it high above his head, and struck with all the might of his sinewy arms. A shriek,a scream, followed a wail.


  “Oh, my God! Oh-oh-oh…!”


  The wheel rose again.


  “Butchers! damned butchers!” cried an angry voice in the crowd.


  Soldiers pushed forward, picked someone out and dragged him away. Screams… screams... I vomited.


  “Off with you,” barked out my father.


  I pushed and thrust my way through the crowd and then away, away, as fast as I could run.
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   Chapter Eight


  Evenings I had to sit at the long table in the dining hall with my father and wait until he had drunk his measure of spiced wine and smoked two pipes of tobacco. I had to drink the wine, too, although I disliked it and it disagreed with me. Then I would have to proceed along the passageway in which the clock with the skeleton stood, and would hold my hand before my lighted candle, lest the draft blow it out and the old woman spring out of the cupboard in the dark.



  If my father had known of my fear, he would have struck up a bed for me right in front of the cupboard, and I would have had to spend my nights there. At the other end of the passageway a steep stairway led to the maids’ quarters.


  One night, as I came along, I saw that someone was sitting at the foot of the stairs, asleep. It was Gudel, a dark-haired young girl with bold eyes and pigtails that hung to her knees. When she carried her waterjug on her head, her pointed nipples showed clearly through her dress. Whenever I looked longingly at her, she would laugh, showing white teeth, and posture all the more. There she sat, asleep, clad only in a short red underskirt and a shirt, which left half her shoulder bare. I could see the hair in her armpits. At my step she gave a start, lifted her head, and passed her hand before her eyes. I grasped her arm, which was firm and cool.


  “Take me to your room, Gudel,” I whispered hotly.


  She smiled and slowly climbed the stairs, swinging her hips. I saw the secret shadows of her legs under the red skirt and a strong aroma as of fresh hay and sweat enchanted me. She slipped into her room, and closed the door on me, but she did not resist very much when I pushed the door open.


  “The young master is eager …” she laughed.


  I reached for her, and she giggled softly. I lost control of myself, seized her, threw her on the blue bed spread, and wrestled with her.


  “If the young master could put out the light,” she murmured.


  I released her and with an unnecessarily strong puff blew the light out. There was a rustling in the dark; the bedstead groaned. The bed smelled mouldy, and the smell of onions came warmly to meet me. I forced my knees between hers…


  “The Junker is still unskilled,” she laughed again, and pulled me to her.


  Her arms were firmly around my neck.


  “But we won’t tell anyone,” she said later.


  With her work-coarsened hand she stroked my back. Then the door opened. My heart stood still. It was Balthes, the cowherd, with a great horn lantern. Dumbly he looked at us on the bed. Gudel took a corner of the sheet in her mouth. Her whole firm body shook with suppressed laughter. Balthes started an outlandish peasant curse. But then his mouth remained open. Gudel leaped out of the bed and whispered something to him. Balthes’s head sank, he pulled a sour mouth, and scratched himself behind his ear. I remembered that he was said to be Gudel’s sweetheart, and that they were to be married.


  “Go, go. You know it doesn’t matter,” she said, pushing him out of the door.


  His strong shoulders had something tragic about them, the back of a beaten man. It was dark again and Gudel slid with a soft rustle back into the bed and turned to me. But my desire for her was gone, and I lay still. She kissed me tenderly and sang softly:


  “Ey, my brave little knight, Your little horse is snorting; You can trot with it, An hour or two.”


  But I pushed her hand away, and said, “What did you whisper to Balthes?”


  She laughed. “Curious!”


  And she threw herself atop me so that her hair tickled my face. I became angry and pushed her away. She lay silent and motionless.


  “What did you say to him?” She shrugged her shoulders and turned away from me in the darkness.


  “Gudel, I’ll give you a goldpiece.”


  “Yes?” she said in a hard voice.


  “Only if it comes as a wedding present. Otherwise, no.”


  I did not understand.


  “What do you mean about a wedding present?”


  “The Gracious Lord made me for it, and I’ve done it, and I’ll do it again, whenever the Master Junker wants a woman. For this Balthes and I will get house and hold of Wildermann’s place.”


  Now I understood.


  “For this I had to go into the city, to the hospital doctor, where free women lie in, and be examined inside and out to see if my blood was pure. I got a ticket and the Master read it and ordered me to give Master Junker his first ride on the horse with its legs in the air. That is what he said, the Master.”


  I sat up in the bed. Suddenly it stank in the narrow room. The air was hardly breathable, and I felt as if I were choking.


  “Gudel! Don’t you have any shame?”


  I felt as if I had to cry.


  “Why should I be ashamed,” she cried angrily. “I’ve had to do the will of His Grace and warm the bed for Herr von Heist at the great hunt. I do what I’m made to do.”


  Suddenly she seized me by the shoulders and shook me with surprising strength.


  “Spit at me! Hit me! You make dogs out of us, you damned, proud devils. You don’t think a poor woman is any better than a chamberpot for you to ease yourself in when you want to!”


  Horrified I sprang out of the bed and hurried to the door. She ran after me, threw herself on the floor and seized my knees.


  “Mercy! Mercy! Don’t listen to my chattering, gracious Junker. Forgive me! I’ll make up for it. Stamp on me. But for God’s sake don’t say anything about it to the Master. It would go bad with me. Do you hear, Herr Junker? I made love to you tonight, most gracious Junker …”


  “Don’t be afraid, Gudel,” I said.


  I couldn’t say any more. She pressed her hot, wet mouth to my hand, but I tore loose and ran quietly and rapidly down the stairs. As I went along the passageway the Dutch clock struck midnight. The closet creaked. I stood still.


  “Come on out!” I yelled, and beat my fist against the cupboard.


  But everything remained quiet. From above, however, there came a soft throbbing, as if someone were weeping into a cushion.
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   Chapter Nine


  On a Good Friday morning, several years later, I loitered outside the Catholic Church in the town and watched carefully to see whether Lorle was coming. I saw the people going into churchmen, women and children, and every time the door was opened the solemn sounds of the service floated from within. Lorle was the daughter of Holbrich the saddler. She was young, and I had met her in our park, whither she had gone, she said, to see the tame deer and the fallow-buck.


  It had happened in the gamekeeper’s hut. I had learnt much of late; I could drink wine like water, ride to hounds, and tumble a girl in the grass. Some of the girls had wept bitterly. But Lorle had only laughed and said:


  “It had to happen some day.”


  While I waited outside the church a small and tattered urchin came up. Looking at me slyly he asked:


  “Are you Baron Dronte?”


  And when I answered that I was Baron Dronte, he pulled out from his shirt a little piece of violet-coloured note-paper, handed it to me, and scampered away. By that time I was very angry with Lorle for making me wait so long, and my jealous thoughts caused me to remember that she had cast eyes at my friend Thilo one day when he visited her father’s workshop. I did not care to be seen reading her note in the street, so I entered the church.


  Twilight was there, and a number of candles were burning. I noticed that one of the many candles standing on a great triangular candlestick was quenched just as I walked in. The congregation began singing in Latin to a mournful tune.


  “Jerusalem, Jerusalem,” they sang, “turn thee to the Lord, thy God.”


  I recognised the words. They were part of the Lamentation of the Prophet Jeremiah, which I knew from my Bible. The choirmasters sat motionless in their carved stools on either side of the violet-draped altar. I recognised one of them, Sassen’s cousin, and was surprised to see how gaunt and severe his face looked in the uncertain glimmer of the wax candles and the reflection of the golden ornaments on the walls.


  I heard a twittering sound like mice. Two little old women were praying in whispers, bowed down to the ground. The choir began to sing again, beginning with the Hebrew letter gimel, or the camel. The sweet melancholy of the supplicating chant went to my heart. Suddenly I felt myself opening to God. I thought how abandoned I must seem in the eyes of our Saviour, who had suffered the bitter death for my sake, and been scourged, spat upon, crowned with thorns, bereft of His poor raiment and, naked, nailed to the cross. And what was I?


  The frivolous letter of a girl I had led astray was rustling in my pocket, and in my mouth was the sour taste of yesterday’s wine. I felt I was becoming more and more evil. I could lash a defenceless valet with a whip and deliberately send old, tired servants up and down stairs for no purpose. Then a vision of Lorle’s face, a laughing face with a snub nose, intruded upon my contrite thoughts, and the memory of her voice made me forget the solemn sounds that came from above. A wanton song hummed in my ear:


  “Phyllis has two little white doves And a golden nest.”


  But the girl’s pert face faded as another face emerged, pale and pure, surrounded by a nimbus of golden hair like a saint’s halo. It was the face of my dead cousin Aglaia, and I was overcome with a piercing, unfamiliar yearning. Self-contempt assailed me. I had been so unfaithful to her memory that any wench was now good enough for me.


  Dark rays seemed suddenly to strike my eyes... And then it seemed to me that among the piously praying crowd that filled the nave a man came slowly forward. Something flashed through me; it was as if burning drops ran from the crown of my head through my whole body. He came nearer and nearer toward me. He looked at me fixedly.


  Smooth, dark and handsome was his face; deep and dark, unutterably kind, were his eyes. Between his eyebrows showed a fine red vertical scar, such as I bore in the same place. A small black moustache shaded the upper lip of his soft, nobly-cut mouth. A wide, reddish-brown mantle fell in heavy folds about his gracious figure. His head was bound with a black cloth, and a chain of amber beads hung from his neck. No one in the church seemed to look at him, but everybody made room for him, as if everybody saw him.


  “The Lord Jesus,” I stammered, and I clutched at my heart, which was as if it would stop beating.


  I felt as if I must throw myself weeping on that man’s breast, deliver myself up to Him, to Him who knew all that tortured and tormented me, that He might save me. He knew the way. His feet had trodden it. But he moved past me with a glance in which I read only sadness. He moved past me. For a moment I stood still, I could not stir. Far away, somewhere in space, sounded the singing and the thunderous notes of the organ. Then I pulled myself together and turned, and ran after him, greatly angering the congregation, which was disturbed and distracted from its pious meditations by my hasty departure.


  But when I reached the outside world the square was empty. There was no one to be seen. A tradesman stood at his shop door, and he stared at me in great surprise. I asked him hurriedly about the man in a flowing, reddish-brown mantle. But he only made a grimace, and ventured the opinion that the smell of incense in church must have affected me. I was not accustomed to such nice Catholic smells, he said sarcastically. Those who worshipped the pure Gospel ought to be on guard against all this gold, candle and blue vapour fascination which the priests of Baal were so cleverly able to invoke. A man must take care not to stumble in such a matter, be his birth ever so gentle. Angrily he tossed away his clay pipe against the pavement, smashing it to pieces, then he turned his back on me and disappeared into his shop.


  I hastened through every street that opened out of the square, inquiring over and over again about the man I had seen in the church. None could tell me anything about him. Suddenly a thought flashed through me. I remembered the waxen effigy that had saved me in my earliest childhood by beckoning me out of danger when the falling ceiling buried my bed under its ruins. The waxen effigy that we called the Man from the East, Evli. I took Lorle’s letter out of my pocket and tore it into a thousand pieces.
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   Chapter Ten


  I ran around with Phöbus Merentheim and Thilo Sassen, chasing girls and seeking adventures. They both mocked my scruples and laughed at my confidences about the “brown monk,” as they called the Man from the East, and soon I had relapsed into my former life and felt ashamed of myself whenever they teased me. Again I went with them everywhere. We hunted ardently for our love-affairs, we sought all kinds of adventure.


  I remember a day when black Diana, the dog, had come running after me as I left my home to join my companions. She barked joyfully, and do what I might I could not get rid of her. For the dog loved me better than anyone else in spite of my harsh treatment of her.


  We set out for a house above the vineyards, where lived an old woodcutter who was feared for his rudeness. He had two pretty young daughters, and it was said they knew how to get the money for their fine frocks and shoes from rich but dissolute young gentlemen. Indeed the ragamuffins of the village had often put up a straw man on the woodcutter’s roof, and the other girls drew their skirts aside when they happened to meet the woodcutter’s daughters, so that by no chance would they be contaminated.


  It was also said, to the old man’s credit, that when he had time to look after the baggages he would drive their gallants away with a stout stick. Fritz, the burgomaster’s son, an accomplished lecher and womaniser, for example, had been caught by the woodcutter with the pair of them in the woodshed, and had been given such a thrashing that the young gentleman ached all over for days, being obliged to take to his bed and have all kinds of ointments applied to him. Others, however, declared that it was not the woodcutter’s thrashing that had made this treatment necessary, but a well-known illness that Fritz had picked up from an actress whose travelling coach he had shared.


  We three young men naturally had no desire to meet the unpleasant woodcutter, especially as the house lay outside my father’s jurisdiction, and the Archbishop in whose territory the vineyards lay had a high opinion of the old man, and was only too delighted to hear of his exploits. Therefore we sought to approach the house unnoticed, like a secret patrol, to take stock of the situation. But I found that the dog was very much in our way.


  The joy of being with me caused Diana to jump in big, excited leaps around us, and when I forgot to pay attention to her she forced herself on my attention by barking loudly. This annoyed Thilo and Phöbus beyond all measure. Through the dog’s presence our reconnoitre failed completely. When we were quite near the house, and were looking up towards the windows, the dog barked. This attracted the attention of the girls, but, alas, of the old man also. At once he guessed what sort of weasels were prying about his hens. He called us whoremongers and rascals, day-thieves, idle rogues and vagabonds, and promised to pepper us with sufficient burning charcoal to give our lackeys and chamberpot carriers a week’s work with us. So off we skulked down the hill again, full of disappointment and anger.


  “Next time we’ll try without you and your stupid bitch, Melchior,” said Thilo.


  “The nursery is the place for anyone incapable of mastering such a lousy, four-footed beast,” added Phöbus.


  I gave no answer, but was consumed with rage against the unwitting animal. At that moment she jumped at my hand and playfully caught it with her teeth, as though in sorrow. This was always her habit if I scolded her, or when I appeared to be in bad temper. I lost control of my feelings, and bent down to pick up a stone. The dog thought I was starting to play our favourite game of fetch-and-carry, and she made ready to leap, wriggling with joy. I threw the heavy, sharp stone at her with all my strength, and it caught her in the side with a dull thud. The dog fell over, yelping in a voice that was piercing and shrill; and then she cried in barking tones, unable to rise, and staring at me with miserable, horrified eyes.


  “Die, you fool,” I cried, and I let my hand fall to my side.


  Phöbus and Thilo, who had incited me, drew away.


  “Your father’s best trained setter!” said Sassen in shocked tones, and Phöbus remarked contemptuously that such behaviour towards the noble beast was unworthy of a gentleman.


  The dog struggled to get up. But she collapsed again before she was able to creep up to me, and writhing and whining she tried to reach my hand with her red tongue and lick it.


  “Let’s go,” said Phöbus to Thilo.


  They walked away without looking at me, and their attitude was one of frank disgust. I sat down between the vines and took the dog’s head in my lap. Blood trickled out of her delicate nostrils. Her eyes were fixed on me, complaining of her pain, beseeching my help. Her body trembled, her sides were convulsed by spasms. I remembered then that Aglaia’s hand had often rested on the silken black hair of the dog’s handsome head...


  “Diana,” I called, “Diana.”


  She drew her lips from her white teeth; this was her way of laughing. Once again she tried to lick my hand. Her eyes grew glazed, her body stretched convulsively. I stroked her in mortal anguish, I called and caressed her. She moved no more. She breathed no more.


  “This poor animal will bring her grievance before God on the day of judgement and God will accord her justice, as He will to every creature,” said a deep, stern voice.


  I looked vaguely round, with dim eyes. The old woodcutter was standing beside me, and the sun wove an awful halo of gold around his snow-white head.
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   Chapter Eleven


  My father had come home from a day’s hunting, and his spurs clanked as he walked up and down the room. The floor creaked under his heavy riding boots. I stared at his green silver-braided riding coat. When he turned away, I saw his tightly-plaited, long pigtail. It seemed merciless, did that pigtail, merciless, black, stiff and without feeling the very picture of himself.


  “You clown! Bete!” he thundered. “You clown, daring to strike Phöbus Merentheim on the face in front of all that street crowd! That mob of riff-raff and scum were delighted, were they not? Hey?”


  I looked him in the eye and said, “He said that my mother had been the bedfellow of the Duke of Stoll-Wessenburg before her marriage.”


  “Such things are left unheard, or you pretend you don’t understand them,” my father hissed, growing purple with anger. “And mark you this: princely blood brings no shame! You shall beg young Count Merentheim’s pardon, young man!”


  I did not understand. Could he be in earnest?


  “Answer!” he cried.


  “Never,” I said resolutely, “never as long as I live.”


  “You damned dog! Cochon! If you don’t, someone else will be appointed to be the Duke’s master of the hounds and I can wipe my mouth! I need old Merentheim’s support for the favour, you wretched fellow. Do you understand me now? Will you do it, or won’t you?”


  “I will not.”


  My father raised his hand threateningly.


  Then he let it fall again, and walked heavily out of the room. I heard no more of him all the afternoon, when he sent for me. He was sitting in the same chair that my grandfather had died in and on the table beside him there was a half-emptied bottle of wine. The room was blue with tobacco-smoke.


  “Stand there,” he said. “Tomorrow I am sending you to the University, that I may get rid of the sight of you. And now you can hear the truth. Whether your mother was the mistress of his late Highness I do not know; all I know is that she brought with her this estate when I married her. Whether I am your father or his Highness, or whether it was that windbag of a court-poet who used to come to the duke’s Venetian parties in the parkthat scribbler, that Heist killed later on God alone knows. I am almost inclined to think it was the poet, for there’s nothing in you of the old sort of true nobleman, as far as I can see.


  “Now you know what Merentheim wanted to run into your face. You can chew it over. As for the sentiment of it, I have nothing to say. Everything is as it is, and can’t be changed.


  “Stotzer will give you every month enough money for you to keep up your rank. If through foolishness and drink you go to the dogs, like many a noble student, then neither I nor his Highness, or the court-poet will have had a son. You can spare yourself the trouble of letter-scribbling, as I do not read letters, or any other written or printed stuff, although I learnt it once. If at the end you come home a real cavalier, I’ll be ready to believe that you are of my breed... And now get yourself out of here!”


  I wanted to say something, but the words died on my lips. Slowly I turned away. A glass flew after me, and broke against the wall. Startled, I turned to look what my father was doing. He had aimed badly, and now he was shaking his fist at me in rage. His eyes were bloodshot. At the foot of the stairs I met old Stephen. He had overheard my father’s terrible speech. He said:


  “Do not believe a single word of it, young Master! Your lady mother was a saint, and she is enthroned in the presence of God.”


  I fell weeping in the faithful servant’s arms, calling passionately for my mother as though I could bring her back from the grave.
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   Chapter Twelve


  It was a wearisome journey to the University. Every little while the driver ordered my fellow-traveller and me out of the coach, and we had to help him to push it out of the mire and clear the mud off the wheels with a muck knife. The horses shivered and snorted, and their flanks were covered with foam. Once we overturned and we had to lift our boxes and portmanteaux to the top of the coach again and make them more secure. I found that my companion’s name was Mathias Fink, and that he was an Austrian.


  He seemed a jolly fellow with good manners. Judging by his dress he seemed to be of superior family, although he did not belong to the nobility. When we reached the town our coach stopped at an inn that bore the sign of “The Beer Sack.” The street in front of the inn was obstructed by chairs, benches and a long table, and some students sat there drinking. In their shiny boots, heavily spurred, their feathered hats and with rapiers, they looked aggressive and insolent. With legs stretched out deliberately, they calmly puffed at long porcelain pipes; it did not seem as if they were going to let the coach pass.


  An untidy, stunted serving-woman with pendulous breasts ran backwards and forwards between the table and the dirty inn, exchanging empty tankards for full ones, and squealing at the rough handling of the fellows she had to pass. The coachman turned to us with a grin.


  “Will the gentlemen please get out,” he said, “and allow themselves to be welcomed?”


  “Drive on!” said my fellow-traveller, “the road is free.”


  “What is the dirty fox yelping about?” growled a low bass voice from the table.


  The speaker was as stout and shapeless as a fifty-gallon cask, and his stubbly chin lay in three folds on his very dirty vest.


  “Let them alone, Montanus,” cried out a fair-haired, lanky fellow with a sharp and crooked nose. “They’ll crawl out of their ark soon enough.”


  Fortunately we were quick to realise that defiance and blows, its probable consequence, would not help us, the fellows at the inn plainly being adepts in such things; therefore we came forth, though we were not so disturbed that we forgot to tell the coachman to take our luggage on to Gerber Nunneman’s, the house in the little town where we had ordered lodgings in advance.


  No sooner had we crawled out of the yellow box of the coach than the table was quickly pushed to one side, and the coachman ordered to make his horses trot, an order he did not wait to hear repeated. As for us two travellers, we were taken by the arms roughly but good-humouredly, and led into the house. Then they pushed us up the steps into a long, low room. On the table, which was covered with marks of wet glasses, a clay-patched yellowish skull, which looked as if it had just been stolen from the charnel-house, rested on two crossed daggers.


  The students lighted two tallow candles in china candlesticks, and placed us at the narrow end of the table. They took off their hats, stood round the table, linked hands with each other across the skull and sang in rude voices:


  “Solemnly was our union sealed


  By the pledge of the noble men;


  Our hearts are unclosed;


  They beat with pure friendship only.


  This sword will transfix


  Him who leaves a brother in distress;


  And by this skull


  He will be a thousand times threatened.”


  When the song was ended, Mathias Fink, who had been looking at me in amazement, raised his voice and said:


  “Excuse me, gentlemen, but we would like very much to know what is this illustrious company we have joined so unexpectedly?”


  “Insolent stinking fox,” growled the deep voice of the fat fellow who had been addressed as Montanus.


  Meanwhile they had put on their hats, and I saw that the feathers in them were crimson, yellow and blue, and that the fair-haired student with the crooked nose wore in addition a fox’s brush in his hat, all of which gave him a rather wild appearance. When Fink had spoken this student drew his sword from its sheath and struck the table with such force that it rang again, startling us not a little.


  “Silentium!” he cried.


  All was still as he proceeded to address us.


  “As mules you have come to us from your mothers’ lap,” he began, “and as foxes and the future night-terror of the Philistine you have entered the sacred halls of the Order of Amicists; callow and evil-smelling, it is true, but nevertheless participants of our grace. We do not want to leave you to the mercies of those who are lying in ambush at the next inn for chaises and coaches bringing their countrymen, and we do you the honour of not beginning by asking you about your obscure extraction. Do you wish to enter the University alone, without noble sponsors, to become the laughing-stock of all good students, or shall this high Order solemnly usher you in as its members?”


  Fink and I exchanged glances. We had decided during our journey to join one of the student corps, for we well knew that the defenceless, unattached student would lead but a sorry life between stepping on toes, bullying and general ill-treatment. We were indifferent as to which corporation we joined and as we had happened to fall in first with what seemed to be the Order of Amicists, we thought this was as good as any other. So we nodded consent, and informed the gathering that we would be glad to be received into the high Order. The general approval was given to our decision by a lively stamping of feet.


  “Ad loca!” cried the long student, “and you, foxes, you remain standing!”


  They all sat down, while one of them about our age ran to the door and shouted for all he was worth:


  “Cerevisiam!”


  At once a rapping and rumbling began just outside. Two servants rolled in a goodly cask, put it on a trestle and tapped it. The serving-woman with the untidy hair brought in such a number of tankards in each hand that one almost believed she had twenty fingers. The tankards were filled and placed before each student, frothing and foaming.


  “Be gone, profane pack!” cried the lanky one, striking the table smartly with his sword.


  The servants and the woman disappeared in a hurry.


  “Come forward, foxes,” he commanded.


  We were seized and hustled before him at the other end of the table.


  “Place your hands on the skull and these crossed swords, and swear!”


  Fink and I at once obeyed, and willingly we repeated the oath in which we swore unbreakable fealty until death to the serene and high Order of Amicists, brotherly love and all help to our fellow-members and secrecy before all other men. If we broke our oath we agreed to be transfixed with sharp steel, our faces to become like that of the skull on whose crown we had placed our fingers.


  “I am Bavarian Haymon,” said the lanky student. “By the profane I am called Baron Johann Treidlsperg, of Landshut. And what are your names?”


  We gave them. One of the students wrote them down in a little book bound in crimson, yellow and blue.


  “Bow your heads!” ordered Hans.


  We obeyed. And the next moment beer was running down our faces, necks and shoulders. When we straightened ourselves, coughing and spitting, to the thundering laughter of some fifteen students that were in the room, we were given new names. I was called Mahomet and Fink was called Nebuchadnezzar. Then we were made to sit a-stride on chairs, the others ranged behind us in a long row, while in front of us Bavarian Haymon rode round the table, helping himself forward with his spurred feet, and everybody joined in the song:


  “The fox wants to get out of his hole;


  A green huntsman is standing outside.


  Whither, whither young little fox?


  To-day you make your last jump.


  And I am to make my last dance,


  Kiss me, huntsman, beneath my brush.


  The huntsman has not done it


  And has to let the fox run.


  Juchhai, juchhai, juchhairassa!


  Optima est cerevisia.”


  Then they all began embracing and kissing. Our hats looked too brand-new for the Amicists, so they were crumpled and twisted into proper shape, and the three-coloured badges stuck into them. Again the student they called the “Portuguee” ran to the door; and this time he called “Coenam!”


  A large wooden dish of roast fowl, rice with raisins and hot wine sauce, baked fish, green salad, and noodle pudding with sugared brandy sauce was brought in with great rapidity. The dishevelled serving-wench was allowed to stay in the room, and indeed she had work enough, gathering the bones and pouring out beer.


  “This Lucullan feast is offered to the illustrious Order by Mahomet and Nebuchadnezzar,” announced Haymon.


  Then he commanded us to drink, without taking breath, a whole quart of beer each to the health of the corporation.


  “And,” he cried above the noise, “you are not to forget the honest postboy, who drove you up so stylishly to ‘The Beer Sack.’ Each of you had better give him a solid thaler.”
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   Chapter Thirteen


  At the end of a few months at the University, that were spent in continuous idleness and drinking, I had forgotten everything I ever knew. Our favourite haunt was The Gracious Elector, an inn where strong dark beer and good Moselle were served.


  Bavarian Haymon had just recovered from a bout of drinking. His booted legs were lying stretched across the table, and his spurs had torn holes in the dirty tablecloth. His hairy chest was uncovered, and his sleeves were rolled high; but he had not parted with his hat with the feather in it.


  The Portuguee was leaning with his head on the table, snoring. Mathias Fink, or Nebuchadnezzar, was sitting on a chair in the corner, bending forward to free himself from the wine he had taken. The room was full of a sour and nasty smell. Hercules, an insignificant little fellow from Meissen, had caught a louse, and was making it crawl about on a plate. He was laughing uproariously.


  Montanus and I were playing at dice. Montanus had astonishing luck. Again he lifted the leather cup, and stared with watering eyes at the score: Five, three, one.


  He bellowed with delight.


  “Lousy Lizzie! Three legs! Polyphemus! Out with your mammon!” he said.


  I had only five altogether. And with his big hand he grabbed my last silver groschen. He slapped himself on his dirty, sweat-stained shirt belly.


  “Venus! Where is the old sow?” he shouted through the door.


  The old waitress came in. She had a wooden nose, which was fastened on by a strap that crossed her forehead, and she was covered with scabs. We called her Venus. What her real name was, she had herself forgotten.


  “Darling of my heart,” ordered Montanus, “bring the boot, the large one, full of Moselle, full of Moselle!”


  Fink came up to the table, looking very pale from vomiting.


  “You must have some grub, Nebuchadnezzar,” snorted Montanus. “You booze all the time and don’t feed. You’ll get a stomach ulcer like our old pal Gideon. When the blood started pouring out of his mouth, he was done for.”


  “Say, brother, why are you so anxious about me,” said Fink, belching and pointing at the table. “After you’ve taken the last pennies from poor Mahomet! Never mind; stand us something.”


  Venus came in and placed a large glass boot before the fat man. It held three quarts of wine. Montanus stroked the vessel, producing a tone, and laughed gaspingly.


  “What I have ordered I will also drink! All by myself, my love.”


  “You will drink this by yourself?”


  Fink opened his eyes wide.


  “Tell that to the silly devil of Cologne Cathedral.”


  “If you stake your sword with the gold-inlaid Toledo blade, I’ll drink the whole boot at a pull,” growled Montanus.


  Fink reeled up to the snoring Portuguee and gave Hercules a blow in the side. Bavarian Haymon came nearer and helped to waken the snoring Portuguee.


  “Wake up, open your eyes, Brother-pants-full, you can be the umpire.”


  The Portuguee raised his head, grunted, and thrust all his fingers into his curly hair.


  “I’ve got lice, damn you!” he yawned.


  Hercules broke into silent laugh. He knew where they came from. Bavarian Haymon was made umpire.


  “Ready!” he yelled.


  “Wait a minute,” shouted Fink, flourishing his hands.


  “The greasy pig has not staked anything against me except his boozing. What do you bet, Belly?”


  Montanus pulled out from his pocket a thick, silver watch with a short, finely-wrought chain attached to it and a polished ball of cornelian.


  “This!” he said.


  Montanus, despite his bulk, was up in a flash. His gigantic, soft paunch hung over his belt and his coloured hose.


  “Begin, begin,” they all cried; “booze on!”


  “I’ll drink cow piss to the end of my days if I leave a “drop in the glass,” boasted Montanus, lifting the boot-glass with both hands.


  “Here goes!”


  “Prove it!” cried Fink, who was in fear of losing his sword.


  He opened his mouth wide, and let the wine run down his throat with a clear ripple.


  “Hell, pest!” swore Fink. “He’ll do it, by the devil’s ear, he’ll do it!”


  Soon only a little remained in the glass, hardly enough to measure. But it was just too much. Before it was swallowed, Montanus opened his eyes as if in sudden terror. We saw that his veins were swelling, and his face grew purple.


  The glass boot fell from his fingers and broke to pieces. His hands snatched at the air. A rattling sound broke from his open mouth, and he fell to the ground like a sack. His chair, which upset beneath him, splintered under the weight of his body.


  Haymon had been studying medicine for years, and he knew something about this sudden catastrophe, for he knelt over the fat Montanus, and rested his hand a moment on the man’s heart. Then he rose to his feet and groaned:


  “Dead! Apoplexy! He is on his way to hell, our fat goose-eater! Fiducit!”


  Sweat stood out on his forehead. I felt faint and sick.


  Hercules stooped down quickly as soon as he made sure that Montanus was dead, and thrust his hands into the ill-fated man’s pockets. He pulled forth a purse, and shook out on to the table a few silver pieces and a gold ducat.


  “This is yours, Nebuchadnezzar, you’ve won it,” said Haymon, pushing the silver watch with the chain and stone towards Fink.


  Then he threw the silver coins across to me, from whom the dead man had so recently won them.


  “Pocket them!” he said. “He’ll never want them again.”


  He weighed the ducat in his hand and addressed the silent figure.


  “Brother of my heart!” he exclaimed. “This yellow-boy will be drunk to your memory!”


  The dead man gave no answer. Haymon shook him. Montanus’s belly swayed, and we could hear the wine slopping.


  “He does not disagree!” he added, “so call Venus, somebody. It would be a pity to leave the money to the Manicheans. Don’t stand in the way like a slaughtered calf, Mahomet, but tell Venus to bring us wine, and have Montanus carried to a quiet room and laid down on straw.”


  So I went into the dark passage and called Venus in a trembling voice.
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   Chapter Fourteen


  One evening Stotzer informed me that my father had stopped my allowance and was leaving me to my own resources. Whereupon I got roaring drunk.


  While I was in this state the Portuguee came in with the news that Phöbus Merentheim had arrived in the town some days ago, and was lodging with Count Heilsbronner in the Gerbersteig.


  At once I went forth, the whole riotous company following me. We decorated with a broken bedpan, the head of the stone Roland statue that stood in front of the Town Hall and also the wall of the beautiful and virtuous Fraulein Pfister, who had always turned her back on us when we passed her with languishing glances.


  On the wall under her window Hercules drew a delicate arse with red chalk, and printed beneath it, in large black letters,


  Sweet and charming lass,


  Must I really kiss your ass?


  With loud huzzaing and cheering we proceeded to the town fountain and drove wooden wedges into the jaws of its four dragons, so that the water began spouting from under St. Florian’s feet.


  We then went to the burgomaster’s, and crapped on his front stairs. In each pile we stuck a cock’s feather, since the rumour went that his wife in puncto puncti was not satisfied with him. But it was Phöbus who was foremost in my thoughts, Phöbus Merentheim, with his high-nosed, rice-soup face; and I hastened towards the Gerbersteig.


  “By God, Mahomethe won’t escape you!” my companions shouted.


  Haymon held me back, however.


  “You’ll drink his blood tonight,” he said.


  They had something planned for the pillory in the Gansemarkt. When we arrived there, the Portuguee took out a roll of paper, a hammer and nails, and while we kept watch he nailed the paper to the pillory, so that when morning came, everyone could read the names of our enemies:


  Hannes Stotzer, bloodsucker


  Wolfgang Thierkind, ditto


  Liborius Schmalebank, stinking hypocrite


  Gotthelf Titzke, church-going thief


  Simche of Speyer, takes one hundred percent interest


  On we went through the dark streets, crying as loud as we could:


  “Murdero! Fire-o! Helpo!”


  Soon every window was lit up, and the sleepy town-soldiers came tramping along. But by that time we were well on our way to the Gerbersteig.


  “It is exactly as I told you,” said the Portuguee. “Merentheim is staying at Count Heilsbronner’s, and he belongs to the Ansbach Union.”


  “Wasn’t it Heilsbronner that stole Julie away from you, Portuguee?” asked Galenus mockingly.


  “Shut your mouth, or I’ll piss on you and drown you,” growled the Portuguee. “I wipe people like you from my sword by the dozen.”


  “Quiet,” said Fink. “Or you’ll be hauled before the council. Why don’t you think of poor Phöbus, shitting his pants with fright.”


  I went boldly forward beneath the window which the Portuguee had pointed out, pulled out my sword, and scraped it as loudly as I could on the pavement, shouting at the top of my voice as I did so:


  “Merentheim, dog-turd! Merentheim, come out and meet me! Per-eat!”


  The window opened, and a man looked out. He was stark naked.


  “Pereat!”


  Again I yelled. “Pereat Merentheim!”


  “Lout!” came a voice. “What the devil have I to do with your Merentheim? He went home early this afternoon.”


  “Go choke on your stinking lie!” I retorted. The man laughed. “You’ll have all you want soon enough, little brother,” he said: “just wait a minute, Jack What’s-your-name, while I get into my shirt and find my sword.”


  He slammed the window so violently that the broken glass came down in a noisy shower. We saw a light moving about the room for a moment; then it vanished. We heard steps in the hall, a key turned in the lock, and Count Heilsbronner appeared at the doorway, half-dressed, with a long rapier under his arm, and the scarlet and white badge of the Ansbachers in his hat. The moon came out from behind the clouds and it was light enough to see the pockmarks and duelling scars on his face.


  At once we leapt towards each other, ready to cross blades. But Bavarian Haymon interposed.


  “No, no, it must be all in proper form, sir brother! Portuguee, you’d better be second to the gentleman of Ansbach, and I to Mahomet!… Draw! Begin!”


  I lunged rapidly at the Count but missed him. Expert that he was in all kinds of feints, he parried like lightning. Then I lunged a reversed carte but he slipped past my rapier and slashed me in the forearm. I lunged a third time. My rapier struck something hard, slid off and entered his breast, swift and deep. The sword fell clattering from his hand.


  “Stop there!” the Portuguee ordered, and he held out his blade.


  “It’s gone home,” gasped Heilsbronner. “A lunger.”


  His face was green in the moonlight. “Carry me to bed, sir brother, to”


  Then he fell back into Haymon’s arms. Blood and foam came from his mouth and his eyes contracted. A dark spot on his shirt spread like ink on soft paper...


  “By all the sacraments help me hold the man,” panted Bavarian Haymon, staggering under his burden. “He is as heavy as”


  We sprang forward to his support.


  “It happened just as I was going to sleep,” murmured the Ansbacher, and again blood came from his mouth. “The rosary above my bed moved by itself... If only I had been drunker, you might have gone on scraping your swords and crying Pereat for ever!”


  He stiffened convulsively. Suddenly he raised his voice:


  “It presses me… my… heart...!”


  We lowered him to the ground. I was half-blinded by perspiration.


  “He’s done,” said the Portuguee. “We’d better run for it. They’re opening the windows.”


  Somebody cried from a window:


  “You damned idiots, you street scum! Stop your damned noise!”


  “You’ll get your backsides peppered with rabbit shot!” came another voice.


  We heard many feet approaching. It was the watch.


  “Here’s one will never move again,” cried a startled woman as we moved away. “Police! Police! Murder!”


  We ran for all we were worth. A pole came flying between my feet, and I was brought to the ground. Haymon remained with me, until I got up again, while the others ran on. Then we heard the Portuguee give a yell. He had jumped over a fence and had fallen into a cesspool. He was as good as caught.


  “Brother,” panted Bavarian Haymon, as he leaned against an old wall, “you’d better get right out of it. You can’t stay here. I know the Portuguee. He’s caught, and the police will force him to sing; and they’ll come and take you out of bed in the night.


  “Take my advice, brother. You were always a true comrade, and it’s a pity we forced you into our boozing and brawling group. Now listen to me: the King of Prussia’s recruiting officers are at Distelbruck. They’ve got trumpets and fiddles, and wine, and gold for those who join.”


  “You want me to enlist?” I asked, painfully astonished.


  “Do you want to be caught to-morrow and thrown into the tower, and kept a prisoner lying on dirty straw? There’d be no chance of help from the Rector or the Senate, because there’s a dead man biting the grass. If you had your inheritance… but as it is! There’s nothing else for you to do, comrade, except follow the drum. You’ll be as safe if you do that as though you were in Abraham’s bosom.”


  Haymon’s words made me feel very anxious and uneasy. I was assailed by bitter repentance for having wasted myself so shamefully.


  “Don’t be long about it,” Haymon urged me. “I mean it honourably. There is only one way out, an ultima ratio, and you’ve got to take it. Twisting and turning and scheming won’t help you. Even if it hadn’t happened with the Ansbacher, how long do you think you could have kept up this rapiers and feathers business? You can be in Distelbruck before dawn. You can hear the noise of the drums near the bridge, when you get to ‘The Merry Bombardier.’ And now, old Swede, God protect you, and may we meet again some day.”


  He kissed me hurriedly on both cheeks and turned away.


  “Take my sword,” I begged, “and cut the four last of the silver buttons off my greatcoat.”


  But Haymon only shook his head and disappeared into the dark.


  Slowly I walked down the Distelbruck road. From my hat I tore the feather of the Order, crimson and yellow and blue, and flung it into the nearest brook.


  And I walked on.
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   Chapter Fifteen


  Boomboomboom… bingbang a… boom!…


  By the end of my first three days in the army I was dead sick of Hungarian wine, tobacco smoke and the noise. Every time the drummer beat the gong it was as if the fiery torments of lightning flashed through my emptied brain.


  “O my Barbele!” howled one of my fellow-recruits, a conscript who sat next to me at the table.


  “Yes, and what will your daddy say?” teased the hussar who was on guard among us to see that we did not get away, for we had received our advance pay and drunk heartily to the health of Frederick. The home-sick youth blubbered still louder. To quieten him the soldiers held a glass of wine to his mouth and tipped it up, so that he was obliged to swallow it or choke. After that he seemed to be quieter. A moustachioed non-com turned to me.


  “And you?” he asked. “What is it you ate, that brought you into the recruiter’s net? You don’t look one of the sillies.”


  The sergeant-major came up at that moment. He was covered with gilded ornaments and decorated with galloons and buttons, to attract the poor peasant fools...


  “This one is the best of all,” he said to the trooper, pointing to me. “The only men who make good soldiers are those who come of their own accord. You’ll get a new coat from His Majesty, man, in place of that blood-stained thing on you.”


  By the pale red light of the rising day I saw, to my horror, that my right sleeve showed many dark spots - it was Count Heilsbronner’s blood! I looked wildly round, as one who is nigh to drowning in lonely waters looks for help.


  But there was no help. Gallous-looking soldiers lounged all about me in the miserable room that smelt mustily of spilt wine, and the poor fools who had leaped and danced with the whores yesterday and the day before yesterday, and cast away their thalers, now were sighing and groaning. A hussar with a loaded carbine stood in the doorway, and another at the window, and if any one of the captives went out of the room there was a fellow in a red coat, armed with sabre and pistols, to accompany him.


  “Enough of this!” suddenly exclaimed the sergeant-major. The music ceased, and the tired musicians recovered their breath and proceeded to divide between themselves the money that lay in large heaps on the table before them. The sergeant-major carefully buttoned the gold balls and ornaments of his dolman, wrapped them neatly up in paper and called out:


  “Up, boys, up! Let’s be moving!”


  “Where to?” asked an inquisitive soldier with a pale cheese-coloured face.


  “Where to?” echoed the sergeant-major. “Where they will dig a hole in the sand for you, of course, and make three shots over it, snot nose!”


  “Anybody with wine left in his glass,” he went on, “tumble it down quick. The wagon is waiting for you, my pretty ones!”


  He hustled us out of doors. Eight of us rode in the wagon. A hussar sat on the box, and two hussars behind us. The other soldiers trotted alongside. People came out of their houses to watch our departure, and talked in low voices. An old woman cried bitterly, as if she saw the devil carting us away.


  “Oh, my Lord God!” sobbed one of the men. “Oh, mother, mother! Let me go!”


  The sergeant-major rode up and shouted:


  “Shut up, you damned fool!”


  But the poor wretch sobbed on.


  “Mercy, sir,” he cried, “let me out this time, for the sake of Christ’s blood! Let me go!”


  “Have you wet your pants, you clownish fool?” laughed the man on horseback.


  “Just look at the soldier next to you; he’s a student, he is, and he don’t whimper like a wench. So have done with your snivelling and blubbering!”


  The man only raised his hands and whined:


  “I won’t be able to stand that hard soldier’s life! …


  ” The non-commissioned officer rode up to the wagon, so close that the white foam from the horse’s bit splashed over our coats.


  “You dirty peasant pig!” he thundered. “Shall I thrash you on the spot, or would you have me wait till we come to where we are going to? I’ll thrash you so you won’t be able to tear your trousers from your flesh, you shotsack, you arsehole of a recruit!”


  The lad hung his head and was silent.


  We passed through the village, and the children followed us for a while. But they did not shout, as children do at every sight. They stopped under the lime trees, by the roadside shrine, and stared with big eyes as we passed on.


  A man was sitting under the lime trees. He gazed after me, and his eyes were full of compassion and kindness.


  He wore a red-brown gown and a rope of yellow pearls was round his neck and chest, and a black turban on his head. Unspeakably gentle was his face, and beautiful.


  It was the man who had walked towards me in the church when they were singing the lament for Jerusalem.


  It was Evli, the man from the East.


  I sprang up from my seat in the cart and stretched my hands towards him. But the next moment he had vanished. I saw only the grey weather-worn stone of the wayside statue and the old limes.


  “What is the matter with you, man? Are you trying to get away?” called out the sergeant-major harshly.


  I sank down on the shaky and jerky plank again. And despite all my misery, I felt a sudden joy and a lightness of heart, as if nothing evil could ever happen to me any more.
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   Chapter Sixteen


  My life in the army was a thousand times worse than I had ever expected. I now knew how the common soldier was treated. It must be admitted, however, that some of my companions were bad eggs.


  I was Musketeer Melchior Dronte, having concealed my nobility to avoid being mocked. From the very beginning my shoulders ached with the blows of the corporal’s stick, which danced on us at every drill. My left eye was swollen, moreover, for the lieutenant had struck me with his crop; and my hands were cracked and sore from the gun-lock, and pus oozed out from under my right thumb nail when I grasped anything. I was covered with vermin all over, and I itched all over. My body was weary to death.


  One morning I could hardly get up when the drum sounded. Twice I made an effort to raise myself, and twice I fell back. The senior soldier of the barrack-room poured a pailful of ice-cold slops over me and pulled me out of bed by the legs.


  The old soldiers were a thousand times rougher than the officers and non-commissioned officers. If one of the men did not get out of bed at reveille, they would put a daub of pitch on his big toe and set fire to it. The poor victim, half mad with fright and still half asleep, would spring up howling and run screaming round the room, to an outburst of delighted laughter.


  This particular morning we washed at the fountain by the dawn-light, cracked lice, and then ate breakfast that consisted of black bread with a half-pint of spirits, poured out by the canteen-woman. After that, pigtails were stretched, so that the crowns of our heads ached; and our gaiters were buttoned.


  When at last we stood in rank in the court, hazel-sticks were distributed from man to man. They had lain in the fountain all night and whistled ominously as we tested them by beating the air.


  The battalion stood in two lines:


  “First line two steps forward! March! Halt! About face!”


  Two long, endless lines stood facing each other. And in came the jailer, leading a deserter. He was my barrack-room mate. The luckless culprit was very young, only a boy, with a lanky figure and pale, sunken cheeks. He wore only his trousers, gaiters and shoes, and above his waist he had a thin shirt. He shivered with cold and fright. His name was Kregel.


  All the sticks were raised in the air. Two non-commissioned officers passed behind us along the rows to see that we did not keep back our blows.


  The drums beat a sudden signal, and the man was pushed forward. He had to run the gauntlet. The sticks whizzed as he ran, sounding loud against his back. Pieces of rag flew off. He screamed something we could not understand. I struck him on the shoulder and saw the blood spatter. But he was through, and he fell down, beyond the lines, on all fours.


  He was caught up, and dragged to his feet again. He groaned terribly.


  “Forward!” cried the jailer.


  Kregel’s eyes stood out of their sockets, the spittle ran out of his open mouth. His lips were bitten through. He ran again. The sticks fell, blood ran and fragments flew. The man hopped or doubled up as he ran, wailing loudly like a dog, and stretching his bruised and swollen hands out as though begging for mercy. But he drew them back with a scream, for a blow fell cruelly on his knuckles. When he staggered to the end of the double row he collapsed like a sack and lay motionless.


  The army-surgeon approached and held his hand to the deserter’s side for a moment; then he beckoned to two soldiers, and told them to turn the body over, face down. Then he took out a flask of spirits from his pocket and poured its contents over the mutilated back. With a piercing cry of pain Kregel returned to his senses.


  “There he is, squeaking again,” said my neighbour, Wetzlaff. “Let’s give him another taste of the palm leaves.”


  In spite of all his resistance, the man was put on his legs and pushed between the rows of men for the third and the last time. He did not go far. He had not reached half-way when he fell down and remained motionless, heedless of all the blows that, as he lay there, came showering upon him from his comrades, who were themselves urged on by blows from the other soldiers behind them.


  “It’s all over with him,” said one man, and at once the rain of sticks was suspended.


  But suddenly the fallen man sprang up and sped away like an arrow. Only a few flying blows struck him, and the enraged corporals turned on the men who had allowed themselves to be deceived.


  “The false dog, the treacherous scum,” they muttered, scowling at Kregel, who had come to a stop at the other end of the corridor, smiling in spite of all his pain.


  A sound of giggling came from above. We looked up. At the windows of the officers’ quarters were several finely dressed ladies; they held handkerchiefs to their mouths as if they were dying of laughter. Then drums called us back to the barracks.
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   Chapter Seventeen


  A flickering lamp barely lit the guardroom. The walls were spotted thickly with squashed bedbugs. The brandy bottles were empty; tobacco smoke hung blue beneath the smoke-darkened roof. Taps had sounded long ago, but no one had stretched out on the plank beds.


  “Let’s hope she comes, Kinner,” said Corporal Holmfuss. “Bitches like that are sly.”


  Hardly had he finished speaking, however, when the door opened, and Wetzlaff entered with the girl.


  The lieutenant nodded, cast a half glance around the room, and, as if for no particular reason, left the room. The door was immediately barred and chained behind him.


  Katherine, the soldiers’ whore, now stood in the midst of the soldiers, looking from one to the other. Her bold smile became fearful and suspicious. Her hood was crushed, her striped calico coat was soiled and dirty, and her shoes were worn at the heel. She scratched herself on the buttocks. When everyone remained silent, she became frightened and made a movement as if to escape.


  But then she saw the bolted door, and said with a gulp, “Well, boys. Aren’t you going to let me out?”


  “That’s right,” said the corporal, and laid a burning piece of fungus-tinder on his pipe. “You lied to us, didn’t you?”


  “Me? God forbid,” she said. “What are you talking about. How did I lie to you.”


  “We asked you plenty of times if you was clean, didn’t we? If you wasn’t, no dice. Now look at Beverov! Beverov, come here.”


  One of the soldiers stepped up. The corporal opened his coat, vest, and shirt. The man’s chest was covered with festering red spots.


  “Do you know what that is, Katy?” asked the corporal, with heavy irony.


  “Those are real Frenchmen!”


  Fear, horror and anger passed in turn over the girl’s face.


  “From me? From me?” she shrieked and put her hands on her hips. “You lousy bastards, you dirty gut-eaters. I’m going to the lieutenant. You’ll see!”


  “Shut up,” said the corporal, cracking her across the mouth with the back of his hand, so that she cried with pain. Then she stood quiet, with a drop of blood on her lower lip.


  “Off with her pants!”


  She screamed and squealed like a rat, kicked out and bit. But it was to no avail against the heavy hands that fell on her from all sides. In a few minutes she stood, pitifully naked, twisting against the hard hands that held her arms and wrists.


  “Lamp!”


  The corporal held the lamp close to her. A drop of hot oil fell on her skin, and she screamed.


  “Don’t be afraid. You’re not going to be burned,” the corporal said, to calm her. “See, comrades.”


  With his finger he pointed out many white spots, which stood out against the brownish skin of her neck and shoulders.


  “Do you deny that you’ve got the Frenchies, and that you’re poisoned, you dirty pig?”


  She did not answer. Then she raised her head and spit bloody saliva right in the middle of the corporal’s face.


  “Wait, you whore,” said the corporal calmly.


  He wiped his sleeve across his face.


  “What do you think, comrades? I’m for belt work.”


  “Let’s go,” the soldier shouted. “Belts!”


  “You’ve been a pig from your birth,” said the corporal, blowing hot, biting smoke into her face. “Now what do you want to be, a fox?”


  “Damned pig,” she hissed back, bending and trying to bite the hands that held her. “Let me go! Let me out!”


  “‘Red is the colour of my true love,'” shouted the corporal.


  “Bring the boot bag over here.”


  The voice of the desperate woman was lost in the coarse laughter of the soldiers, who spat in their clean-up boxes, pulled out coarse boot brushes and started on the girl. Up to now I had sat half-dazed on my bunk, and watched without understanding the incomprehensible things that were happening. But now horror and pity for the woman seized me. I saw my comrades seize her, heard her scream and shriek as they held her by her hair and stepped with clumsy boots on her naked feet. She twisted like an eel, screamed as a soldier approached with a whip, whimpered for pity, and in the same breath screamed out the most frightful curses.


  “What are you doing with her?”


  I cried to Wetzlaff and seized him by the sleeve.


  “She’s going to be washed clean,” he laughed in my ear.


  “And then she is going to run the gauntlet, until she drops. That’s what we call horseplay!”


  A shrill cry broke from her. The corporal seized her from behind and held her fast, no matter how much she struggled.


  “At her, men,” said the corporal.


  I sprang up, tore his hands from her trembling body, and stood in front of her.


  “Let her go,” I shouted. “Let her go!”


  “Oho,” I heard the outcry. “Look at Dronte!”


  With balled fists and raging face Wetzlaff came at me. I looked at him calmly and firmly. His angry eye turned away from mine, his balled fists opened. The others were silent, and looked at me in astonishment.


  “Comrades,” I said. “Have mercy. She is not to blame. She is just as miserable and down-trodden as all of us.”


  No one answered. I went to the door without being hindered, and opened it. Then I bent down, picked up the whore’s rags and gave them to her.


  “Go, Katharine,” I heard myself say.


  It was deathly still. She looked at me with great eyes, bent as if she wanted to kiss my hand, then laughed hoarsely and leaped out of the room. We heard the plat of her naked feet on the stone pavement of the courtyard. No one said anything. Slowly the soldiers put away their boxes and brushes in their proper places. Someone yawned loudly. Then Wetzlaff laughed in a strange way, stood before me, wagged his head back and forth and looked at me.


  “It is true,” he grumbled. “Dronte has the eye. Power in his eye…”


  No one made any further observation. Silently the soldiers stretched out on the hard bunks to get some sleep before their shift came on.
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   Chapter Eighteen


  Kregel had been gone for a week again, and no one knew any more than that he had received a letter from his home which had obviously upset him. Kregel was one of the Germans abandoned by their nation; he lived in the stolen land, in the neighbourhood of Colmar.


  One day a Crown forester came to the colonel, and reported that some children had seen a soldier hanging from a tree. They had been so frightened that they had run away at once, and were consequently unable to point to the dreadful place. A company or two were sent out to scour the surrounding neighbourhood to find the corpse.


  I was one of those who went out in search of Kregel through the great fir forest. As I made my way through the thickets and copses I lost the rest of the party, and though I shouted out, in accordance with our army instructions, I received no answer.


  Now that I was alone I could not help thinking about Kregel, who was delivered of all pain and suffering. Surely he had done the more sensible thing, getting rid of this dog’s life in a few moments! I recalled how, only yesterday, Junker von Denwitz, a boy of eighteen, had struck me with his lead-weighted sword for leaving a chalk mark on my coat after whiting my gaiters. I remembered how the corporals would flog us just for the fun of it; and how wretched was our food, which was served to us in large leaden vats as though we were pigs the bread crunched with sand when we cut it. All this was to be endured. But the worst was that there was no hope that things would get better. The days went by with a load of curses and despair, one giving place to yet another as hideous. This was the worst thing of all. For a man must have some sort of hope if he is not to dry up inside.


  In this harsh and brutal school, through whose doors God’s hand had pushed me, I learned to discipline myself. I showed no sign when my heart ached with burning compassion for those who were being bullied. I kept silent and did not change expression when I heard the vilest abuse which I got as my share from everyone who was exalted above me by his galloons or by the finer cloth of his uniform. Perhaps, I felt, this was the punishment God had assigned to me. And yet it was incompatible with eternal justice that men much worse than myself lived on to their end in joy and affluence. Why then had this burden of suffering fallen upon me? What did the Supreme Powers (if they existed) intend to make of me, that they should thus heap on me the weight of my own and others’ punishment? I had been endowed with a nature that felt keenly any kind of injustice; I had a far more delicate sensibility than my comrades in the army. They went on cracking their jokes even when they had been subjected to the most unbearable bullying; they found consolation in their glass of schnapps and in the embraces of barrack-girls.


  When I became a recruit I lost everything that had helped and consoled me, and at the sight of all that went on before me, day after day, I could no longer believe in the divine reason.


  What is a man to do when he finds himself alone in a room with hostile, rough, violent, wicked, cowardly and unkind men, not one of whom would or could stand up for law and justice? Surely a man will escape from such company. He will shut the door behind him, relieved to have escaped the horrible life that goes on within.


  So, I resolved, would I shut my door. Kregel, the luckless lad from Alsace, had shown me the way. There were trees around me, I would tie my belt to one of the boughs.


  I was about to cross the little sunlit clearing and carry out my resolve in the tall leaf-wood, when suddenly I was brought to a halt. Before me appeared a man, and he was not alone.


  It was the man in the reddish-brown mantle and black turban. He was resting against the trunk of a tree, and his staff lay beside him in the moss. His noble hands held a string of amber beads. It was Evli.


  The strange man whose little statue had stood under the tall glass case in the bedroom of my childhood was with me again. How came this queerly-clad stranger here? Unseen by the village children when the Prussian recruiters were carting me away with my fellow-sufferers, he had watched me from under the wayside cross. Neither then nor, earlier on, in the crowded church had I been able to ask him what he sought of me. On both occasions he had suddenly vanished. But now, I vowed, he must speak to me before I went about my work of self-destruction.


  And lo, I was unable to move a step! The Man from the East was not alone. Before him stood a deer of the forest, rubbing its small head caressingly against his knee. A jay with a pink-grey head and blue wings was perched on the hand that held the beads. Countless little birds were chirruping in the bramble bushes around him. Two squirrels, one brown and the other black, were climbing after each other up and down his body, hiding in the folds of his mantle, cooing and chattering. I was astonished to see one of them disappear in his mantle, as if it had melted away into the similar colour of the coarse stuff; and then the other squirrel crawled into his black turban, lost its outline and did not emerge again.


  I stared into his face, held by the splendour of his eyes. Were those eyes looking at me? Or were they two dark stars fixed on a far-off distance? I could not tell, I only felt the air about me warmed with the rays of a divine love.


  Then he slowly rose up, walked across the clearing, and was lost among the tall trees.


  My senses returned to me: I could move again. I ran forward. Where were the animals? The birds, the deer… they had disappeared. Where was Evli? I hastened among the tall trees and found myself among my comrades.


  They had just found Kregel and cut the rope that held him. There he lay. His face was a shocking sight; black and swollen, his tongue hung out, his eyes were staring, complaining. The rope was still round his neck. No one took any notice of me. I had rejoined them without once being questioned.


  They had brought spades, and they buried Kregel in the deep, soft earth, where the moles and the snakes dig their way among the roots.


  It was late when we finished. An interminable procession of crows flew noiselessly past us in the red twilight.


  “That means war,” said Wetzlaff, turning to me.
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   Chapter Nineteen


  How long were the Hussars in the field? No one kept count any more, no one knew.


  When war came it was winter. I was billeted with four comrades. We had found miserable accommodation in a burnt-down peasant’s cottage. We shared between us two bundles of rotten and damp straw and a blanket that had been singed by the camp-fire. We took great care of these miserable possessions, lest others still more wretched thieved them from us.


  Our muskets had to be cleaned incessantly, or by the next morning they would be red with rust. One man, Zulkow, had his toes frozen on both feet. They were black and stank like the plague. Another, named Repke, had a wound on his back and I would wash it with gunpowder and spirits, being the only man willing to do so; he screamed with pain during the operation. Then there was Wetzlaff, who had dysentery. During the night he groaned in such a way that no one could sleep. He would stagger out of the hut every five minutes. Where he squatted, the ground was red with blood from his stool. My mates, despite his suffering, would throw everything in reach at him to silence him.


  The quietest man among us, a low-spirited fellow named Kuhlemiek, sat near the fire as often as he could, reading a little tattered hymn-book and murmuring from time to time:


  “O Lord, be merciful to the sinner I am.”


  I had just bandaged Repke’s back with old rags and stuffed his pipe with hazel leaves. He was comfortable and talkative.


  “The King said… “he began in his Low German dialect.


  But Wetzlaff interrupted him with a snort.


  “The King! The King! Whenever he farts, that King of yours, you wretches are as happy as dogs and wag your tails! You skeletons, you cannon fodder! What is so great about a king like this?”


  “Fredericus Rex is the greatest war hero of all times, you poisonous traitor!” declared Zulkow. “You dare sneer at his Majesty!”


  “Dear brethren in Christ,” implored Kuhlemiek, “direct your thoughts to Him who holds our lives in His mercy-dispensing hands.”


  “Hold your tongue, you damned psalm singer,” cried Repke. “Let Wetzlaff have his say.”


  “O… O… O… “groaned Wetzlaff, and ran out of doors in a hurry.


  We heard the noise of his discharge and his groans. His face was white as chalk when he came back, and he dropped down on the straw. Zulkow was the first to continue.


  “As I was saying: the common man must look up to his king and master. But there are some who forget their oath …”


  “Do you mean me?” asked Wetzlaff, raising himself with difficulty. “Look at your freezing dogs, you fool. To make your Fredericus a great hero you leave your toes in your shoes, I bleed to death, and thousands are shovelled into graves. If all the men in the Austrian army and in ours would think as I do, we’d get rid of both King and Empress before the cock crows to-morrow morning, and there’d be no more war and no more butchery. But you are all too stupid to understand such things. All the kings and generals, princes and counts and barons and officers down to our arse-faced junker thrive on your foolishness, and strut about like peacocks in their magnificence, while we are treated like cattle and driven to the slaughter-house with sounding of trumpets and beating of drums. You damned fools! You horse-bun heads...”


  He stopped exhausted, and breathing heavily.


  “There’s some truth in what he says,” murmured Repke.


  “And so you’re a traitor as well?” roared Zulkow, and he spat on the floor. “You Germans, you forget the only thing that can save the German national army and a wise brain leading it.”


  “Germans on either side. They’ve always been a miserable betrayed people,” said Repke. “It’s a pity I’ve shot my load outside, Fritz Zulkow,” Wetzlaff shouted, half-jokingly. “I’d like to stop your drivelling mouth with something warmer; you stinker. You picture of a slave! You are rotting alive, and yet you have hymns of praise for the devil whose fury is killing us. But just wait till I am again on outpost duty. I’ll take off, by God I will... Hell and Satan! It’s on me again.”


  He staggered out and we heard the gurgling of his blood.


  “He’s got it badly,” said Repke to the angry Zulkow. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”


  Kuhlemiek began singing in a hideous nasal tone that made us all shudder.


  “The horror in the dark,


  The brand-mark on the conscience,


  The hand that was covered with blood,


  The eye full of adultery,


  The wicked mouth full of oaths,


  The knave’s heart is disclosed.”


  “God …” I was the one who cried out.


  Outside a clear trumpet sounded. We listened.


  “It’s the alarm,” cried Zulkow, and he began to force his sore feet into his frozen shoes. “The alarm.”


  Hurriedly we collected our belongings by the light of the wretched fire.


  Shots from the distance. On all sides the trumpets sounded. Wetzlaff stumbled in.


  “Up, brothers, up!” he yelled. “We’ll light the imperial dog-vomit home! Vivat Fredericus!” It was indeed Wetzlaff.


  He took up his musket, and bent over with agony. Zulkow groaned at every step. There was a noise of neighing horses, hooves clattered, men were running and orders were shouted out. Above all the uproar and the sullen cracking of musketry, sounded the voice of the Pietist, croaking and uncanny, for he insisted on singing his hymn to the end.


  In the song there was terrible fear. Fear of what was to follow death. The drums were rolling.
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   Chapter Twenty


  Heavy smoke billowed in clouds upon us, dissolving and thickening again into blue and white masses, and again melting. Smoke and stench, pervading everything. Hollow-sounding gunshots, the whistling of bullets. I stood in formation, bit the bullet out of the rancid, greased paper that held it, and put it in my mouth as I sent the black gunpowder down the heated barrel. Then I took the lump of lead and the patch with my fingers and rammed it down with the gun-rod till it was secured and the iron stick sprang back. This was what I had been taught at drill. My next action was to put gunpowder on the powder pan, cock the gun with my thumb, point perpendicularly and fire into the wall of mist ahead of me, where shadows were moving. The flint gave off a spark, a flame cracked before my eyes, and the swift recoil smashed against my sore shoulder.


  At the end of the line a lieutenant flourished his spontoon and shouted.


  “Geygeygey,”


  I heard, and I could not understand anything he said. A large iron cannon-ball crashed past us, and another. A third came leaping into the thick of us and smashed Kuhlemiek’s feet.


  “Jesus Christ!” he moaned out loud, and crawled a little distance through pools of his own blood. Then he fell face forward into the pool and was silent.


  “Fli-fli-flideldidi,” beckoned the fifes. “Boom-boom-boom,” rattled the drummers in the sweat of their faces.


  Marching feet rose and fell in rhythm, bayonets lay to the right, the dead laughed at us with insanely open mouths. A hussar sprawled with his head between his straddling legs. The blister on my heel was burning horribly, and my intestines rumbled. Lice crawled about me unendingly. Restlessly I looked round... There were lines and lines of blue coats, lean faces with short moustaches, white shoulder-belts, glittering muskets.


  “KuhlemiekKuhlemiekmiekliekeliek …” the fifes seemed to be calling.


  A row of red lights flashed in front of us. A cloud of smoke followed it. Repke screamed out, and caught his shanks with both his hands. A tall soldier near me made a jump like a carp and fell head-foremost into a snow-heap, his feet sticking upwards. Another man suddenly cried like a frog. I saw the blood welling up out of his ear. He came down to his knees. Zulkow suddenly had no head, and I was sprinkled with his hot blood. The ensign fell as if he had been cut down by an axe. Wetzlaff sat down and cried out:


  “I can’t.”


  Then he stretched full length... Someone who had been shot blind was crawling in front of me... Ramler’s right hand hung helplessly out of his sleeve. He looked at it with wonder. His musket was on the ground. Something big came sweeping down on us... White coats, black cuirasses. Broad blades, striking at us, horses snorting, and starting away frightened. One horse reared in front of me. I saw the rider; he held his basket-hilt before his face with one hand, while the other clung convulsively to the pommel of his saddle. I saw his white uniform under the edge of his dark cuirass and I lunged hurriedly at him with my bayonet. It ran into something soft. The horseman fell forward on the animal’s neck, stared into my face, and cried out:


  “You! …” Phöbus Merentheim... He fell down with a clatter. I saw no more of him. But immediately someone had replaced him, rising in his stirrups, and struck at my head so quickly that I staggered. The edge of my leaden helmet cut my forehead, something warm and thick trickled down over my eyes. My feet went on marching. My arms held my musket and bayonet out in front of me. I took it from the throat of a brown horse. The horsemen were gone, they had disappeared before I was aware.


  “No rest, no rest, no rest,” went the drums.


  I slept as I walked on. We were advancing among houses. A woman cried out in terror, and fell down on her face with outstretched arms. A pig ran squealing past us. Then we entered a little wood, treading over corpses and guns. A lean dog, with its tail between its legs, went skulking by. A peasant was lying with his body torn open, without bowels. The dog had come from him. Bushes, hoary, thick, impassable. I crawled in. There was a heap of moss. A bed, a bed... I burrowed myself into it. No one saw me. Wonderful, soft, warm moss.


  The bayonet stained with the blood of Phöbus lay somewhere in the snow-clad forest, along with my musket and helmet, my bandelier and sidearms. Many days had passed since I crossed the frontier. I wore a tattered coat that I had found in a bullet-riddled house, and trousers I had taken off a hanged man. Frost and vermin had made a festering wound on my right leg; the pain of it worried me, and my nose and lips were very sore. I had spent my nights in barns or on haystacks, shivering in the bitter cold; and I appeased my hunger as best I could with last year’s turnips, tough and frozen. But at last I was sitting in a roadside inn. The landlady had charitably given me a bowl of warm food, and allowed me to sit near the warm stove.


  But I had been made to understand that if genteel customers entered the inn, I was to leave at once. Not on any account was I to hang about the table, begging. The barmaid also pitied me. Furtively she gave me a large loaf of bread, and filled my glass with thin beer. I, Baron Melchior von Dronte, had now become acquainted with the life of the despised and poor, the down-and-out, the outlawed. And I had experienced more Christian charity among the humblest of people than among those who had their coats-of-arms painted on their pews in church. And yet how hard men had been to me these recent days! It is true that in such times as these nobody was willing to open his door to a stranger in rags.


  War raged all around, with its terrible victories and parleys, robbery, marauding, rape and arson. Consequently it was a marvel to me when the landlady at the inn had said:


  “Come in and eat and warm yourself. You look the picture of Death in Basel.”


  At a table next to me sat a merchant, or cattle-dealer. He wore a thick, light-coloured coat of coarse fabric, a broad Hessian peasant’s hat was lying beside him on a bench, and on his shoulders he had a wallet with a leathern flap, studded with many curious brass figures. His face was the ugliest and most repulsive I had ever encountered. He would stretch his broad face into a grin that reached from one of his pointed ears to the other, or else he would extend it into a pig’s snout, to suck the wine from his glass. His vulture nose moved up and down, and his yellow wolf eyes, with oblique and oblong pupils like those of a goat, squinted hideously.


  Yet none but I took any heed of the ugly fellow. At times it seemed to me that from his folded wallet there came a twittering and wheezing, as of mice. Often he rolled his squinting eyes in my direction and laughed at me in a familiar way, as if we were old acquaintances. I racked my memory, trying to recollect where I could have seen that face before, but for all my trouble I could not bring myself to remember. Then I heard a handsome travelling-coach draw up outside the inn, and some finely-dressed tradespeople entered the room, welcomed with exceeding politeness by the landlady and the maid. I thought it was time for me to depart, and I slipped quietly through the door. But when I stood in the stormy thawing wind on the muddy road and tried to gather my rags about me, so as to protect as much of my nakedness as I could, a shrill laugh sounded close and startled me. The man with the wallet was walking by my side, as if we had always been companions.


  “Now tell me, your Baronial grace,” he bleated, staring at me fixedly, “why is it that I see you in such strange attire? You were much better suited by the new lavender grey coat you wore the day you looked on with your father when the executioner broke the bones of Heiner Fessl!”


  I started as I remembered. It was the filthy fellow who had perched in the lime tree overlooking the marketplace.
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   Chapter Twenty One


  “Who are you?” I gasped.


  “I? Oh, just Fangerle, a catcher,” he answered, quite humbly this time. “I am content if after a lot of trouble I succeed in filling my wallet, for then my master, who is called the Highest-and-Lowest, will be pleased. But just now I have an extra hard job on hand, and I should be glad for someone to join me at it. There’s plenty of money to be made out of it. Does it please you, my Lord Baron?”


  “Look here,” I said angrily, and I raised my stick. “I’m pretty well down-and-out, but if you come with your gallows-face to insult me I’ll soon show you that even in rags I can still be a noble.”


  The man bowed as if I had scared him, and besought me obsequiously not to take it the wrong way. His profession was that of a jester, he explained, and he made much money at peasant weddings and funeral banquets. And, he added, although I might be angry at his saying so, he considered it a disgrace for a member of the House of Dronte to tramp about in such a state when it would be quite easy for me to make a hundred thalers in a few minutes. And before I had time to reply he plunged his crooked fingers into his wallet and pulled out a handsome cloth bag that clinked pleasantly.


  “A hundred thalers on the spot,” he whispered in my ear. “Hee hee-hee.”


  And all the air seemed to echo him. But that echo was caused by a big flight of crows and jackdaws, which flew overhead, cawing and chattering; and when I looked up one of the crows detached itself from the flock and flew down to us, so low that I saw plainly the expression of its round eyes, black and cunning. My companion raised his head and called out:


  “Black dove, go and tell the Highest-and-Lowest that Fangerle is on his way and will deprive the silent one of his solace.”


  “Craw-craw,” cried the crow, and sprang away to join the rest of the birds.


  “What are you chattering about?” I demanded of the man, who was clinking his money-bag. “What do you mean by it?”


  “This?” he replied. “Oh, it’s one of my tricks, that’s all. Mark you this: when you are driving in a carriage and a dirty barking cur, like your father’s black bitch, Diana, runs after you, you have only to turn and tell the animal which way you are going, for it to stop at once. I have just done that with the raven. Otherwise Master Hammerlein’s canary would still be flying after us.”


  My eyes stared longingly at the clinking bag. I was thinking that with a hundred thalers I could make myself a presentable human being again. Then I heard a strange squeak proceeding from the wallet.


  “What have you got in there, squeaking like that?” I asked.


  “In my bag?” The pedlar grinned hideously. “Oh, just a few little beasts I have caught and am taking to their place.”


  “What sort of little beasts?” “Soul-mice, tiny soul-mice I’ve ferreted out.”


  “Soul-mice?”


  “It’s just a word,” he laughed.


  He dipped his hand into the bag and drew out a small, shadowy-grey creature, that struggled and screamed. He put it back quickly, and though I had not had time to see what it was exactly, I shuddered. A howling blast of wind took me by surprise and almost knocked me over. The moneybag fell out of his hand, and bright, brand-new thalers rolled on to the ground. He snatched them up hastily, and thrust them back into safety. My desire for money grew greater.


  “What must I do to get some money?” I asked.


  He stood still, screwed up his eyes horribly, and distorted his face into another grin.


  “Anon, my boy, my brave boy, anon: just a minute or two of patience, till we come to the chapchap”


  A fit of coughing nearly broke his throat. I looked in the direction of his outstretched hand, and saw that we were approaching a chapel by the roadside, not far from the village. I walked on quickly, so quickly that the pedlar found it difficult to keep up with me. When we reached the chapel he halted, squatted down on the ground and scratched the back of his pointed ear with his fingernails, letting his face hang down. I was angry with impatience.


  “Now speak out, or do you intend to play a joke with me?”


  He became obsequious, bowed to me, and said in a low voice, almost a whisper:


  “Baron von Dronte, I am a coward, and afraid of many things that would not frighten a brave soldier. There is a man inside this chapel. He is dead, so he can’t bite! He has two little sticks in his hands, one shorter than the other, which I must get away from him. It is just a grip and a jerk, and he will let go his hold.”


  “But that’s grave-robbing,” I stammered. “It means the gallows if we are caught.”


  “There are many names for jobs that bring profit,” he answered. And there are many gallows, but most of them are empty.”


  His eyes glistened under his broad-brimmed hat like glow-worms.


  “I’d do it myself,” he croaked huskily, “but I daren’t touch those sticks. Every man has his peculiarities. Many would rather die than touch a toad.”


  “What sort of sticks are they that you want so much?”‘


  “I have no use for them,” he hissed angrily, “but the dead man inside must be rid of them.”


  Again I heard the coins clink in the bag. My wound ached. My shoes were full of water, my frostbitten toe was tormented.


  “I’ll do it,” I said, and I turned to the chapel door and took hold of the latch. The man looked at me like a hawk. The day was growing dark. The wind rattled in the steep chapel roof, the trees rustled. I went inside. The blackness was already uncanny in the corners of the whitewashed chapel. I looked round. A coffin stood on a bier in front of the altar. A single candle flickered at one end. A watchman was sitting on the floor, fast asleep. By his side lay an empty bottle. In the coffin lay a dignified-looking old man. His face was furrowed and wrinkled; he was dressed in a new black watered silk coat. The vest, the breeches and the stockings were also black. A white, well-dressed wig framed his waxen, yellow, clever-looking face. He held in his folded hands a small cross!


  I had seen many dead bodies in my time, I had even helped to bury them. Therefore I was not very sensitive at the sight of a corpse. But this old man with his clever, calm face, on which countless joys and sufferings were engraved, whose guard lay close by in drunken sleep, leaving him defenceless to anything that might happen in the lonely church. The old man moved my compassion. And what were the sticks I had to rob him of? I understood: the cross of death which his hands held. It was a crucifix that I had to take from him! Surely it was not difficult to do that! I reached forward to the cross...


  Was that a groan I heard? … I mastered myself, reflecting that the dead were well dead, and again I stretched out my hand. But I let it fall. What did it matter to the pedlar, with his repulsive goat’s eyes, whether the dead man was buried with this cross or without it. I would question him further, that squint-eyed villain with the thalers. I returned to the chapel door. It was only two paces away, but I looked back at the dead man as I reached it. He lay quiet and calm, but his waxen fingers seemed to clasp the cross anxiously. This horrid fellow outside who had hired me. Why should I, for the sake of this madman or scoundrel, rob a dead man of his cross? What had he chattered about when the raven flew overhead?


  “I’ll rob the silent one of his solace.”


  As I recalled the words I shuddered. Then I went quickly across to the sleeping watcher, took him by the shoulders and cried:


  “Wake, man! There are robbers outside.”


  “Where?”


  The peasant, who was provided with a club, started up and looked at me in horror.


  “Out yonder,” I said, and went through the door.


  I heard the watchman hurriedly bolting it. I was in the windy road again. Crooked fingers clutched at my tattered coat, two eyes glimmered like brass, and the foul black mouth whispered:


  “Throw it away, throw it away at once.”


  “What am I to throw away, accursed one?”


  I shouted in his face; “do you mean the Cross of our Lord Christ?”


  Fangerle fell back as if I had struck him. Instantly he turned, writhing like a worm, and he started running. The wind blew after him and whirled his coat-tails grotesquely; and as he disappeared in the twilight it seemed to me as if an enormous bird with black wings flew over the ploughed fields, as an owl would fly... Then I recalled myself to my own position. There I was alone, without money, and wet through on a lonely road. I remembered the wallet with the soul-mice. Who were they, screaming so piteously in the evil one’s hunting bag? The Evil One’s! A paralysing terror seized me. Calling on the name of God a hundred times, I hurried away to the next village, not daring to look back again.


  [image: 150393638095505]



   Chapter Twenty Two


  I joined a group of gipsies. But the Romanies, as they called themselves, eventually wandered back over the frontier, and so I was obliged to part company with them, for I did not want to be married by the hangman to the rope-maker’s daughter. My misery was without end. From time to time I had luck enough to find a little work and food on the farms; I was able to procure some old clothes, a mild improvement on my rags; but for the most part I had to endure hunger and cold.


  One day I was uncommonly fortunate. I found on the road half a loaf of bread, probably fallen from some passing cart. And when I came in sight of a ruined castle at the top of a mighty forest-clad eminence, I resolved to pass the icy winter’s night in some hidden recess of the ruins where I could make up a fire. After climbing here and there among the stones I found a tolerably-preserved vault, where the walls retained some traces of fresco painting. I recognised one of the subjects as the Wedding in Cana, and when I inspected the peeling painting more closely, I discovered that one of the jugs in the picture had an almost effaced inscription on it:


  Hie jacet, meaning “Here lies.”


  Perhaps it was intended only as a witticism of the painter’s, to convey that in these jugs and their wine lay the quiescent force that excites a man’s body with the wine and by degrees lets loose all the passions, eventually overpowering his reason. It might also have signified that mirth slumbered in the round belly of the jug and would express itself in the laughter, gladness and song of those who drank. I meditated on these and similar subjects, until the absence of a fire made itself felt, compelling me to stamp about the vaulted area in an endeavour to warm myself a little and render my stiff hands more supple for striking fire. As I passed the brown jug, only a painted one, unfortunately I could not refrain from tapping at it with my finger. I knew that its rotundity was only the result of the painter’s ability, and of his skilful way of distributing light and shade. And yet when I playfully tapped at the illusory roundness of the jug, it seemed to me that it gave out a hollow sound, as of wood and empty space. I rapped again two or three times at the spot where the Latin words stood. The sound was different from that produced by the solid masonry round it.


  A sudden impulse led me to begin scraping off the paint and the plaster with my blunt knife. Very quickly I reached a lining of mouldy wood. I redoubled my efforts and the old wood crumbled to dust and moist splinters, giving access to a small niche where there lay a round ball, covered with greeny-white mildew. At first this object struck me as a decayed human head. After a moment’s meditation, however, I summoned up my spirits, thrust my hand towards it and drew out a leathern bag, all rotten and mouldy.


  But it gave a clear ringing sound as I handled it. The bag was heavy and full of metal. Quickly I made a fire, partly to quiet my heart, that was hammering faster and faster. When the fire began to burn brightly I turned to inspect the contents of the leathern receptacle that I had so luckily discovered, thanks to the inscription on the painted jug. Long dead and gone were those to whom the sign was intended as a reminder: dead and buried, maybe, under the ruins of the castle. The bag offered little resistance. It fell to pieces as soon as I brought it near to the fire and its contents fell jingling to the stone floor.


  Then joy overwhelmed me. Dubloons, crowns, guilders rolled out of this musty, dank covering and glistened in the light of the fire. I laughed, I shouted, I danced. I let the coins stream through my cramped fingers, poured them from one hand to the other, stroked them, turned them between finger and thumb to make them reflect the flame, paved the floor with them, and threw ducats into the air to catch them again. At last my reason prevailed. The blazing fire and my foolish shouting might easily have attracted passers-by and betrayed the treasure.


  Hastily, and yet cautiously, I tore my sweaty shirt to pieces for a makeshift purse. I poured the gold coins into it, and concealed it under my rags. Then I stamped out the fire and stealthily climbed down the castle hill, hoping to reach the neighbouring town well before dark. This I succeeded in doing, and after some searching and cautious inquiries I came to the shop of a second-hand dealer.


  I explained that I was a deserter and required clothes, linen and shoes, as well as a warm cloak. I was lucky that he chanced to be an honest man, for he supplied my needs at a price which, considering the circumstances, was reasonable. When I paid him ready cash he had a bath prepared for me also, and gave me an ointment that delivered me from the torture of vermin. But it spoilt my enjoyment to see with what haste all this had to be done, for the man grew more and more impatient as twilight came down. At last his importunity became so irritating that I asked him plainly if this was his usual way of offering hospitality. He had seemed to disregard the fact that I was paying him a handsome sum of money which meant much profit to him, for I was aware of the price at which second-hand clothes and linen were sold. Moreover, I had paid his price with as little murmuring as though the articles had come straight from the tailor’s and hosier’s workshops. He laughed at my question, and said:


  “If I, sir, have received good money, the gentleman has also received a good service, in that you have been able to wash and change in all quietness and secrecy, so that the police won’t be attracted by the sight of you when you cross the street. Had you been a Ben Israel, sir, one of my own people, it would be a pleasure for me to house you. But as you are one of the others, it cannot be, for Friday night is nearly here, what we Jews call Eref Shabbes, and it is contrary to our custom to allow strangers in our houses on that day. Excuse me, sir, I see that you are a Purez, a man of birth, who has had some unpleasantness with the Balmochomim; therefore you will please go your way in peace, and excuse my behaviour, for it cannot be otherwise.”


  And so with a deep bow he opened the iron-bound door of his shop and politely showed me out. Only when I was in the street did I realise that the man had dealt honourably with me. It would have been easy for him to have kept me in his house and betray me to the King’s troops who were quartered for the winter in the neighbourhood. In spite of the armistice then prevailing they could have kidnapped me, and with a little cunning the Jew might have gained not only a reward but also the money concealed on me, which could not possibly have escaped his quick eyes. Therefore I realised that I had escaped a great peril. Nor was it through any cleverness of my own that I escaped, but by a lucky chance.
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   Chapter Twenty Three


  For the sake of safety I decided to go further into the country, and to use the mail coach only when I was at a sufficient distance from the frontier. So I plodded on in the thick snow, making for a village where I had planned to pass the night. The village was a fine-looking and genuinely well-to-do place, judging by its clean houses. At its entrance stood a statue of the afflicted Mother with Her Son in her arms. The pedestal below the rude sandstone figures was freshly scoured, and I caught sight of some figures and marks drawn with charcoal on the white ground, which I at once recognised to be the secret signs of tramps or wandering rogues.


  During my wanderings with the gipsies I had acquired some knowledge of these signs. When I deciphered the figures and marks on the pedestal I shuddered, for they revealed murder and arson. Hesitating as to my course of action in these unexpected circumstances, and in no way inclined lightly to dismiss the dangerous revelation, I remained standing before the statue. Then, as I was about to walk on, I noticed a lean white-haired peasant, venerable-looking and upright, standing a few paces behind me and watching me with a piercing, not very friendly gaze.


  “So you have come to our village, sir?” he said. “I will show you the way to the inn.”


  And he walked beside me. The village dogs were ready to fly at me, but they slunk back under his stern look, with their tails between their legs. The people were standing before their houses, and they doffed their hats as he passed.


  “Here is the inn,” said the peasant, and he pointed to the door of a large house.


  Two lads were standing there, talking in an undertone.


  “Step in,” he added, and his words sounded like an order. I was disturbed.


  “Is it the only inn in this big village?” I mockingly asked my companion. “How do you know it is precisely this one that I want to stay at?”


  He looked me straight in the face, with his cold blue eyes, and his answer was short.


  “The best thing you can do, sir, is to go in.”


  I yielded to the strange compulsion, and entering, sat down at a table under a row of deer’s antlers. The old man sat down also, ordered some wine, lighted a short pipe of bird’s-eye and silver-rimmed, and then said:


  “In spite of your rather shabby clothes you seem to be a man of station. The point arises: what is the reason for this lonely wandering of yours?”


  “You are not at all curious, Mr. Magistrate, are you?” I replied.


  That was the way he had been addressed by the maid who brought in the wine.


  “Curiosity, as you call it, is justified in a member of the community towards a stranger,” he said quietly. “Besides, I am in authority here. So will you please give me some information as to your standing, your name, and your antecedents. Two men can talk more easily over a glass of wine than in a court box, where one of the two is judge and the other is the accused.”


  This sounded like a threat, and, hot-headed as ever, I would have doubtless given a sharp reply had not the whole bearing of the man, and especially his eyes, revealed something uncommon and commanding, to which I found myself unable to offer any resistance. Besides, the magistrate continued to put clever questions, so much to the point that I was drawn into telling him all about my life with the utmost candour, but without knowing why. I told him I had deserted from the Great King’s army, not on account of cowardice, but to escape the cruelty of a profession that had become repulsive to me, as necessitating subjection in the highest degree, and the annihilation of the individual will.


  “Young sir,” said the old man thoughtfully when I had finished, “if this be so, you can still turn out well. As I gather from your words, you have had compassion for the poor men, and that, in a man of your haughty class, is a rare and valuable exception. I cannot say offhand how far your careless youth has driven you in the ways of perdition; but I trust that my suspicion, which threatens you seriously, will prove to be false.”


  “What suspicion?” I asked.


  “Have patience,” said the magistrate. “Tell me where you are travelling to?”


  “To my home,” I replied.


  “In that case,” he went on, and again he looked at me fixedly, “what need had you to stand so long in the


  snow, looking at the statue?”


  His commanding way of questioning me had gradually brought me to defiance, and I now asked him tersely whether he imagined he was a judge examining a poor wretch.


  “Make up your mind about that,” he said.


  “I certainly am.”


  He put his hand on my arm firmly.


  “You are aware that I am the magistrate here, and as such I ask you: have you anything to tell me that may bear on the welfare of this village?”


  “Yes,” I answered calmly. “Your village is in imminent danger.”


  It seemed to me as if a friendly light flashed over his weather-beaten face as I spoke. But then it became earnest and aloof again.


  “So,” he said with feigned indifference. “Who told you that story?”


  “It is no story,” I said quickly, eager to make up for my neglect. “Believe me, there is danger ahead.”


  “Speak out, young gentleman.”


  “There are certain signs,” I said, “by which incendiaries and professional criminals inform each other of their evil doings. I saw such signs on your statue. Perhaps this will help you to understand why I remained in the snow.”


  He made a movement, as if he wanted to shake hands with me. But he changed his mind, and instead he asked dryly when had I acquired such suspicious-looking knowledge. I reminded him of what I had told him about my wanderings with the gipsies, who were well versed in this kind of lore. The old man gave a short laugh, and bent his wrinkled face towards mine.


  “Does it seem to you,” he whispered, “as if I also knew something of such things?”


  “You?” I answered, and shook my head doubtfully.


  “Nay, nay, let us test it,” he said, pouring out some wine for me.


  “First you will describe the signs you saw on the statue, and then we shall decipher them together, like the ancient Magi we read of in the Bible.”


  “All right,” said I. “The signs were these:a full moon; the figure one; three houses of which the first two were crossed out but not the third; a comb; a snake or adder; two figures of five dots; three crosses each in a quadrangle, two of which are crossed out and the third is not; a knife; two shoes; a cock and the letter F.”


  “Quite right,” said the old man, and he nodded thoughtfully and drank a gulp out of his glass. “Now let us divide the work. You, my good sir, please explain to me the rogues’ signs up to the fives, and from that point I will explain to you the meaning of the rest of the signs, which have been there since yesterday morning.”


  “I think,” said I, “we might leave the explanation to another time. It’s better to think of taking measures.”


  “Don’t trouble about that,” he retorted genially. “I am responsible, not you. It is my duty, as the village magistrate, to see to that, and not yours by any means! And now out with your gipsy-wisdom.”


  “Well, then,” I began, “the signs are to be read in this way. On the first day of the full moon we gather... The house in question is the third in the village... All this is expressed by the moon, the figure one, and the third house left uncrossed. The comb means there is a dog on the watch. The snake means that the dog must be poisoned.”


  “It is my house,” he nodded, “that they have singled out, and my dog Caesar, but he won’t take food from a strange hand. You have deciphered well. Now it is my turn.”


  “Rather let me,” I said...


  “Have patience,” replied the old man. “The two figures of five mean ten p.m., as there is a moon before them. The three crosses in quadrangles, two of them crossed out, mean: climb into the third window. A knife means be bold, swift and sure. The shoes mean: hurry off with the booty as soon as done, but do not forget to set fire. This is conveyed by the cock. But the F? What does the letter F mean?”


  He looked at me, smiling.


  “It is a name sign,” I replied quickly. “It is impossible to tell the name. Doubtless it is the name of the ringleader of the gang.”


  “F stands for Frieder,” said the old man, “and that devil is the chief of five murderous knaves, who have come here from the Spessart, and call themselves the brotherhood of the Red Hat for Frieder likes to wear a fox-red hat. Now you know the name sign also.”


  “Well guessed.” I said.


  “Now,” said the white-haired magistrate, “I may well trust you, young gentleman.”


  He stretched out his hand, a courtesy which, contrary to custom, he previously omitted to perform.


  “When all is said and done,” he continued, “it looks rather suspicious that you should know the thieves’ alphabet. Let me tell you frankly that when you stood before the statue looking so attentively at the signs, I took you for one of their informers and spies.”


  Then he called in a loud voice, “Hey there! Hannes, Matz, Kilian!”


  At once the door was opened and three sturdy lads with guns and sabres, and two enormous grey shepherd dogs or bloodhounds at their heels, stepped in and walked straight up to me with ropes in their hands.


  



  “No, no!” commanded the magistrate. “Let the gentleman alone. Go back to the others, and tell them that this is an innocent man. No one is to do him any ill. Dispose yourselves as I have planned:Veit and Leberecht by the sloe tree, old Knolb and Heger’s lad at the roof opening of the first house, four in the ditch, two behind the dungheap, ten in Heger’s stables, and the others where convenient. Let the robbers come near before you surprise them, and don’t spare powder and shot except with Frieder. You can make Frieder’s men eat the snow, but Frieder, you’ll know him by his red cap, is to be taken alive.”


  The sturdy fellows looked at me sympathetically and laughed.


  “To think we might have sent the wrong man on his journey heavenwards,” commented one of them, and pushed the other two, who burst out into coarse peasant laughter.


  But the dogs growled and bared white teeth.


  “Off you go,” said the old man, and at once they stamped heavily out of doors, where the last rays of light lay blue and ghostly on the white snow.


  The magistrate instructed me not to leave the inn for the time being. So I remained at the table. A little later the serving-maid, uncommunicative and parrying my questions with a “don’t know,” brought in a roasted fowl and a jug of red wine. If I made any movement one of the dogs started up on the other side of the door. So I was obliged to remain in my corner and wait till the affair was over. I was tired by my long journey and sleepy from eating and drinking, and eventually I fell into a doze. The report of a gun startled me out of my sleep. Then came a loud cry. A confused noise followed, and shots were fired in rapid succession; I heard men shouting and screaming, swearing and complaining aloud, and then imploring in piteous voices. Muffled blows and smothered whines followed, and the angry yelping and growling of dogs, worrying something... I jumped up in terror and strove to open the door. It was locked. But soon I heard a key turning, and a small boy broke in, panting heavily and greatly excited.


  “The magistrate wants you to come,” he stammered.


  And I followed him. When I came into the street I saw by the light of torches and lanterns the old man standing in the midst of a group of armed peasants. Before him, bound with ropes, waited a beardless curly-headed fellow, with a flat nose and a strong chin.


  “Come here, young gentleman,” ordered the grey-haired peasant, beckoning to me. “Now, Frieder,” he said, turning to the fettered thief, “look well at this man, do you know him?”


  “How can I help knowing friend Dietlieb?” grinned the rascal, jerking his chin at me, plainly relishing the opportunity to use his evil will on another. “He is the one of my good company whom I sent to spy out the land, the only one who has not yet been massacred by you pigs of peasants. But your turn’s coming, friend Dietlieb!”


  I was shocked terribly by this sudden set-back, shuddering to meet with so much wickedness. A threatening murmur rose up, gleaming guns were pointed at me. I made as if to speak, but a gesture from the magistrate commanded everybody’s silence, although one of the peasants managed to shout that I must be shot down at once and not allowed to waste time in talking.


  “Keep your peace, Kramer!” thundered the magistrate, and immediately a deep hush prevailed. He pointed towards me.


  “Can you swear this man is one of you?” he asked Frieder.


  “When did he leave you to come spying?”


  “By the blood of St. Wilibrod he was one of us. He was with us!”


  Frieder looked at me with devilish joy.


  “As we were advancing on the village, after nine at night, I sent him in front with the poisoned meat for the dog.”


  “You’re a liar!” declared a man in the crowd; “the rogue who came with the poisoned food in a copper box is lying yonder behind the dungheap. Old Kolbe shot him down.”


  But Frieder was unabashed.


  “And I repeat before God’s throne,” he shouted, “this fellow was one of us, and will stay with us, for he’s got to go to the jail and then to Master Hans’s dancing ground with me!” I was so disgusted that it was as if I had been stricken dumb. I could not say a word.


  “Enough,” replied the magistrate.


  Addressing Frieder he said:


  “Vicious, devilish, damned sinner, you wished to stain yourself with innocent blood, even in this your last hour! Be it known to you, that this gentleman has been with me at the inn since the hour of noon: it was he who warned us and pointed to the signs on the statue. Follow your friends, Frieder, into eternal darkness.”


  Frieder laughed shrilly and the spittle ran down his chin.


  “You’re real wise, you poisonous old fool! If you have done me out of the fun of having next me on the straw this honest ass, that I never set eyes on before, it’s all right, and my situation must remain without a piece of sugar to sweeten it. Well, well! You fools of peasants, take me with proper ceremony to your lock-up and then, tomorrow, to the town jail in accordance with the law if you are not afraid of the journey!”


  He laughed and neighed like a horse, trying his best to insult the country-folk who listened with open mouths to the insolent speech. Then they looked expectantly at their leader. The magistrate stepped up to the prisoner like a black threatening cloud, saying in a firm voice:


  “Friedrich Zabernickel, which is your real name, we need no court and no jail. You may say your last prayer, and then you hang. That is your sentence.


  ” Frieder was a different man as he heard it. He was stricken with fear, and uttered a shriek so terrible that his eyes seemed to start out of his head. He raged and struggled in his cords, stamped madly in the snow, and writhed and twisted under the hard hands that held him close. The men waited stolidly until he was quiet again and gazed around fearfully.


  “You don’t have the Right of the Sword. You can’t sentence me. You daren’t hang me! Where are your lawful gallows?”


  And then, noting the inexorable faces around him:


  “Think twice what you are doing, it is not lawful.”


  “We know what we are doing,” answered the magistrate, earnestly. “Bad cases like yours justify proceedings that are not sanctioned in the laws of the land … If you wish to pray, you’d better do so at once. Your time is up.”


  “I want no prayers, I have no use for your Lord God,” wildly cried the wretched criminal. “If you want to do murder against the law, do it. I have also done it. May the pest devour your dirty bellies!”


  “Foul mouth!” growled the village smith and his heavy hand moved threateningly before the man’s livid face.


  “Have you anything more to say?” asked the magistrate.


  Frieder gave a mad laugh.


  “Susel Schinder predicted that one day I would walk in the air on an apple tree. I want her prophecy to turn false, so if you’ve no objection I’ll make my last skip from a pear tree.”


  “There’s one in Zeitler’s garden,” said one of the peasants in an undertone; and the procession started towards Zeitler’s garden, with crackling torches lighting the way.


  A few women and even children followed behind. The torchlight spread over the glistening snow. Full of dread I went also; I was shivering uncontrollably. We came to a large orchard. At once the men threw the rope deftly over a gnarled pear tree and lifted the prisoner.


  “A prayer, a prayer!” he begged.


  They let him down. He distorted his face terribly and began chattering at top speed.


  “May Beelzebub hear me, and may these houndish knaves and all their filthy breed perish, and become crooked and black with leprosy, pest and”


  A sudden end came to his blasphemies. His feet struggled and kicked about in the air until two lads tied them together and hung on them. When they had finished, the legs dangled lifelessly. The head with the red cap stood out dark, slung to the knotty branch by the taut, thin line of rope. At the end one of the lads pointed to the tree, and then:


  “Do you see, Heiner?” he said.


  “Yes,” said the other. “You are right, after all! It’s an apple tree, and the pear tree’s over there.”


  “So the Susel Schinder he spoke of could do more things than make jam!”


  It was decided that the bodies of Frieder and his comrades should be buried at daybreak, and the ghastly gathering broke up.


  “Well, young gentleman,” said the old magistrate, coming across to me, “you’d better come and get some sleep. Tomorrow not a soul will know anything about Frieder and his men and it would be just as well if you are silent about what you have seen here.”


  I nodded, and walked at his side towards the inn. Suddenly I stopped. Taking the white-haired man’s arm and looking into his face, I said:


  “How comes it that you also, Mr. Magistrate, understood those signs on the statue?”


  He too halted, put his hand on my shoulder, and looked at me with penetrating eyes.


  “Friend,” he said, and a bitter smile passed over his wrinkled face, “you have a right to ask this question. I’ll answer it:I have been through the same school as you. Perhaps I also have heard something from a poor sinner lying on the rack, or from a woman sleeping by my side who may have chattered out at night what her red mouth kept in during the day. Moreover, it happens sometimes that an innocent man is put in chains, and while he is lying on the hard jail-planks he has an opportunity of overhearing all about the tricks and dodges that jailbirds speak of to each other...”


  “There, my friend, you have enough food for reflection about me! And if I were to write down the story of my early years and give it to you to read, it would not help you much more. Mark you, in my opinion no man knows anything about another, even if he be his brother... Come, I want to show you where you can sleep.”
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   Chapter Twenty Four


  Finally, newly outfitted and clothed like a gentleman, I once again stood before my old home. I stood before the door, through which as a boy I had so often passed, and over whose threshold my mother, my father’s father, and little Aglaia had been carried to their last resting-place. I was rooted there, for I had been stricken motionless at the news just given to me.


  Last summer as the Baron von Dronte, my father, was eating grapes at dessert a wasp flew out of the fruit-basket and stung him in the neck, which quickly became so swollen that it threatened to stifle him. He demanded help by signs, begging the servants with gestures to make an opening in his windpipe with a pen knife. Toward the end he looked hardly human, and he died thrashing around and heaving, rolling his eyes and making rattling noises. The house and estate had been sold to Herr von Zochte, who had not yet moved in.


  The servant who told me of my father’s death did not know me. He took me for a casual guest of Baron von Dronte; when I asked about the son Melchior, he only shrugged his shoulders and said that the young gentleman had fallen into all sorts of bad ways and eventually into the hands of the recruiters. Either he was killed or had deserted from the army, for no one had heard anything more about him. I asked with frightened curiosity after Phöbus Merentheim. I was told that he had been killed by the enemy, as a cavalry ensign in the Imperial service. And who was the old man’s executor? It was the notary Mechelde, down in the town.


  I turned my horse’s head and rode slowly over the whole place, along by the slate-covered wall that ran round the park, and past the old trees that made the same rustling noise as of yore. And as I rode by the fish-pond and the forester’s lodge I saw in the distance the cedars of the churchyard.


  In his grey room the notary Mechelde received me with stiff dignity. Dusty-grey paper-files lined the walls up to the smoky ceiling and the mummy-like man himself was grey, even to the green shade over his eyes. He offered a chair to me, examined my certificate of matriculation, the only document I had in my possession, and after poring awhile over some of his books told me that my late father had bequeathed more than half his property to noble Chapters and Orders of chivalry; that he had settled a large sum on the village church for the purchase of an organ; and that he had left numerous bequests to his huntsmen and also for the keep of his favourite hounds.


  After this a sum of about fifteen thousand thalers remained for me, the only natural heir. I was entitled to receive it whenever I liked. I asked that I might see the will, and he accordingly produced it from a cupboard. It was all covered with stains, the notary explaining to me that as the old gentleman was dying he had tried to cancel with a goose quill the passage which referred to me as his “reprobate son Melchior von Dronte.” But his hand could not carry out his wishes, and his breathing became so difficult that a paroxysm of coughing sprinkled the paper with his blood.


  During the explanation the notary drummed his spider-fingers on the top of the desk impatiently, and I thus realised that my presence was far from agreeable to him. But I resolved to take no notice of his scant politeness. I asked him to supply me with information as to what my father had said about me, for I still hoped to hear of some evidence of forgiveness, some trace of his paternal affection. The grey lawyer turned his feeble eyes on me and, as he twisted the gold signet ring on his finger with his left hand, said dryly:


  “It is really outside my duty, Baron von Dronte, to repeat the confidential utterances of my clients. But if you are anxious to hear what your father said about you, I must confess that every time your name was mentioned he used words which I am neither willing nor entitled to repeat. In particular, the old gentleman seems to have entertained doubts as to whether his only descendant and heir to his name was worthy to use the old coat of arms and title, and this sentiment may have influenced his Lordship’s last testament, for in it he bequeathed to me his signet ring. I wear it now on my right forefinger.”


  He stretched out his lean finger, showing me the ring with the Dronte coat of arms engraved on its stone, a sardonyx with three golden roses. Unconsciously my hand clenched. The notary glanced nervously at the bell which stood near his desk. Then he smiled complacently. I controlled myself, and went towards the door. But before I had reached it he hastily called me back and told me he had forgotten something.


  My aunt, Aglaia’s mother, had bequeathed to me a little sealed box at her death, which preceded my father’s. This box was now in his keeping and he wished to deliver it to me at once. He fumbled for a while under the cover of his desk. Then he passed a receipt for me to sign, and after I had put down my name on the paper he handed over a box covered with faded blue silk, and sealed at the corners.


  “And now,” he concluded, “Herr von Dronte will excuse me if I turn to urgent business...”


  I left the grey room with a heavy heart. I was deeply affected to learn that my father’s hardness had lasted to his death. I was not thinking of the money. It did not distress me that I had received only a purse of fifteen thousand thalers instead of rich fields and meadows, forests and lakes, three well-to-do villages and all the other possessions that were now being sold by the cautious Chapter to the rich Zoechte.


  What I felt genuinely sorry about was that of all the thousands of little things which had belonged to my mother not a single article was to be mine. I would have been very happy, in a melancholy way, if I could only have had the Dutch clock with the angel and the little Death, or my mother’s silver bride’s-goblet, or even the egg that was cleverly made up of seven different kinds of wood and on which she used to mend my stockings when I was a child.


  Expelled from my home and denied any warmth of welcome, I retraced the long distance from the lawyer’s and directed my steps towards the graveyard. Fresh green leaves were budding on the trees that lined the road, and my spurs rubbed against the first flowers by the roadside. Larks rose trilling as they disappeared in the sky. The day was beautiful, but I was floundering in darkness. I entered the broad iron gateway to the quiet garden of the dead. I thought I would like to take leave for ever of one who never had a word of kindness for me and yet called himself my father. I walked bareheaded among the iron crosses, urns and stone angels.


  The sky, that was blue only a moment ago, now became overcast by grey clouds, and the birdsong was hushed. A chill breath of wind came over the hill and set the tall bright grasses swaying. A single sunbeam, narrow and golden, fell across a square stone that bordered the path and bore a half-effaced epitaph. As it reached the epitaph the worn letters became suddenly decipherable, and I read:


  “Non omnis moriar! I shall not wholly die.”


  My eyes filled with tears of joy at the words, and my heart swelled with hope, sweet and vague. I was well acquainted with this inscription, first written by a Roman poet, and taught to me during my history lessons. The Englishman Sir Thomas More had repeated it just before his venerable head fell under the executioner’s axe. This was the first time that I had felt dimly and with awe the infinite meaning of the words. But the sunbeam faded, and the dull grey drizzle of a spring shower brought me back to my senses. I stamped my feet, and the clanking of my spurs drove away my day-dreams, which had threatened to lose themselves in the infinite.


  I wandered across the churchyard to the family vault, behind whose rusty doors my mother and my harsh father slept together, and my grandmother, aunt, and the beloved Aglaia also. I gazed with deep feeling at the little rose bush that I remembered had been planted by my aunt a few days after Aglaia’s death. It was now become a handsome growth, and its branches were sprinkled with tiny little leaves of the tenderest green. In summer it would flower with red roses.


  “How I would love always to carry about with me a red rose from your grave, Aglaia,” I said in a low voice, and I stooped as though I would touch the little bush.


  I had a sudden fancy that its roots had found their way to her, and that she felt her loving hand touching them... Then, all at once, I was so startled that I nearly cried out aloud in the solemn calm of the churchyard. Yonder by a freshly-dug grave, not yet uncovered, a man sat on a half-broken, mossy stone. I recognised him: how could I forget one whose repulsive appearance had so often haunted my waking dreams? He still wore his broad hat and his brass-studded wallet, and he looked at me impudently and defiantly with the same yellow goat’s eyes.


  “It’s me all right,” he croaked. “It’s Fangerle. It isn’t long, is it, since I last had the pleasure of seeing your Lordship.”


  I gave no reply. In my pocket I carried a loaded pistol that I grasped firmly.


  “Ay, ay, your Lordship,” sniggered the ugly fellow, grimacing hideously; “I was there when they hanged Friedrich Zabernickel, but I kept well in the background.”


  He broke into a bleating laugh, and his eyes glimmered in the shadow of his hat.


  “What is your business here?” I asked.


  He laughed again, and the sound was like the clinking of broken glass. With his yellow hand he pointed to the open grave at my side, from which the gravediggers’ spades had thrown earth, bones and a brownish skull with hair still clinging to it.


  “A new one, Baron,” the man hissed, “and I am waiting for the soul-mouse.”


  He tapped his wallet. A shrill, plaintive cry proceeded from it.


  “Let me alone with your nonsense,” I ordered, trying to conceal my horror.


  A cold raindrop struck me on the face, and startled me, I was so much on edge. The man twisted his face into a frightful grimace, and his eyes sparkled evilly as he opened his mouth agape and reproduced the dreadful scream that Heiner Fessl had uttered in his mortal anguish.


  “I-ii-iii”


  “Dog and devil!”


  I rapped out, losing control of myself entirely. I whipped the pistol out of my pocket like lightning and brought the muzzle to his wrinkled face and fired. For a moment I could see nothing through the blue smoke, and when it dispersed, very slowly because of the rain, the fellow was scurrying away among the distant monuments and tombstones. I heard his repulsive squeal of laughter. And again it seemed to me that a large owl-like bird went sweeping between the trees and the wall... Then I heard the sound of people hurrying towards me.


  Two grave-diggers, one old, the other young, came forward with sticks in their hands and asked me what had happened and why had shots been fired. At once I described to them the man with the wallet, and under what suspicious circumstances I had encountered him previously, near an unburied body. His behaviour at the new grave had made me so angry that I fired my pistol at him, I explained, but apparently I had done him no harm, for he ran away laughing. They listened to me earnestly. As I concluded the old gravedigger nodded his head, as though to say he knew the man well, and detested him even as I did. Then he asked me my name. I told him, and he said:


  “Of course a Baron may do as he likes. But we have the chartered right to fine every misdemeanour against the sanctity of this place and if the fine is not paid, to bring the case before the magistrate. The fine for shooting on holy ground is one silver thaler.”


  I offered the man two thalers. But he pushed one of them back to me.


  “I may not take more than my due,” he explained. “But it is a pity that your pistol could not have done the monster any damage.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked. “Is the fellow charmed?”


  The young man laughed and the old gravedigger shrugged his shoulders.


  “If you haven’t made a cross in your bullet mould, so that it shows on your ball,” explained the young man, “you can’t possibly do him any harm, be the weapon ever so good.”


  “I have no cross on my bullets.”


  “Then it’s a pity you fired at all. You have wasted your powder, and your thaler as well.”


  “But there’s one thing about it, sir.” The old man bobbed his head. “That you can see him at all is significant.”


  “Why, what do you mean?”


  “Tisn’t everyone who can do that,” the young man put in.


  “It’s only those who are specially graced. My father has often frightened him away from fresh graves, and I would give anything to see him. I have been on the look-out for him for days and nights together, but it’s no good, I have never seen him. But still he has been here.”


  “Who is the fellow?” I asked.


  “Fangerle,” said the old man, and crossed himself.


  “Is he a man or?”


  But they gave me no answer. They were staring away through the drizzle towards the entrance to the graveyard. A funeral procession was approaching. I heard singing, and quiet-voiced prayer.


  “I had always expected that he would turn up for that miser Torbacken,” murmured the old man as he clambered down into the grave. He paid no more attention to me, and when I asked him a question, the young man said rather brusquely:


  “You’d better pray about it, sir.”


  Confused and troubled, I went away by a side path, while Torbacken’s coffin was carried towards the open grave.
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   Chapter Twenty Five


  Before the mail-coach started on the journey that was to take me far from the home of my childhood, I suddenly remembered the faded and sealed little box which the attorney had handed to me as the legacy of my aunt, Aglaia’s mother. I broke the seal there and then, and opened the lid. Lying on the yellowish-white silk was a lock of my beloved and unforgettable cousin’s golden-red hair, along with the silver ring I had so often seen on her little hand. The ring was of exquisite workmanship, and consisted of two snakes that coiled round a fire opal. I kissed the mysteriously glimmering stone many times, and also the silver scales of the two snakes that had once encircled a finger of the sweetest of hands; and I murmured over and over again the name that was so deeply and painfully engraved on my heart.


  I arrived in due course at the great city of Vienna, and gazed in astonishment at the street life with coaches and sedan chairs. That very evening I met once again with adventures so singular that I was forced to believe in the influence on my life of dark and superhuman powers for good or evil. My first adventure, however, was agreeable and pleasant.


  As I was crossing the square in which St. Stephen’s Minster reared its stone carvings I was held up by a congestion of carriages and sedan-chairs. I stood on the pavement close to an elegant chair carried by two bearers in dark red liveries, and found myself face to face through the open window with the lady inside. How can I describe the amazement I felt when I recognised in this fashionable high-wigged lady the saddler Holbrich’s daughter, Lorle? The recognition was mutual. Lorle uttered an exclamation, and called me by name.


  There I stood, with my hat off, enraptured by her full-blown beauty to which I was a stranger, a beauty that was slightly enhanced by trivial artifices. In an excited whisper I asked her to let me see her, and I asked when I might call. She made a rapid gesture of warning in the direction of the crimson-liveried porters, and then, in a very loud voice:


  “Yes, Doctor,” she said, “you can bring me the cream for the complexion to my house. Just ask for Madame Laurette Triquet in Schonlaterngasse.”


  She nodded to me graciously, I should even say condescendingly; and, pulling the string, she ordered the men to hurry on. After an excellent dinner that evening I again went forth from my lodging in Himmelpfortegasse. I wished to mix among the people in the thoroughfares as they enjoyed the coolness after the long, hot day. Soon I became aware that a very elegant and smartly-dressed young man was dogging my steps.


  Ere long he caught me up, and said, “If your honour wants to meet good company and enjoy a round at cards, I am ready to take you to a house where everything is of the best quality.”


  I was in the mood to pass the evening agreeably, and, incidentally, I hoped to swell my purse a little by luck at cards; therefore I expressed my willingness to accept the guidance of the man before me. He was very discreet. He left my side and went on ahead, only looking round occasionally to see if I was following him. After many turns to the right and many to the left through the badly lighted and badly paved streets we came into a very narrow and crooked lane. The young man stopped at a great door and gave four short raps with the knocker, followed by two that were louder.


  While we were waiting for an answer I saw a dark eye scrutinising us very attentively through the keyhole. Then a postern was opened in the great, iron-clamped door; a sly-looking old woman appeared, who looked carefully at us as she held up a burning candle. Only when my guide whispered something in her ear did the woman step back, and allow us to pass. We crossed a large, damp ivy-clad court with a fountain centring it in the form of a triton’s head; and then we climbed up a steep winding staircase that was almost in complete darkness.


  On the first floor my seemingly unselfish guide gave a similar knock on one of the doors. A footman threw open the doors to let me in. The next moment I found myself completely dazzled by the light of hundreds of wax candles, and stumbled forward, the gold-brocaded footman relieved us of our swords, hats and mantles. I realised at once that the shabby exterior of this out-of-the-way house and the inhospitable darkness on the staircase and in the court were calculated to keep away any over-inquisitive person.


  Incidentally it concealed the splendour of the interior. For the walls shone with gold. Beautiful Gobelins tapestry partly concealed the scarlet wall-hangings. The floor was as smooth as glass, and hundreds of candles burned in chandeliers of Venetian glass and silver wall-brackets. Exquisite sweetmeats and sparkling liquors were set forth on the tables, among priceless dishes of malachite, lapis-lazuli and marble.


  “Would Baron von Dronte care to step into the card-room?” asked my guide, politely smiling.


  “How do you know my name?” I asked, and I spoke rather sharply.


  The young man smiled in a superior manner.


  “We take an interest in all strangers of quality who arrive among us,” was the answer, “and we are kept informed of their appearance here by the post-boys. That is why I know that my Lord Baron has taken chambers at the widow Schwebskuchlein’s; and may I be pardoned for having brought your Lordship into a company he will surely appreciate, and where he will find gentlemanly amusement, and perhaps something from Fortune’s full horn.”


  As he spoke we entered one of the ante-rooms, brilliantly lighted and as brilliantly and luxuriously furnished. The games of “faro” and “landsknecht” were being played at many tables. When my name was announced the players scarcely turned their heads towards me, for at the largest table all eyes were anxiously fixed on the banker as I approached.


  Abrupt exclamations of “Va tout” or “Va banque” came from all sides, interrupted by the muffled ring of louis d’ors rolling on the green cloth that covered the marble of the tables. I drew out my purse, which I always wore inside my embroidered vest for fear of thieves; and I came up to the big table. The young man who had been my guide immediately brought a comfortable chair for me and disappeared as I was sitting down and thanking him negligently.


  Before beginning to play, I looked round at my fellows. I saw that I had joined a company of caricatures. The banker had a colourless, wry face with which havoc had been wrought through a wild and restless life. On his right eye he wore a square patch of cloth with a ribbon that crossed his forehead and disappeared behind his right ear. Seated next to him was a woman who was very short of breath, being monstrously fat; she wore a white-powdered pumpkin-shaped wig. She was decked with a vulgar profusion of pearls and jewels of all sorts. I adjudged her to be Spanish. Beside her sat an exceedingly thin lady, plainly of quality, and of great straightness and haughtiness, with half-shut eyes. Her sallow face was covered with beauty-spots in the form of palms, butterflies and birds. Her white fingers nervously wallowed in a heap of gold coins that lay before her.


  On the other side of the banker an old man with lifeless eyes was leaning back in his chair. When it was his turn to receive money his long fingers crawled out of his lace cuffs like the legs of a spider. An uncommonly ugly, hunchbacked man with a dark-brown face, with eyebrows as thick as a finger and black as coal, and sharp, thin lips, was eating bonbons out of a gold paper bag. A sharp smell of bitter almonds, which I had noticed as soon as I had entered the room, proceeded from him. Between him and a hussar, silver tassled and dressed in dark green, sat a timid and shrinking young girl, to whom I was at once attracted.


  Nor did the remaining men escape my notice. One was in expensive clothes, with a nose as red as a turkey-cock’s; another, judging by his embroidered coat, was a high official who turned on me a horse-like eye, bluish-white and blind. All the people at the table seemed monstrous in one way or another. But the young girl, who had immediately stirred me, unexpectedly and deeply, through her indescribable likeness to my dead cousin Aglaia, was exquisitely charming and beautiful.


  



  In these surroundings she gave the impression of a flower in a manure heap. She looked across at me with an earnest gaze that seemed to implore my help; it penetrated into my heart like a sweet flame, filling me with intense tenderness. I felt as if it were truly my Aglaia sitting opposite to me, only slightly changed in her appearance, imploring me mutely to defend and save her from some unknown danger. Soon I heard her name spoken by the hunchback in a sharp, commanding tone of foreign-sounding German. “Zephyrine!”


  Every time the fellow required a service from that charming and lonely child, the mouth of the spider-like old man, who was addressed as Count Korony, formed itself into a leer, unspeakably lewd and disgusting. I loved Zephyrine at first sight. There and then I vowed that I would seize the first opportunity of offering her my services, so urgently she appeared to need them. My sense of urgency was so strong in me that I could scarcely withhold myself. Several times I almost cast prudence to the winds and addressed her, especially at a moment when she looked at me with her greyish-golden eyes, and I could easily have believed that I was held by the gaze of Aglaia’s unforgettable stars. Still I managed not to betray emotion that would have been completely misunderstood.


  I felt able to wait for a convenient moment to speak to her without being noticed. The game went high, and the banker with the covered eye was drawing in whole mountains of gold. The stout Spanish woman who neighboured him was also having great luck. At first I played with circumspection. Twice I made a double, but at the next turn I lost.


  Soon I became excited in a manner that precludes reasonable play; I tried to regain quickly what I had lost, but I only lost again and again. The girl’s eyes dwelt on me sadly, telling me with an almost imperceptible glance to be careful, and to watch the banker’s fingers. Deeper and deeper I dived into my purse, more and more of my gold coins found their way into the all-grasping hands as well as those of the Spanish woman.


  At midnight I realised with terror that my money was nearly exhausted. Only a few gold coins remained. I bitterly regretted my thoughtlessness. Too late I began to remind myself that such secret gambling-houses were only made to trap simpletons. How often had I heard that after the plundered victim had left, the sham adversaries would share with the winner his gain won by their adroit co-operation.


  But though, after Zephyrine’s secret warning, I was on the look-out and watched carefully the banker’s hands, I could discern nothing to justify me in declaring the game unfair and claiming my money back. But even if I had discovered any trickery my demand would probably have had no effect on the majority of the numerous company, which was doubtless prepared for such emergencies. Moreover, the chances were that I would never be able to find the house again. In desperation I staked two of my four remaining gold coins. At the same moment the clock on the mantelpiece announced the hour of twelve in clear strokes and played a hoarse mournful gavotte.


  Suddenly a door was flung open, and a hollow-eyed footman appeared, dressed in a mourning livery of black, and pushing an armchair that held a new player. Right up to the table he wheeled it. The occupant was a very aged, decrepit old man in a white wig; like his footman he was dressed in black. His face was intelligent, but betrayed the traces of a dissipated life. It was criss-crossed with innumerable furrows and wrinkles. The waxen colour and peculiar immobility of his features lent a corpse-like and deathly aspect to his handsome and clever-looking head.


  Then the old man made a startling entry into the game. Taking no heed of the unconcealed amazement of the company round the table, he pushed a roll of gold on to the cloth and commenced without saying a word. The gamblers began whispering among themselves, covertly staring at him. It seemed to me as if the candles burned less brightly since he and his mute attendant had entered the room... And then the man in the invalid’s chair fixed his black, lifeless eyes on me and said in a voice that seemed to come from some unfathomable deep:


  “Herr von Dronte, I invite you to play in association with me. I was so thunderstruck that I could only nod. A mist settled before my eyes. Zephyrine’s charming face and glimmering hair were hidden from me for the moment; so were the bejewelled hand of the Spanish woman and the nimble fingers of the banker. The cards fell... Silently the old man pushed towards me half his winnings, a whole roll of golden sovereigns! The banker muttered something between his teeth, the stout lady mopped the perspiration and incidentally the greasy powder from her forehead, and the hussar muttered an unintelligible Hungarian oath.


  Again the cards fell; and again the thin old fingers pushed before me a heap of gold coins. Time ran on, but now it seemed to be raining gold. I saw people rising from the other tables and a ring of onlookers came clustering round us. Everybody kept perfectly still. Nothing was to be heard but the scarcely audible fall of the cards, the few words indispensable to the game, and the clear ring of metal.


  Presently my gold was too plentiful for me to encompass it with both my hands. I began filling my purse furtively. When it was packed to bursting, I crammed the ducats into my pockets. I now possessed three times as much gold as I had on entering the house. My coat-tails hung heavily down with it, the pockets of even my vest were swollen. Everyone lost, the man with the horse’s eye, the stout Spanish woman, the banker, the hussar, the red-nosed fellow, the courtier, the Count, and the hunchback at Zephyrine’s side.


  With trembling hands they searched their pockets and purses, their faces glistening with the perspiration of anxiety; and the paint on their eyebrows melted to a rusty black above their staring eyes. I knew I was rich. Soon I had no more room for my gold. Then the clock on the mantelpiece struck the first hour after midnight and rang out its tuneless gavotte. At the same moment the black footman entered and quietly took hold of the chair; and the old man, who was evidently suffering, nodded to me with a faint smile.


  The chair moved noiselessly away through the open doorway, through which it had been wheeled an hour ago. I sprang up and hurried after the invalid to express my gratitude to him. No one hindered me. Suddenly I felt a little, ice-cold, trembling hand seeking mine and a folded piece of paper thrust between my fingers. As quickly as I could I ran into the antechamber. Where was the man in the invalid’s chair? A sleepy footman gave me my mantle, hat and sword. I left him a few gold coins and hurried downstairs.


  The old woman stood at the door, as if she had just let someone out. She opened the door for me without objection. As I went out I heard frantic cries and wild swearing in the rooms above. I must thank my deliverer, I thought, as I hurried along. But the street was deserted. Nowhere was a trace to be seen of the old man’s vehicle. I ran down several side lanes. Nothing. Not a sound anywhere. How could he have disappeared so quickly?


  Then, all suddenly, I beheld in front of me, with terrible and indescribable distinctness, like a picture on a dark background, the chapel and the dead man from whose hands I was to have stolen the cross of two sticks for Fangerle, the desecrator of dead bodies. Half-fainting I leant back against a wall. And when a gust of wind made a lantern creak on its hinges above me I was so startled that I nearly fell to the ground. Zephyrine’s message was still in my hand. I unfolded it and read:


  “Save me...”
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   Chapter Twenty Six


  In my great anxiety to save the girl Zephyrine from some danger that she seemed aware of but which was unknown to me, I again remembered Lorle, the friend of my early years, whom I had encountered by accident on the day of my arrival in Vienna. Even though I had the strongest physical desire for Lorle, my meeting with a girl who reminded me so much of Aglaia robbed these desires of their power. I now desired to see her for other reasons. She might be of the greatest help to me, I realised, in my investigations about the lovely girl and her hunchback guardian. For Lorle was clever, and if her ascendancy in the social world was any true index, she must have possessed valuable connections.


  I inquired the way to Schonlaterngasse, and was eventually directed to its oldest house. Like the gambling hall, this house had a street front which was misleading: you could not guess from it what comfort and beauty were to be found inside. A gracefully sculptured group, representing the Rape of Proserpine, stood at the foot of a marble staircase, and painted Venetian Moors stood in wooden immobility on the landing, holding torches in their hands. A neat-looking chambermaid with coquettishly arranged dress led me up the stairs, and ushered me into a room hung with pale yellow silk. Here she excused herself and disappeared into the neighbouring room through a curtain held by putti.


  As the door opened for her I heard a short shrill laugh that filled me with astonishment; never before had I heard such a horribly piercing voice. I gazed round the elegant chamber in which I had been left standing, casually inspecting its only picture. It represented a dark man, plain-looking, with an olive complexion, sharply-cut features and sad dark eyes. He was garbed in a canary-coloured uniform with red cuffs and a black breastplate under his unbuttoned coat. The maid-servant reappeared, lifted the curtains of the inner door, and with a curtsey bade me go forward.


  I entered a boudoir of costly furniture. Lorle, or Laurette, as she was now called, reclined on a brocaded couch. Smiling, she stretched her jewel-covered hand out towards me from a cloud of lace and fine silk. I was very moved by the uncommon charm that radiated from her handsome face under its elaborate headdress. But as I stared at her in delight, by no means to her displeasure, forgetting everything in my ecstasy, I again heard that sickening, shrill laugh, and only now learnt that it proceeded from the crooked beak of a grey parrot, bald and ruffled.


  Had my mind not been occupied by the long-vanished image of a sweet childish face and gold-red hair, I could scarcely have refrained from showing my delight in the presence of this splendidly developed woman, whose first feelings of love had been aroused by me, all the more since Laurette, with accomplished art, displayed to me first a part of her heavenly bosom, then a noble leg or a classically rounded arm. Indeed I gave myself the pleasure of reminding her of the days when she had been called Lorle, and had kissed me in the bushes behind her father’s house.


  But with charming skill she changed the subject, keeping me within the limits she chose to set for our conversation. When once I made as if to touch her bare arm she tapped my fingers warningly with her ivory fan, and with strangely significant earnestness she pointed to the parrot, now busy sharpening his beak on his silver perch.


  “Be on your guard with this bird, my all-too-eager cavalier,” she said in a low voice, as if she feared lest the ruffled monster might hear her. “Apollonius does not like any familiarities in his presence. Besides, my little finger tells me, cher Baron, that you have not made your appearance to make love to me, but because you want my help in some way.”


  “I cannot deny it,” I replied, rather impressed. “But it is inconceivable to me, worshipful Laurette, how you could have guessed the truth!”


  She laughed.


  “Have not I got my oracle, as well as my protector and guardian at my side?” she teased; and then in a lower voice she added:


  “It is lucky that the good Apollonius is just a little deaf and can’t overhear everything we say.”


  The fact that she lowered her voice seemed to anger the parrot. He rolled his eyes and began restlessly dancing from one foot to the other, and pecked angrily at his perch.


  “Louder,” the parrot cried. “Louder.”


  “Do you see?” said Laurette. “He is in a bad temper to-day,” she added, and looked at the bird timidly.


  “He looks like an old villain, this Apollonius of yours,” I answered aloud. “They say that brutes of this species live to be more than a hundred.”


  “He-he-he! Ha-ha-ha!” screamed the parrot. “You are a brute yourself! A hundred years! Tete faible!”


  I was astounded.


  “What? Does he speak French too?”


  “He speaks all languages,” whispered Laurette, “so be careful! He keeps an eye on me and tells everything to my friend the Spanish Minister whose mistress I am.”


  She added reluctantly, and blushed slightly.


  “Apollonius knows hidden things and can foretell the future.”


  Now I knew who her protector was, and to whom she owed her good fortune. It would have been natural for me to feel a little pang of jealousy at the news, but I could not. Instead I was moved to sorrow and remorse that, through me, a pure and good-natured maiden had been led away from the peaceful and secure shelter of her parents’ house towards the sham and insecure magnificence of such a life. But I could not fail to observe that her circumspection in my presence was not due to any loyalty to her present friend and lover; she feared the treacherous babble of the bird, to which she evidently ascribed human understanding and human malice. These observations of mine made the thoroughly hideous, bald-headed creature more repulsive and horrid in my eyes than ever.


  I felt inclined to pick a quarrel with the bird, or, at all events, to test how far Laurette’s delusion as to his intelligence was founded. How could there really be brain-matter superior to that of other animals or birds in the parrot’s small round head, behind those staring eyes rolling backwards and forwards in their sockets? The bird might repeat imposing words and by chance make sense with them and produce uncommon and startling effects; but I could not and indeed I refused to believe in a parrot possessing anything even remotely resembling a human understanding. The only thing that I understood and justified in Laurette’s attitude was her precaution to speak in an undertone, so that the slightly deaf bird might not catch up words and jabber them out on some untimely occasion.


  I had heard a story about a starling, which is also a bird that talks, betraying its mistress by repeating in caressing tones before her husband the name of a young man who had long been suspected of being her lover. I took no notice, therefore, of Laurette’s warning expression, and turned to the parrot, looked at him fixedly, and said:


  “Now, Apollonius, if you are really as clever as you pretend to be, just tell me this:who was it won most at a game of ‘faro’ that I took part in yesterday?”


  The bird ruffled up his feathers and squinted and coughed horribly.


  “Defunctus!”


  I could only stare. I was powerless to say a word.


  “Please, Melchior, leave him alone,” said Laurette in a rapid undertone.


  Her look expressed horror. Then aloud:


  “Baron, do not tease Apollonius, or else he tells me the nastiest things that take away all my sleep.”


  “No, no,” I exclaimed, recovering my courage. “It was I who won, you devilish brute!”


  The grey creature laughed, inclining his head, and looking at me malevolently.


  “Donum grati defuncti.”


  “Why does nobody wring this mischievous vermin’s neck?” I exclaimed in a rage. “Give him some peach kernels and make him hold his peace.”


  Laurette shook her head.


  “He eats no poison.”


  “Murderer! Murderer!” grated Apollonius, and he beat his wings.


  “I suppose it is you who have committed murder, you foul creature!” I shouted, and I shook my fist at him. “You must be a soul damned by God and atoning for your sins in your present form.”


  At that a heavy, almost human, groan came from the perch, the groan of a tormented soul. The parrot gave me a terrible and hopeless look, and hung his head. He slowly drew his ugly lids over his eyes, and then I beheld, with a secret shudder, two tears fall from them! But the next moment he was staring at me with such horrid malice that any compassion I felt was instantly evaporated. Then I caught sight of the disturbed countenance of the beautiful Laurette, and I thought how disobliging and upsetting my behaviour must appear to her. To atone for my mistake, I decided to turn the affair into a joke. So I bowed to the bird with comic politeness, and said briskly:


  “Do not be angry, worthy Apollonius, I did not mean to offend your wisdom. I am converted. I doubt no more your marvellous gift for seeing the past and the future. Cannot we be friends, O king of all parrots?”


  The bird shook with laughter, noisily clapped his beak and whistled. Then, with dreadful distinctness, he shook his head in the negative, for all the world like a human being.


  “So we cannot be friends?” I went on, winking at the same time to Laurette. “I am sorry, for I wanted your assistance. I would have liked to ask you a question about a certain hunchback I am trying to find.”


  My question was, of course, intended for Laurette, and I was about to explain it to her, when a rattle came from the perch.


  “Dottore Postremo.”


  “What business have you with him?” Laurette interrupted quickly.


  Her tone betrayed astonishment.


  “Why, do you know him?” I asked; I was unable to conceal my eagerness.


  She blushed deeply.


  “Merely by chance,” she replied, with embarrassment.


  “What is the matter with him?”


  “He is an Italian doctor. Many women go to him to be rid of the unpleasant consequences of pleasant hours... He is a man of very bad reputation, and the courts have often been on his track. But it has never been possible to prove anything against him. You must not think, though, that he is my doctor.”


  I smiled politely.


  “How could I, my beautiful Laurette!”


  “He is also said to have a very pretty adopted daughter or niece who is with him,” she continued. And as if struck by a new thought, she looked at me searchingly. “Quite a young girl. He lives at a house called ‘zum Fassel.'”


  She lowered her eyes and looked at me from under her eyelids.


  “Be careful,” she added, “he is capable of anything.”


  “You are mistaken, Laurette,” I said, uncaring whether or not it was the truth, “I am not looking for an adventure.”


  The damned bird startled me by breaking in with a wild mocking laugh. Laurette sighed reproachfully.


  “Apollonius sees through you,” she said. “You always had an inclination towards youth and innocence, Baron von Dronte.”


  “Your remark arouses a memory in me,” I smilingly answered, “that has been so unforgettable and so precious that it has lit up the whole of my life, like a star.”


  “Oh you are as gallant as ever!” she cried.


  She offered me her hand to kiss, and rose up, eager and, it seemed to me, joyful. I too rose up, but it was to take my departure. I was bewildered by contradictory and disturbing feelings.


  “Tell me,” I said, turning and again addressing the bird. “As I have not succeeded in winning your friendship, how shall I fare in the future!”


  “Your head off! Your head off!” screamed the parrot, and leered at me with the delight of a devil.


  I turned my back on the uncanny creature and went out of the room. Laurette accompanied me. I found myself in the yellow room. Hardly had the curtain fallen behind us than I saw her turn pale. I had just time to prevent her from falling by taking her in my arms. I laid her down on a small sofa and looked round. On one of the tables was a golden flagon, and I moistened her forehead with the highly scented essence. She opened her eyes slowly.


  “The horrid creature frightened me,” she murmured.


  Then clasped her arms round my neck. But I gently disengaged myself.


  “I am a prisoner,” she suddenly whispered in a tone of desperation. “That satanic brute guards me better than any human being could do. Do you hear how angry he is there, screaming and beating his wings? This is his sign for the maid to come and take charge of me. But she is not at home, I have sent her away on an errand. We are alone...”


  Again her soft, round arms were clasped round my neck, and before I could realise my position her hot, red lips were on mine.


  “Lorle, poor Lorle,” I whispered... But all the time my thoughts were for Zephyrine, in the house of the hunchback doctor.


  Gently I unfastened Laurette’s arms and looked at her.


  “Forget me, Lorle,” I said. “Do not stake all your happiness for this one moment.”


  At once a flame flashed in her eyes.


  “Thank you for your kind consideration,” she answered harshly. “Now I know there is someone else, and that I am nothing to you.”


  “Lorle!” I stammered.


  “Go! Go!” she said, and the tears stood in her eyes. “It is no use trying to deceive me!”


  I went out of the room, shutting the door between me and a sobbing woman.
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   Chapter Twenty Seven


  Ardently I pursued my search for Zephyrine. The house called “zum Fassel” was easy to find, but it would have been foolish of me to have attempted to enter Dr. Postremo’s lodging on any trivial pretext. After all, I would not be able to speak to Zephyrine in his presence, and, even if we succeeded in exchanging a few words, every one of them would be overheard. I reflected also that after the night at the gaming-hall the doctor might possibly have formed a bad opinion of me. My best plan, I decided, was to wait and watch for a moment when the doctor was away and his niece at home. Otherwise I had best leave all to luck, and hope to meet Zephyrine some time when she would be going out of doors.


  Therefore I spent all of my time outside the house, never losing sight of its door. But fortune was not with me. The opportunity I sought for did not come. Then something happened that deeply impressed me. It gave rise in my mind, moreover, to a series of puzzling and tormenting questions, and at the same time it filled me, strange though the fact may seem, with confidence. I was walking down the neighbouring Greek Street to partake of a hurried meal at an inn. Scattered groups of Greek and Turkish traders were discussing their business in the street, according to their Oriental custom, and I was obliged to slow down in order to make my way through the throng, so engrossed seemed everybody in their conversation.


  I was threading tortuously along, when suddenly at the further end of the street I beheld something that threw me into the greatest perturbation. A man in a black turban, his radiant eyes fixed in my direction, seemed to be advancing towards me. I distinctly saw his clear-cut features, the amber necklace, his red-brown gown. At once when I recovered my control I vowed that this time I would approach him. I began making my way vigorously through the astonished and annoyed crowd of traders, and was obliged momentarily to turn my eyes away from the man I was pursuing. When I again looked his way he had, alas, disappeared, just as he had done on every occasion that brought me within reach of him. I hurried on as fast as I could towards the turn of the street, but it was in vain. Neither to right nor left could my eyes discover him. I saw none but strange people, indifferently coming or going their way. My sense of bafflement was complete.


  Instinctively I felt that the apparition of this extraordinary man signified that an important and decisive event was close upon me. I decided to make inquiries from one of the Levantine merchants I had so rudely pushed aside. I felt that it was just possible that an Oriental living in Vienna and going about in Oriental dress must be known to some of them. Therefore I retraced my steps, and addressed an old Turk with a white beard and a good-natured face, who wore a sable-trimmed mantle even on that hot day, and, judging by the behaviour of the people about him, was much respected. Apologising as politely as I could for my importunity, I proceeded to make my inquiries.


  The Turk touched his mouth and forehead with his right hand, and replied in tolerable German with equal politeness. He did not know the man, he said, nor had he ever seen him. But his eyes had turned to a tiny red scar which had been made on me by the broken glass case. He dwelt on it with an intent and unfathomable expression.


  Then in a voice full of respect he said:


  “You, sir, who bear the mark of Evli, do you put questions to me?”


  I did not understand his meaning. Again I described the stranger’s turban and mantle.


  “It is the dress of the Halweti Dervishes,” answered the Turk, bowing low. “Grant me your goodwill, Effendim.”


  He stepped back and away. Immediately the other Turks besieged him with questions, and his answers were given in an undertone. He seemed to be spreading an extraordinary idea concerning me, for when I had to pass the group again they all bowed before me and drew up on either side of my path. I could only hurry past in confusion.


  I took my simple meal in a chophouse, very disturbed within me, and puzzling my brain all the while about the apparition that I had never succeeded in approaching. After I finished eating I went again to take up my post before the sign of “zum Fassel.” On my way there I passed a Greek coffee-house and casually glanced into its shadows. To my joy and amazement, the first thing I saw there was the hunchback figure of Dr. Postremo. He was sitting at a backgammon board on which the pieces were scattered in disorder.


  He was gesticulating excitedly to a black-haired man with a long crooked nose, who sat smiling sarcastically. After a while the hunchback’s angry feelings were quieted, the pieces were again disposed in order, and the game recommenced. I realised then that the house of “zum Fassel” had another door which had escaped my notice, and which was used by the Italian. It was now or never. I entered and asked the first person I met the whereabouts of the doctor’s lodging. I received the surly reply that it was on the second floor. Without difficulty I found the door bearing his name. It had also a bell-handle in the form of a hand giving the fig. Just as I was reaching out to ring the bell a little grey woman came up from the street and opened the door with a latch-key. When she was inside, I pushed past her.


  “Do not be frightened, good dame,” I said in a low voice, stepping close to her; “I must speak at once to Mademoiselle Zephyrine.”


  At the same moment I pressed a few imperial ducats into her hand. The effect was excellent. The ugly old woman grinned and led me at once through the dark entrance into a badly-lighted room. There was an odour of bitter almonds everywhere.


  “Wait here a minute,” she muttered and left me.


  My gaze wandered round the room. It was an uncanny place. Two skeletons, bending forward in a horrible way, stood in a dark corner; one could recognise that the spines and shoulder-blades had in their lifetime formed humps, like that which Dr. Postremo carried on his own back. Perhaps he had wished to study through them his deformed anatomy. On a table in another part of the room, only half concealed by a green hanging, large glass vessels contained human organs, swimming in a transparent liquid. A dried brain, like the kernel of a gigantic nut, lay on another table whose polished slab was made with a kind of stone I had never seen. It bore a network of grey, greenish, blue and pink curves, white angular spots, and sharply delineated spaces of dark red between them.


  



  Thinking it some rare and peculiar marble I touched the slightly greasy, ovular slab and learnt, to my disgust, that it was the polished section of a petrified corpse, one of the kind that, as I had heard, were skilfully prepared in Bologna. On the window-sill stood a glass case containing a completely distorted, deformed chameleon. At first I thought the creature was dead, but then it slowly fixed its protuberant eye on me and changed its colour into a dusty red...


  A curtain rustled behind me. A white figure stood motionless, with eyes half closed. Zephyrine! At once I caught her in my arms. I murmured gentle words as I drank in the intoxicating scent of her hair. I covered her white face with kisses.


  “I have found you at last,” I whispered. “I shall never leave you again.”


  I was overwrought with happiness.


  “I knew you would come,” she said.


  With her little hands she clung to my shoulders, and I heard from her lips the appeal she had written down on the slip of paper which I had received in the gambling-house.


  “Save me! Save me! Take me with you!…”


  The sound of her pleading voice filled me with ecstasy. I was stirred deeply, moreover. I was ready to do anything she might wish.


  “Are you in danger, Zephyrine?” I asked.


  She nodded quickly several times and again pressed close to me. For one brief moment I thought of the severe penalties imposed by the Empress’s law court on those whom they regarded as seducers. I had heard of the fate of a nobleman who had induced the wife of a certain courtier and special favourite to elope with him: he was arrested and carried away to the dungeon of Spielberg, where he was forced to stand half submerged in a stream of sewage, a pepper-filled iron pear in his mouth, gnawed by rats until he died horribly.


  But the ecstasy of my happiness stilled all my qualms, and drove away all reflection, and at once I prepared to take her away. The girl gave a plausible explanation to the grey-haired old woman; and, corroborating my own words by a fresh shower of gold, I assured her that we were only going out for a short walk. The woman, who did not seem to be greatly attached to her master, opened the door for us: we went quietly and quickly down the stairs, trembling in apprehension of an unpleasant encounter.


  We passed along the streets without an instant’s pause. Zephyrine was protected from curious eyes by her mantle and thick veil, and we entered my rooms in Himmelspfortegasse unnoticed even by my fellow-lodgers. Zephyrine told me everything. She was an orphan, and when she was only four years of age Postremo took her to live with him, pretending charity. At first he treated her well, and even gave her a careful education.


  But events revealed that this good beginning was not prompted by kindness. For when Zephyrine had completed her sixteenth year (a few months before I met her), Doctor Postremo informed her that it was now time for her to show her gratitude to him, and incidentally by doing so she would lay the foundations of her own fortune.


  It seemed that Count Johann Nepomuk Korony, the mummy-like old man I had seen at the card-table, was ready to pay the Doctor’s debts, which were not inconsiderable, if Zephyrine would agree to become his bedfellow. In the enjoyment of this new existence the hoary, worn-out monster would be able to regain some of his lost youth and interest in life. Also the scoundrel hoped that the untouched maiden could relieve him of a certain gallant disease without catching it herself.


  Postremo made his explanation to her with cynical outspokenness. Her tears and entreaties caused him only to make a last attempt to retrieve his fortune at the card-table. And it was on the evening which brought such fortune to me that his final hope of doing so was dashed. Since then, more than ever before, he had kept the girl under lock and key, for he was convinced that she would attempt anything to save herself.


  I realised that I had turned up at the eleventh hour. For the man in whose company I had seen Dr. Postremo at the Greek coffee-house was no other than Count Korony’s chamberlain, and there was no doubt that the wretched Postremo was making the final arrangements for carrying out the nefarious scheme. The poor girl was in a state of continuous terror, for she knew well that the doctor was a past-master in the preparation of stupefying drugs, that were capable of taking away all free will. She had taken only the scantiest food for many days lest she fell a victim to her jailer’s hellish contrivances. And yet all the time she felt the dreadful moment approaching nearer and nearer, the moment in which she would be surrendered into the power of the lewd, spider-like old man.


  The narrative, as I listened to it, was often interrupted by her tears and her words stumbled pitifully as she lived over again the martyrdom of those last trembling days, with all hope of help from me slowly vanishing. I sent my servant out for a meal, as a pretext to get him away. She was mine, and only death could separate us. Every moment of our happiness was too valuable to be missed. It was clear to both of us that we were destined for each other through all eternity, and it cost her neither tears nor hesitation to become wholly mine.


  We felt no awkwardness, no shyness before each other. A holy, irresistible desire drove us to become one body and soul, and it occurred to neither of us to strengthen the eternity of our love with oaths. Everything, we felt, had to be as it was and had been fore-ordained by eternal laws. When I held her for the first time in my arms, and watched over the sleep of my dearest of all, I was suddenly seized with an inexplicable feeling and plunged into ecstasy.


  At first I was overcome by a great dread, as if we were menaced by tongues of fire. Then I heard a clock in the endless distance, striking: ding-ding-dong. The smell of apples and strange wood surrounded me, memories overwhelmed me, and before I was aware of what I was saying, my lips called Aglaia! Aglaia!
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   Chapter Twenty Eight


  Good fortune was with us, and events moved along smoothly. My money purchased the necessary papers and we were married in a small parish church not far from Vienna, so that it was not long before we found ourselves with nothing to fear from the law. Nor, it seemed, had we anything to fear from Postremo himself. I quit my lodgings, dismissed the servant I had employed, and we purchased a little house at Grinzing, a delightful place hidden in a garden of bushes and trees. With the help of clever workmen our new home was fitted up most pleasantly.


  An unclouded summer of bliss went by, each day bringing us nearer together. At moments of intense emotion I would sometimes call Zephyrine “Aglaia.” This strange behaviour seemed neither to offend nor astonish her, although I had often talked about my dearly beloved lost cousin and of their mutual resemblance. Once she said to me:


  “I am yours, whatever name you like to call me.”


  She resembled Aglaia especially in her great love for flowers and animals. Our garden was full of roses, and fragrant with the warm sweet scent of the red rose, the acid scent of the white rose, and the delicate scent of the yellow rose. All the flower-beds glowed with colour, and the garden was a sea of balmy odours. Puppies and kittens frolicked round us, birds chirruped in the branches, and swift lizards scampered over the gravel paths. Soon after our house was finished Zephyrine felt herself with child. Heavy of body and pale she sat in our favourite retreat among the thick, flowering bushes.


  “It will be a boy with dark hair like its father.” I jested.


  “No, it is a little girl I have under my heart,” she smiled back. “And she shall be called Aglaia.”


  I kissed her and looked lovingly into her grey, gold-glinting eyes. I saw that a trace of fear still lingered in them. I carefully propped up her pillows and thought how happy we would be again when the hour of difficulty was past.


  Suddenly her face assumed an expression of nameless horror. Her eyes were staring at something over my shoulder. The dogs barked fiercely in their kennels. I turned swiftly. Behind me stood the hunchback doctor! A disagreeable smell of bitter almonds began to dominate the scent of flowers. I seized the monster by the chest and shook him.


  “You scoundrel,” I growled. “Now I have you; you won’t get away alive.”


  The hunchback was purple in the face. He panted out something I could not understand. But Zephyrine understood it. She uttered a piercing shriek, and when I swung back to her, she was lying motionless. At that moment I felt a burning pain in my right hand. It was suddenly paralysed. I loosened my hold, my arm dropping helplessly, numb and heavy. Horrified I saw the man coolly wipe a drop of blood from a small glistening lancet he had stabbed me with while I was off my guard.


  “Oh, it’s all right,” he laughed, putting the weapon back into his pocket. “Una piccola paralisi, does not last longcinque minuti! You no attack me, I no stab you!”


  He pulled a little box out of another pocket and held it to his foster-daughter’s nose. Zephyrine sneezed loudly, and at once recovered consciousness.


  “My uncle!” she said, and a shudder ran through her.


  “Si, si, lo zio,” he grinned, “il padre, if she likes, if Zephyrine does! You not expected me, Signore? O cattivo, cattivo. What have you done? Eh?”


  “Wait for me here,” I said. “First I must free my wife of the sight of you, and carry her indoors. After that I shall be at your disposal.”


  He laughed, and sprawled his ugly shape across one of the benches, a malignant smile on his face. My paralysed arm had already recovered, as he prophesied, from the effect of the poisonous wound, and I assisted Zephyrine indoors. But again she collapsed, and it took some time for me to get her to her room and help her into bed. Sobbing, she begged me not to expose myself to any new danger; for in spite of his deformity Postremo was one of the most violent and dangerous of men. I promised her all she asked in order to pacify her: then I took a loaded pistol and went back into the garden, resolved to stop at nothing.


  When I returned to our favourite arbour among the rose-bushes, which had so abruptly ceased to be an undiscovered place of refuge, the ugly doctor still sat there, gnashing his yellow teeth and growling to himself. A lot of beautiful roses had been plucked to pieces and trampled cruelly. I was furious. I could not speak. I could only point to the devastation. The gnome contemptuously spat and kicked at the maltreated flowers.


  “This for you and la putana rossa. You me understand?” he cried. “O Dio, Dio! I am ruined. You have robbed me of twenty thousand ducats.”


  “Dog of a pimp!” I cried, and again I raised my hand threateningly. He promptly brought out the poisoned lancet and held it so that the blade glistened ominously in the sunlight.


  “Next time the arm will no more get better,” he threatened. “Attenzione! you make no jokes with me! Be seated, my Lord Dronte.”


  I sat down and listened in silent fury to his complaints. It was a low calumny, he declared, to say that he had wished to sell the girl for vile purposes to Count Korony. Had not I heard of the young bedfellows of King David? Did not I know that in England, as a result of discoveries by the famous Professor Graham, regular courses of rejuvenation had been started for the old? They slept with untouched virgins and gained fresh life from the aura of the young. Did I not know that every possible precaution was taken to preserve the honour of the girl? Who could dare to call an approved medical practice pimping?


  And finally, who was to reimburse the twenty thousand ducats he, Dr. Postremo, had lost by my kidnapping of Zephyrine? Hey? With remarkable self-control I replied that he was wasting his time. I was ready, I said, to pay damages to the sum of five hundred ducats, and no more. In any case, the sum he demanded considerably exceeded my possibilities. He squinted his eyes, wrung his hands, and renewed his demands. He began to whimper when he recognised that his efforts would be in vain, and eventually declared himself to be satisfied with a thousand ducats. Reluctantly I went indoors and got the money, though I felt the loss of it very acutely. But no sacrifice was too great for Zephyrine’s peace. When I returned, bringing two hundred ducats, all I possessed at home, and a draft on my banker’s for the remainder, I noticed on the table a small phial containing a transparent oily liquid.


  “Here is the money,” I said, handing over the rolls of gold and the bill.


  He carefully examined everything before he put the money into his coat pocket.


  “And now…!” I said curtly, pointing to the path leading down the garden.


  “You wait! you wait!” he chattered, drawing my attention to the flask. “A little what do you call it? You give three drops to the mother every day and you will have un bello ragazzoa son and si volete a little girl anche!”


  Again I pointed down the garden.


  “Va bene,” he muttered. “Addio, Barone.”


  Slowly he shuffled along the path, dragging his hump as a snail drags its shell. I followed him slowly until the garden gate was shut behind him and the furious barking of the dogs in the kennels ceased. But through the bushes I distinctly saw him shaking his fists at our house, with a hideous grimace, his lips muttering inaudible words. The scent-bottle was still on the table. My first instinct was to throw it into the bushes. But instead I took it into my hand and drew forth the stopper. Again that smell of bitter almonds assailed me. It seemed to cling to everything.


  I did not smash the phial against a stone, nor did I pour its contents on to the ground. I know not what urged me to take it with me and show it to Zephyrine.


  “Three drops a day and a son is vouchsafed us, the rascal said; and, if we like, a girl also!”


  I tried to laugh...


  “Are you really so anxious to have a son, darling?” breathed Zephyrine, a faint blush suffusing her poor pale face.


  “Oh, yes,” I answered without thinking, as I clasped her tenderly in my arms.


  What did the money matter, I felt at that moment! All I possessed I would have given away for her, the only one. Gladly would I have earned my bread in the sweat of my brow for her dear sake.
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   Chapter Twenty Nine


  Summer had gone, the flowers had long since withered, and red and yellow leaves came fluttering down from the trees. Then the icy Boreas caught the first snowflakes and drove them against the windows of the chamber where Zephyrine was lying in her travail. During the night she had become feverish; so that the midwife shook her head, saying:


  “I don’t like the case at all. You must send for a doctor at once! She is much too weak.”


  In our neighbourhood there was one good physician, the grey-haired Dr. Anselm Hosp. I sent for him in all haste. While I awaited his coming I sat in the next room, stopping my ears so that I might not hear the cries and wild groans of my wife. Hope of a happy issue had dwindled, for the pains and suffering had by now lasted several days. Zephyrine’s poor body was terribly exhausted. There was no doubt that some cause was preventing a simple and natural birth, some cause which even the midwife could not understand.


  Then I remembered that hateful smell of bitter almonds, lingering even after all these months. Zephyrine had assured me that she had upset and smashed the scent-bottle I had brought to her after the hunchback’s hideous appearance in the garden, which seemed to me the explanation why we could not get rid of the smell. Then why was I suddenly seized with such an anxiety about the hunchback’s gift?


  The old doctor came at last, carrying a large black bag, that rattled with his instruments. This sharp rattle pierced through me, limb and marrow. Quietly we stole to the bed. I was stricken with terror when I saw my Zephyrine’s agonised face and her large bright eyes wandering and flickering. Dark red flushes blazed out on her ghastly cheeks.


  “You…” she sighed, hardly audibly.


  “Darling, tell me: did you taste that liquid he brought in the phial?”


  A faint smile flickered across the suffering mouth.


  “Only three drops once a day.”


  “Ah!” I cried in dismay. “Why did you do it?”


  I almost rebuked her.


  “Why did you tell me you had not touched the poison when I asked you before?”


  “You longed so for a son.”


  Her words came like a breath of air. Then an expression of pain appeared in her wide-open eyes, her hands clutched the bedclothes, and the convulsions returned, and she screamed. The doctor made a rapid examination, and beckoned me into the next room.


  “Baron,” he said, “to my regret I have to tell you that your wife must undergo a very drastic operation. Your wife cannot give birth in the normal fashion, and I must perform a Caesarian operation.”


  I staggered back.


  “A Caesarian,” I stuttered.


  The doctor looked at the ground.


  “It is a drastic operation because, although a strong and healthy woman could withstand it all right, the Baroness’s great weakness and fever make it a dangerous and uncertain business. The introduction into her system of some external poison has complicated the matter... I cannot conceal this from you. Moreover, I must operate at once with only the nurse to help me, though a second surgeon is really indispensable. But I cannot risk waiting the length of time it would take for a carriage to go to town and come back again.”


  I was stunned, as if by a physical blow. I could hardly realise it. Zephyrine in mortal danger! It was impossible. It was nonsense. What would become of me! what meaning was there in life? The Man from the East of whom I thought every day with gratitude had by his appearance in Griechengasse led me up to the greatest happiness of my life. Was it only that I might so cruelly forfeit it and sink into the darkest abyss of suffering? No, it could not be, it was impossible. If she died, I would die also.


  A cry of terrible pain tore me from my thoughts. The doctor had returned to my wife’s room; I made to follow him, but he motioned me earnestly and decidedly to stay outside and await the result of his operation. I fell back into a chair. Helpless and numbed, I looked vacantly at the snowdrift through the window. A church bell sounded in the falling dusk of the autumn day and a dog began to howl. I recognised its bark. It was Amando, Zephyrine’s favourite.


  The prolonged shrill howl almost drove me to madness. My fears were increased, for I well knew what power of presentiment is possessed by devoted animals.


  Sobs and stifled cries came from the next room. I heard the doctor breathing hard as he made some exhausting effort. I heard him give orders in an undertone, heard the lamenting exclamations of the midwife, the clanking of vessels and metallic objects, the splashing of water and the moving of chairs. What terrible things were going on! Then came a woman’s cry. But it was not Zephyrine’s, it was the nurse crying.


  What had caused it? I distinctly heard the doctor reproving her in an angry but muffled voice. I trembled all over. I gripped the back of my chair. Silence came, the silence of death. The doctor appeared. He looked round in confusion. By the light of the wax candles that I had lighted I saw that his face was dripping with sweat. His hands were red.


  “You must summon up all your courage,” he said to me slowly, and a solemn expression came over his face. “Step in and make the sacrifice of concealing your own suffering, so that the dying may depart peacefully.”


  I felt a burning grief, my breath almost ceased; I clenched my teeth and slowly went into the next room. Through a veil of tears which in spite of my resolve came down pouring from my eyes, I saw something lying on the table, covered with a sheet. Its very outline filled me with horror. Then I approached the bed and knelt down. With a great effort Zephyrine opened her eyes. Her face was white as snow, her lips bore traces of her own teeth. I took her hand; it was as light and as cool as a rose-leaf; I pressed it to my heart. She smiled, and her lips moved.


  “It is a little son,” she whispered, “as I prayed heaven for and a vixen for me a little Aglaia. Later on I may see the children yes?”


  The doctor was standing on the other side of the bed, and he motioned to me. I took the cue.


  “Certainly, darling,” I answered, “as soon as you have slept.”


  I thought then that my heart would burst. But a look of fear appeared in her eyes. She tried to raise herself, and fell back helpless.


  “Or is it must I die?” she stammered.


  “Zephyrine!” I cried, and covered her hand with kisses. “Do not speak in this way, it is wrong! Everything is going on well. You must only sleep, rest and gain strength, after what you have suffered.”


  “I have suffered gladly for me and for you,” she smiled. “Oh, I should so like to remain with you always.”


  Her hand drew me with unexpected force.


  “I want your face to be near me!”


  I approached as near as possible. Her weary eyes suddenly widened, fixing themselves on me with an expression of terrible hunger. I was transfixed by her stare... I sat there for a long time... Then somebody came behind me and touched my arm.


  “You have held out bravely, Baron.”


  It was the doctor.


  “She has passed away easily and happily.”


  Only now did I see in Zephyrine’s angel face the holy mirror of Eternity. I could neither weep nor think. Surely it was Aglaia who lay there! White and beautiful. White and beautiful as the image I bore in my heart. Was the church bell still ringing? Or was it my blood beating and booming in my ears? The doctor interrupted my brooding.


  “Do you feel strong enough,” he asked, “to give a thought to the cause of all this?”


  Nothing mattered now, she was dead. But the sight that confronted my eyes when I looked up was so dreadful that it tore from me a sobbing cry. I reeled back and scarcely felt any sensation when my head knocked against the doorpost. There lay my baby, a monster! A small normal body, but on its shoulders two necks and two heads... one with dark hair, one with light.


  “A true hermaphrodite, male and female together,” said the doctor.


  I threw up my hands, and ran past the nurse into the other room, flinging myself on to the table, dry sobs choking my throat. The doctor followed me. He sat down beside me in silence, and waited. When I had regained my self-control I told him about the phial the wretch had left us, and of my criminal thoughtlessness in leaving it undestroyed. Dr. Hosp thought for a while.


  “I remember,” he said, “hearing of an Italian doctor who had succeeded in producing monstrous deformities by certain poisons. But to me such trespassing in the secret workshop of Nature seems incredible...”


  A terrible thought occurred to me. Without taking any more notice of the doctor, without listening to his anxious questions as to what I was about, I tore open my gun case and drew out a double-muzzled pistol. Then I seized my hat and mantle, and rushed out into the snowstorm. As I reached the gate of the garden, a carriage drove slowly past. I hailed the coachman, and ordered him to drive me as fast as his horses could go to the house called “zum Fassel.”


  He looked at me stupidly. I took out a few gold coins and pressed them into his hand. He doffed his hat very low. The whip whistled, the horses sprang forward. By the time I had recovered my senses I was standing in the dark lobby of the house. Someone was wiping my face with a wet sponge, smelling of lavender and vinegar. A single question was in my mind.


  “Has he gone?”


  “Yes, sir, believe me ’tis true,” said a stout dame, “and thank God for it.


  It is two months since the rascal left, stealing away in the night. His belongings have been seized by the magistrate.”


  She added something about Postremo having performed an unlawful operation on a young girl who then died.


  “Gone!” I laughed like a madman, and was helped into the waiting carriage and driven away.


  The snow whirled, the wind whistled through the open windows. Houses slipped past, their windows blind and dark. Zephyrine was dead! dead… Never would she live again.
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   Chapter Thirty


  I became as a hollow hull, a lifeless, dressed-up body. My daily habits were nothing to me. I took food without relish, and only when it was put before me. I would fall asleep sitting in a chair, or find myself in bed fully dressed. My eyes were dim, my clothes, which I seldom changed, became unclean and old. I never knew the time of day; I felt neither heat nor cold. I let my servants do whatever they liked.



  At times I would be seized with a terrible yearning, and search restlessly through the rooms and the garden, calling the names of Zephyrine and Aglaia. Throughout long days I sat by my wife’s grave, and I only went away when the gravediggers reminded me politely that it was closing time.


  When she had died her favourite dog Amando could not be driven away from her last resting-place; he refused food and drink and soon he died of grief and hunger. The gravediggers led me to a plot of unconsecrated ground in a corner of the churchyard where they had buried him.


  When at last I began to feel the healing influence of time, I summoned a notary and had my house and garden transformed into an asylum for deformed children, investing a considerable sum of money to maintain it. I moved my belongings to the Hotel of the Golden Lamb and gradually made my preparations for departure from a town where everything hurt and distressed me; for everything reminded me of Zephyrine.


  The only tokens of her memory that I preserved were a lock of her hair and the ring with the fire-opal that had belonged to Aglaia before her. Zephyrine’s fingers had been as slender and as delicate as my cousin’s. As for the lock of my wife’s hair, I had put it in my aunt’s pale blue casket, and there it got accidentally mixed up with Aglaia’s, and the two could no longer be distinguished or separated.


  I planned to go to some distant country, far away. When I roamed about the streets, I would often notice that people drew each other’s attention to me. Then they would tap their foreheads significantly with their fingers and laugh outright. But this brutal rudeness did not in the least affect me. In my aimless wanderings from place to place I came to an amusement place outside the town, called Lustwaldchen.


  A fair was in full swing, entirely devoted to the amusements of the people. I was relieved to find that no one took any notice of my appearance; which had become rather striking through the nervous convulsions that showed on my face, a consequence of my sufferings.


  The fair-ground was full of booths and huts, of performing bears, muffin-men, soothsayers and marionette theatres. There were pedlars and hawkers of every kind. To the sound of a tuneless music girls and lads swung round on wooden horses, painted blue and white, or red and yellow. I came to a tent and heard the shrill sounds of trumpets and rattle of drums.


  A sword-swallower in spangled trousers stood surrounded by loafers; his neck was bent back; and near by was a tub of vinegar, into which dirty hands were diving for cucumbers. Suddenly, in the thick of the throng I saw Laurette. She was leaning on the arm of a man, tall, lean and dark-faced. She looked as if she was about to die of laughter, so entertained was she by the coarse and common jokes of a Hans Wurst who pulled his pants down and showed his backside to a hairy devil.


  Two southern-looking footmen in dark liveries followed at a respectful distance behind Laurette and her companion. She did not see me. I walked on without any thought for the weariness of my feet. At last I halted before a large booth which had painted on its wall a picture representing an old wizard standing in front of a blazing fire. He wore a pointed hat, and a scarf with the figures of the zodiac painted on it was draped over his shoulders. His left hand was buried in his wavy white beard, and in his right he held a little magician’s rod with which he was conjuring. In the smoke stood a vaguely drawn veiled white figure, with closed eyes. Beneath the picture, which was painted with some skill but in screaming colours, I read an inscription:


  THE FAMOUS NECROMANCER, MAGICIAN AND MASTER OF THE SEVEN FREE ARTS, ARCADIUS CHRYSOPOMPOS OF ÖDENBURG, CALLED THE HUNGARIAN DR. FAUST.


  A harlequin stood at the entrance to the booth. He wielded a crude lyre and a brass horn, and with mad gestures and loud cries was urging the public to step in and see the performance, which was about to begin. Two grenadiers in white uniforms, accompanied by brightly-dressed, buxom girls, were the first to respond to the invitation. They mounted the three steps and passed through a red curtain, which the crier raised. They were followed by the straggling citizens and their wives, and some young people of either sex.


  Drawn by a vague impulse, I also went in and took my place among all these people, sitting on benches in front of the small, badly lighted stage. After a few coarse scenes, all ending with the harlequin having his ears boxed by the magician, the main performance began, and proved to be exactly what I had expected. The magician with the sham beard impressed the yokels with a series of clever conjuring and card tricks.


  Then he cooked an omelette in a hat that had been rather unwillingly lent by a citizen. He produced out of it endless ribbons, little white rabbits, and an aquarium with little fishes in it. Then he pounded a gold watch in a mortar, only to produce it again uninjured from the bag of a girl in the audience, who giggled with confusion. And now came the moment for his more difficult feats.


  He tore off the heads of a white and a black dove and healed them in the twinkling of an eye, but so that the black bird received a white head, and the white bird a black head. This trick upset my squeamish senses, and I felt inclined to get up and leave the booth. But I needed to pass along the crowded rows of onlookers, obliging everyone to rise from his seat; so I shut my eyes instead for a short time, and ere long I felt my sickness pass away.


  The applause and wondering murmur of the audience forced me once more to open my eyes. The scene on the stage had changed to represent a well-executed painting of a moonlit churchyard. A thin, beardless man, wrapped in a black mantle, was walking up and down between the headstones and crosses, reciting a monologue. The churchyard, he said, was haunted by a ghost; he wished to get hold of the evildoer who was certain to lurk behind the apparition, and destroy his power.


  Twelve strokes sounded on a gong behind the scenes, announcing midnight. As the last stroke died away, it was followed by a cunningly-contrived moaning of wind, and a figure completely wrapped up in white shrouds came floating among the crosses towards the beardless man. For a moment the man seemed to be frightened, but he quickly drew his sword and ran it through the ghost. We could plainly see the glistening blade go through the ghost’s body again and again, apparently without harming it. Then the man threw his sword away and took to his heels. The curtain fell while the ghost performed a triumphant dance.


  



  The show was over, and the audience went away completely satisfied. Instead of departing with the rest I approached the stage.. My conjecture had been right. The invulnerable apparition was a reflection, thrown on the stage through an obliquely placed glass plate, in front of which an actor, lying on a kind of sledge, played the ghost.


  The glass plate was composed of three equal pieces of glass, and the two perpendicular lines of shade which I noticed from the audience had at once suggested to me this explanation. I realised that I was the only member of the audience left behind, and I made for the door. But I was not alone. A man had noiselessly glided up to me, no doubt suspicious about my intentions. I at once recognised him as the actor who played the magician and afterwards the man in the churchyard.


  I excused myself for lingering. I explained that my interest was merely scientific, that I had just been ascertaining the correctness of my hypothesis, and that my curiosity was now satisfied. It was not my intention to spoil his performance by divulging what I had discovered.


  “The gentleman is evidently a man of knowledge,” said the man, bowing very politely. “Have I also the honour of seeing before me a master of White Magic?”


  “Oh no,” I replied. “I was only interested in ascertaining whether the excellent effect produced by that phantom was brought about by hollow mirrors or by oblique glass plates. Glass plates of that size are very expensive, I think, and are manufactured, if I am not mistaken, only in Venice.”


  “I observe that the gentleman is excellently informed,” replied the conjurer. “The three plates are the most valuable of all our possessions; they require the greatest care when they are moved.”


  I thanked him in a few words, and went towards the curtain beyond which the harlequin was again screaming to attract an audience.


  “If, however, the gentleman will take some notice of my own craft…” said the magician hesitatingly.


  He made a motion with his hand toward the ground on which we were standing. I was assailed by a swift presentiment...


  “What you see here,” he went on, “is calculated to meet the taste of the uneducated and thus procure us a miserable livelihood. But for adepts I am the necromancer Master Eusebius Wohlgast, of Ödenburg, and indeed I have been honoured by having bestowed on me the title, ‘the Hungarian Dr. Faust.’ I should be very much mistaken, sir your appearance announcing deep and unconcealed grief if your wishes were not intent, passionately intent, on again seeing a beloved person torn away by cruel death.”


  I smiled bitterly.


  “You think me simpler than I am, Sir Magician Wohlgast,” I retorted. “With the vapour of poisonous herbs, which veil all clear understanding, and with a concealed magic lantern, it is easy to make people see whatever they are willing to believe in.”


  The man shook his head with good-humoured tolerance, and answered gently and modestly:


  “Men of my profession, living in covered wagons, must be prepared for the public to take them to be wandering jugglers, mountebanks and quacks. To do away with this suspicion in my case, I explicitly declare that if you wish to avail yourself of my services in this respect I shall ask for no fee of any sort. I leave it entirely to you to reward me or to leave me unrewarded if you feel you are duped. I know very well at whose service to place my ability, and I am not concerned with gain, however much I have to reckon on subsidiary earnings.


  “After all, I have lately had the supreme honour of obeying a wish of this sort expressed by his Imperial Roman Majesty. This took place in the room of the Freemasons’ Lodge at the sign of the Three Fires. His Majesty was so deeply affected by an apparition from the other world that he was laid up in bed for several days, until his mind recovered from the shock. In spite of this I was very handsomely rewarded for my work. The fact may serve as proof to you, that neither His Majesty nor the nobles then present regarded me as an impostor; they left the Freemasons’ temple in silence and awe. I narrowly escaped a prosecution which Her Majesty the Empress ordered against me when she was told of the real cause of the indisposition of Her Majesty’s Consort.”


  Contradictory emotions rose in me. The man appeared to be honest, and full of confidence in his strange abilities. But my mistrust was not so easily put aside.


  “Who, or whose spirit, did you raise before His Majesty?” I asked.


  “I am not free to speak of this even to the most trusted of courtiers. And it is altogether contrary to my rules of conduct to give a third party any information about what you, sir, may see in the event of my devoted services being taken into your consideration.”


  My desire to test the man’s ability grew as he spoke, and I said:


  “If it were possible for you to call back a departed person, one who is dear to me beyond anything, I would give you good proof of my gratitude.”


  He made a movement as if to suggest his indifference.


  “That, sir, is to your discretion, for in spite of all outward signs to the contrary, I easily recognise you for a nobleman of quality.”


  “What am I to do then, and when will this incantation take place?” I asked hurriedly.


  Two people had entered the tent, obliging us to talk in a whisper.


  “Will you please be here three days from now at half an hour before midnight? And for a day beforehand you must absolutely refrain from all food and all drink, except pure water. After that a cleaning of your body and some clean clothes are necessary. You must also bring with you an object of one kind or another that belonged to the woman you desire me to call back, preferably something she carried about her. Absolute secrecy is a necessary condition. Otherwise all my efforts will be fruitless.”


  “I understand,” I said. “I will do as you tell me. Is this all?”


  “As far as you are concerned, it is all.”


  “And you?”


  “I must fast also, but for the whole three days. The performances here will be carried on by my brother and an assistant,- that I may prepare myself in solitude for the hour of incantation.”


  I looked at him doubtfully. But the booth had become so crowded that further conversation was impossible. The Hungarian magician took no further notice of me, but went out, and so did I. I observed that he said a few hurried words to the harlequin, who nodded gravely.


  “In three days,” I said in a low voice as I passed him.


  “About midnight,” he replied, disappearing in the crowd before the booth.


  When after a while I purposely passed that way the man who had played the harlequin was now standing before the entrance to the booth, dressed as a sorcerer, and inviting people to step forward. I was in deep thought as I walked back to my inn.
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   Chapter Thirty One


  God had purified my heart in the fire of pain. With intense conviction I felt this as I prepared myself in solitude and fasting for the evening at the magician’s. How different became all my being since the dreadful hour when my darling glided away from me into the land of shadows! My former irascibility, and the arrogance of which I had so often been guilty, my love of good eating and dissipation of all sorts, and my inclination to lust all these faults had left me. They were uninteresting and stale. The attractive light in which life offered itself to other men was veiled from me by the grey dust of mortality.


  One idea was fixed in my heart like adamant: the conviction that I was to see Zephyrine again. She and Aglaia (for now I knew that they had been created by God as one and the same being) were destined for me from the beginning, though they were ever and again taken away from me in accordance with the unknown purpose of the Eternal Powers. Throughout the third day I remained in my room at the inn, shutting myself away from intruders by pretending indisposition and urgent need of rest.


  As night drew on and the clock-hand approached eleven, I left my inn and took the road to the Liretwaldchen. The weather was damp and warm, a spring wind rustled in the roof tiles and made the weather-cocks creak. The paths were dry. Dark clouds followed each other in long succession past the bright moon, like strange animals chasing each other. I was held up by night-rounds and police patrols on several occasions and obliged to show my documents. I answered their questions in such a way as to make them conclude that I was on the way to a secret love-meeting, about which, as a gentleman, I could give no further details.


  This false pretence was distasteful enough to me, but it enabled me to continue my journey without delay, and when a puff of wind put out the lanterns I was even shown my way by a police patrol through the darkness. It was not easy to find the Lustwaldchen. Even when I reached it I repeatedly lost my way among the formless huts and booths, which looked different in the dark than they had done by daylight.


  But the magician and his brother appeared to have been on the look-out, for as I was about to walk off in the wrong direction I was accosted by a man whom I easily recognised as the harlequin. He took me by the arm and said in a low and hurried voice:


  “This way, Baron, this is the way. We have been waiting for you quite a long time.”


  He led me past dark wagons and canvas huts to a large booth. A very feeble bluish light issued from the crevices in its plank walls. My guide unfastened a string-latch and I passed through the door. The next moment I was standing (as I immediately recognised) on the little stage behind the curtain. The scenery representing a churchyard was still in its place. The sides of the stage were shut off by dark curtains; and I was surrounded by an almost complete square of movable walls. Oil lamps diffused a feeble but singularly agreeable and cool light, so that in a few minutes I could see plainly. I sat down by invitation on a tolerably comfortable chair that had been set for me. A low brazier in which burned some feebly glowing coals stood in the centre of the stage. The brother of the magician came toward me.


  “Do not speak to him when he comes,” he whispered.


  “Have you brought something that belonged to the person you wish to see?”


  I took from my pocket the silver ring which held the fire-opal, and, after a moment’s hesitation, handed it to him. He vanished through one of the curtains, reappearing with a bowl containing some grains in it and a little tripod, and he placed them beside the brazier. Then the curtain in front of me moved violently, and the magician appeared. He was wrapped in a dark, wide mantle, and wore on his head a white band, of the kind I had seen on old pictures. His face was grey and sunken, his eyes were half closed. He walked forward towards the brazier as though he did not see me, his hands outstretched as a blind man’s hands are outstretched. Close behind him walked his brother, directing him with his hands and helping him to find the stool.


  The sorcerer sat there motionless. The brother took up one of his helpless hands, unclasped its fingers (this seemed to require a certain effort) and placed the ring in the palm; whereupon the hand closed itself again. Then he drew up another stool for himself and strewed the grains out of the brass bowl over the crackling coals. A fragrant blue smoke rose up that smelt like the precious frankincense the Catholic Church uses on high feast days. The magician sat motionless before me, without giving the slightest sign that he heeded my presence. Behind him sat his brother, on whose lean and hollow cheeks an advanced stage of consumption, as I noticed for the first time, had put the plain mark of early death.


  But now the magician’s eyes were fixed on me with a staring, lifeless look. A humming, chirping melody arose, and I discovered that the brother was holding a jew’s-harp in his teeth, the forefinger of his right hand keeping the tongue of the little instrument in constant vibration. The magician’s head sank obliquely towards his right shoulder and his mouth fell open. The hand that held the ring began to twitch slightly. So we sat for some time in the blue light, the drone and hum of this soporific music rising and falling... Suddenly between the open lips of the motionless man I noticed something like the end of a shining bluish-white cloth, which gradually pushed forth.


  A light issued from it, gradually becoming more brilliant. Simultaneously a knocking and tapping began behind my chair. The noise occasionally shifted itself to the planks of the floor, but always it returned to the chair. Several times as I distinctly heard the short, sharp knocks at my back I involuntarily looked round. But no one was there, although the knocking went on with undiminished force. The white tissue that hung out of the sleeping man’s mouth and almost down to his breast disappeared as suddenly as it had made its appearance. With a loud crash at the left arm of my chair the knocking ceased.


  A profound silence followed, the brother again taking the bowl of incense and strewing grains over the coals. Something cold and sticky quite unexpectedly touched my cheek and glided past my forehead. I made a movement, but my hand only grasped at the empty air. Then a large snow-white hand appeared at the magician’s shoulder its fingers so flat that it looked almost like a glove. It lengthened into a disproportionately long arm, that in a few moments rested on his lap as if it were his third arm; and again everything faded and disappeared. The sleeper began to stir restlessly. His body rocked backwards and forwards, he raised a monotonous chant-complaint, of which I could not distinguish the words. The knocking sounded on the plank floor and behind my chair once more, becoming violent; and an empty stool, that stood against the curtain and had escaped my notice, made four or five frog-like jumps towards me. This made me realise that strong magnetic fluids, proceeding from the slumbering magician, were beginning to operate.


  The trembling melody of the piper grew louder and quicker, and the magician’s swaying movements changed to violent, convulsive jerks, producing a very uncanny effect that was enhanced by the vapour rising and spreading until the two men were shadow-like and altogether unreal. Suddenly I thought I saw, lying beside the dull-glowing brazier, a luminous piece of folded cloth that had not been there before. Something moved inside it, in a strange manner, as if a tiny child or a little animal were trying to get free from its folds. But the luminous cloth (or was it a luminous mist?) rapidly grew in height, became taller and narrower until it seemed about to assume a human form.


  I looked on in painful expectation, straining my sight to the utmost, and then I saw folds of clothing and limbs take shape. It was a figure a human figure rising up before me. And all suddenly, paralysed by joyous terror, I beheld, pale and almost transparent, the beloved face of Zephyrine. Her motionless gaze was fixed on me; and then there appeared something on her dear head something that shone and spread light Aglaia’s burial wreath... I would have sprang to my feet, seeking to clasp my arms about my beloved wife, so terribly missed, so ardently longed for. But veils rose before my eyes, my feet were as if encased in leaden shoes, and my heart threatened to stop beating... And in that moment everything disappeared.


  I saw only the rough boarding, the smouldering sweet fumes and the magician, now fallen from his stool and lying in convulsions on the floor, his eyeballs rolling. The music ceased, and the brother hurried forward and raised the magician from the boards. With his cloth-covered hand he reached into the magician’s mouth and pulled out his tongue. With a wild choking groan the sorcerer opened his eyes, looked round and sighed deeply.


  “Wake up, Eusebius,” shouted the brother, shaking him gently. “Wake up! Wake up!”


  The magician looked first at one of us and then at the other, letting his eyes wander as if he were unable to realise where he was. He shuddered violently, putting his hand to his forehead as he stared at me.


  “Two!” he gasped. “There were two of them two!”


  The brother had brought a tin goblet and a bottle, and he poured out a dark, strongly-scented wine into the cup and held it up to his brother’s lips. The magician drank in thirsty gulps, and when he had taken breath, he drank again. I chanced to touch my face. It was wet with tears. After many efforts, and with the help of his assistant, the necromancer got up and tottered across to me. His face was drawn and covered with perspiration.


  “The ring” he stammered.


  I took the silver treasure from him, carefully returning it to my great-coat.


  “But why two?” he asked, stretching towards me a hand that trembled violently. “Why were there two, sir?”


  I nodded, and answered:


  “They were two and yet there is only one.”


  “Never again,” he groaned, and staggered against his brother. “Dreadful I had passed the threshold”


  “What’s the matter with you, Eusebius?” the brother asked.


  “The hunchback,” he cried, “and the child… two heads … a monster!”


  With that he collapsed unconscious, and was only prevented from falling heavily by his brother, who looked at me helplessly, spat out blood, and stuttered:


  “Enough, sir, enough! Have mercy on us.”


  I pressed a large sum of money into his hand. His poor lean face shone for a moment with joy, as he held out the gold to his helpless brother.


  “Look at this, Eusebius,” he cried, “just look at this!”


  Gently he let his brother’s convulsed body sink to the ground. Then he pointed to the opening in the canvas wall.


  “He has had it badly this time,” he whispered. “The day is breaking were you satisfied, sir?”


  Full of compassion for these poor people, deeply and strangely moved, and yet with a bright ray of transcendent hope to hearten me, I returned through the grey-dripping morning to the awakening town.
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   Chapter Thirty Two


  For a long time I lived quietly in a place, tiny and out of the way, that was steeped in the recollection of happier times. There, I thought, I would end my days. But one fine morning an incident occurred that proved a turning-point in my life. An apprentice, unknown in the country, entered the village baker’s shop to buy bread, and was accused by the tradesman of having attempted to pass false money. A crowd gathered. The poor fellow, well aware of what cruel punishment followed such an act, defended himself desperately, and when he beheld me approaching, he cried out:


  “Help me, sir! Save me!”


  I was well known to the people. I had gained their friendliness by small kindly acts, especially to the children. They made way for me as I came up, and one man said:


  “Good! The Baron will decide whether the lad has put on the baker’s counter a gold coin or a piece of bad token money.”


  I examined the money. It was a Turkish sequin, similar to the five coins which I still preserved from my discovery among the ruins. The curiously curled lettering had been so undecipherable to the baker and the other people that they paid no attention to the weight of the gold, regarding a coin of the Grand Signior as a gambling counter, and the lad as a cut purse. I explained the facts.


  The coin was weighed on the baker’s scales, and, for greater sureness, even tested on the stone. Therefore the poor wandering carder was not punished after all; he was given a lot of silver and copper coins for change. When the incident was ended I asked him how he had come upon this coin, which I had no doubt was very rare in the neighbourhood. His answer broke like lightning into my hitherto quiet life, destroying, completely and for ever, my recently gained serenity. A stranger had given him the coin, he explained, and had told him to come to the village to have it changed, where he would learn more.


  He had encountered the stranger as he was trudging along the road, weary and half-starved; a handsome man, he was, wearing a black turban. He had asked the man for a coin, and had received the gold piece. Breathless, I asked the boy whether the charitable traveller was dressed like a monk. But the only things the lad remembered were the black turban and the handsome, dark eyes. He had, indeed, looked back as he passed on, but the stranger was no more to be seen, though the road ran perfectly straight for a long distance. This news, added to my previous knowledge that the mysterious Man from the East had appeared not three days’ journey from here, excited me so greatly that at once I ordered a post-chaise and resolved to trace him, come what may. I would not stop until I stood face to face with him and received an answer to all the questions that had disturbed me for many years for, indeed, the whole of my life.


  When I was examining my money for the journey I came upon the Turkish sequins, and what I saw amazed and frightened me. Only four of them remained instead of five! A bewildering feeling assailed me a vain wish to recollect something. Then it disappeared, leaving behind it a new riddle in my life. Next day I started on my journey in the post-chaise. During late afternoon, after a change of horses, I reached the great wood that lay on the road to the town, near which the honest carder had received his golden sequin.


  Just as we were passing a village and the postilion was lustily blowing on his horn the “Huntsman from the Palatinate,” a wheel broke, and the postilion, struck by the shaft as the horses plunged, was so violently thrown off the box that he could only lift himself with difficulty. His face was distorted by pain as he declared that he would have to bandage his bruised shoulder before he could again manage the reins. Also the fallen horse had bruised its knee and needed additional treatment. If we went on with the journey to-day, he vowed, we would surely come to grief. Undecided, I was standing near to the luckless carriage, surrounded by a wondering crowd of village children, when an old woman approached and addressed me immediately.


  “Your lodging is ready,” she said, “according to your orders, and the postilion will also find bed and food. There is room for the horses in his Reverence’s stables.”


  I was vastly gratified, but no less astonished. I asked the dame who had announced my arrival, and whether there was not some misunderstanding.


  “There must be an inn in the village,” I said; “I will find my lodging.”


  “No, sir,” continued the woman, and without more ado she walked on before me as a guide.


  “We have no inn, and strangers of quality who are brought here by chance always stop at the parsonage, which is spacious and has plenty of rooms. But you, sir, have been quite particularly bespoken and recommended to his Reverence. The priest, who is at present at the bed of a dying man, told me to have an eye on the road so as not to miss the visitor he was expecting.”


  Meanwhile we had reached a handsome-looking house that stood near the church. We passed through the gate, over which, on a heavy iron chain, hung bones of gigantic extinct animals, and bewildered I went down a pathway paved with grey tiles, and eventually came into a vaulted, white-washed room, furnished with a large table and leather chairs. Against the wall stood many shelves of books, among which I noticed the works of Paracelsus.


  On the top of the bookcases were stuffed birds of rare species and all manner of minerals and petrified ammonites. The tiny statuette of a woman, green with rust, stood on a plain writing-table by the window. She held a child in her arms, and for all I could tell might just as well have been the Mother of our Lord and Saviour as a pagan goddess. There was also a black praying-stool, and over it the Redeemer hung on the Cross with extended arms, inclining His forgiving face towards human sinners.


  Presently the old woman brought in a brass lamp and the room was filled with a homely yellow light; and almost immediately afterwards the priest appeared. He was a tall man with grey hair. He had a healthy face, and clever, thoughtful eyes. He extended his hands to me in a friendly way, looked at me attentively, and begged that I would be his guest at table. After the meal he would explain to me how he had been informed of my approaching arrival. The post-boy, he added, had also been lodged comfortably, and the carriage mended by the blacksmith.


  The table was laid for supper, and the meal brought in stuffed pike in cream, to which we drank a light hock. When we had finished our simple repast, the pastor asked permission to smoke and lighted his pipe. In spite of that inner calm which helped me to regard everything that happened as an unavoidable fate, I felt a strong curiosity to learn by what means the clergyman had been warned of my arrival. I therefore informed him of my name and position, and begged him to explain this wonderful circumstance.


  “As you say, it is indeed rather wonderful,” he began, and he thoughtfully puffed out large clouds of blue smoke. “Three days ago I was walking down the high street, reading my breviary as I went past the houses a habit of mine. I met two people whose appearance astonished me so much that I stopped to watch them come up. One of them I knew well enough. It was the eighty-year-old Nene.


  Notwithstanding her years and weakness she brings home from the forest every evening a bundle of dead wood. It is always a pitiful sight to see the poor old woman, who is still obliged to do this work, staggering along in such a way, and I have often ordered some idle hanger-about to take the burden from her and carry it to her house. But this time she was without her bundle. She looked almost upright, almost young again, and she walked by the side of her companion, who had taken the bundle from her of his own accord and placed it without effort on his own shoulders. The man, however, was in any case an uncommon sight in this part of the world. He wore”


  “A brown gown and a black kerchief or a turban of the same colour, and amber beads round his neck,” I broke in, trembling with expectation.


  The parson looked at me without any sign of surprise.


  “So the mystery of what I have still to tell is partly raised,” he said. “I say partly raised because there still remains something mysterious in the fact that neither the old woman nor Michael Schneider, who chanced to be coming in from the fields and politely invited Nene to put her bundle into his wheelbarrow neither of them appeared to see anything uncommon or striking about the strangely-dressed man. By questioning them later on, I ascertained that they were even unaware of his unusual dress. As for his informing me about your arrival and fixing it for today, this is now explained by the fact that you evidently know him and probably spoke to him about your journey.”


  I assured the priest most emphatically that though I had often seen the man at a distance, I had never exchanged a word with him. The parson looked at me and shook his head.


  “So the phenomenon again becomes mysterious and calls again for explanation,” he said reflectively. “For when the old woman and Michael Schneider went their way with the wood, and I remained standing in the road face to face with the stranger in the brown gown, I naturally felt a wish to know something about where he came from and what was the purpose of his journey. Besides, his truly noble features and expression were so attractive that I found it impossible to turn my eyes away from him.


  “By his dress I recognised him without difficulty for an Oriental. As I had long ago studied Arabic, I ventured to avail myself of that language for the solemn greeting. I called out, ‘Salem aleikum’, that is, ‘Peace be with thee!’


  “The stranger at once returned the benediction with extreme courtesy and friendliness and added in the same tongue: ‘When the sun is setting for the third time from hence, a man will come to this place. He is seeking me. Make him thy guest.’


  “I replied that I would, and went on to ask him where I was to direct the new-comer; he only replied, ‘To the great house at the end of the forest.’ And it was toward the forest that he set off when he had inclined his head gracefully in farewell.


  “No sooner had he disappeared among the trees than the thought occurred to me that there were probably many large houses in the forest, especially if castles were also to be included in the definition. I ran after him to obtain a more exact address. But vainly I searched and called, I could not find a trace of him. He had, doubtless, walked on faster than I expected, and passed out of my reach.


  “But I must confess that my experience had disturbed me so much that I can now no longer say how long I stood thinking while he was walking away. So his disappearance may be easily explained without seeking the help of any supernatural phenomenon.”


  Silence fell between us when he had finished, and we sat for a long time, each of us deep in his own thoughts. I would have liked to say something, but no I must keep it to myself. Nothing could have justified me in disclosing the dark and hidden windings of my life to anybody, be it even to one so worthy and trust-inspiring as this priest. I would have been obliged to confide in him completely if I had wished to explain, even summarily, my inexplicable relation with Evli. But had I any explanation at hand? Had not everything become still more puzzling and bewildering, since the mystery man’s last apparition?


  I began to think that the friend of my childhood had at last found the time fit to reveal himself to me now that age was gradually taking me into its weary arms. This would give reason for everything. The incident at the baker’s, the broken carriage-wheel, the Arabic-speaking priest all was clear, each was a strange signpost pointing towards the big house, where everything that was inexplicable and incomprehensible in my life would at last find its proper solution.


  “Anyhow, it is a good thing not to forget what we learnt when we were young.”


  My host had broken the silence.


  “And I am very pleased to have been able to use my knowledge of Arabic in such an unexpected and uncommon way.”


  “I would have been happy, reverend sir, to be in your place, and to have been familiar with the language, and able to speak to the Evli.”


  The priest laid down his pipe and stared at me with an expression almost of fear.


  “Evli?” he repeated. “How came you to know the word?”


  I saw that I was to reveal something of the part the Man from the East had played in my life, and so I told him briefly what had happened in my earliest childhood the accident to the wax statuette under the glass case and the ceiling falling on to my bed. The statuette, I said, which disappeared after this accident, had never been given any other name than the Man from the East, or Evli. Although no one about me knew at all what this last word meant.


  The priest drummed his fingers on the table, and shook his head repeatedly, as if an idea was forcing itself on him with which he disagreed. More than once he seemed about to speak, but he uttered one word only:


  “Mystery!”


  “Whether the word Evli is a name,” I went on, “or whether it means something of significance, I do not know. I heard it first from my great-uncle, who brought the statuette from Venice and considered it of great value. When I was a child…”


  My host interrupted me at that point with more vivacity than he had shown hitherto.


  “Then listen, Baron Dronte,” he said, “listen how wonderfully Divine Providence influences human life, and how by the will of the Almighty are people brought together to reveal things to each other in a way that no chance, as they call it, could ever have invented.


  “This very day,” he continued, “as I was making preparations for your reception, I was summoned to a dying man. He was the aged cotter, Milan Bogdan, who had been a soldier in the Austrian army. With his certificate of leave and the few guldens he had saved up for many years he came to live here. He married, and acquired a small holding, which he may by this time have exchanged for the eternal Gardens of the Lord. He has been a brave and honest Croatian soldier in the Imperial army, and a good Catholic.


  He won my esteem not only by his piety, but also by his industry and peacefulness. He had been an invalid a long time. No matter how often he is tapped, the fluid rises to his heart again, and he is in danger of death. He received the last sacrament two days ago with great piety.


  “I was somewhat astonished, therefore, at being sent for by him again today, and in a great hurry. I went to him, of course, without delay. When I saw him sending his old wife and two sons out of the room, I remarked that this was unnecessary, as he had already settled his account with his Lord cleanly and honestly, and a new confession would be superfluous. But he insisted; and so they left me alone with him and I sat down by his bed.


  “‘What is it that oppresses you, dear son?’ I asked him.


  “‘Oppresses me? Nothing, your reverence,’ he answered, breathing hoarsely. ‘My sins have been pardoned, and yet I cannot go to rest in the peace of God, not until some pious and learned man has explained something that happened to me when I was a soldier. I think about it now more than ever before.'”


  “I told him to speak out, and he related a matter which I will repeat to you, for it was not told me under the seal of confession, and will be of considerable interest to you.


  “Bogdan was a young infantry soldier in a battalion garrison on the Turkish frontier. In the course of a skirmish on the Sava, as the river that falls into the Danube is called, he was taken prisoner by wild Bashibazouks and carried away. In his Turkish captivity he had to do hard work on the tread-wheel that irrigated the fields of a certain Bey. Otherwise he was not treated badly, and was allowed to move about freely in the little village where he was kept.


  “He made the acquaintance of a young Turk, very handsome, but with a curious mark between the eyes. He was very friendly to the prisoner and rendered him many services without any payment. As it often happens in those unhealthy climates, our Bogdan had a very severe attack of dysentery. He waxed weaker and weaker, and could not take any food. The young Turk nursed him and showed much concern about him, often asking Bogdan whether he could not do anything else for him. When the end seemed very near and Bogdan had become so weak he could hardly speak, he said to the Turk:


  ‘Though it is so bad with me, brother, I believe I could be saved if I drank the plum-brandy that lies in our cellar at Zagrebbut only out of the glass with flowers painted on it that stands on my mother’s table.’ ”


  The Turk, saying nothing, went out of the room. Bogdan became weaker and weaker, and commended his soul to God. But an hour had not passed before the Turk returned, carrying in his hand the painted glass that had stood on Bogdan’s mother’s table. It was filled with the strong plum-brandy. The Turk held it to the sick man’s lips: he drank it and fell asleep. When he woke again, he asked questions about the man who had saved him. But no one seemed able to tell him anything.


  “In his affliction he called for the Khojah, the Mahommedan priest, and told him what had happened and how miraculous it was that the Turk should have been able to run so many miles there and back in less than an hour. The Khojah answered:


  ‘Know then that thy friend was an Evli, one who has died and returned. Thou art fortunate and blessed to have him for thy guide through the Realms of Death.’


  “Bogdan recovered, and at the next exchange of prisoners he returned home. His mother told him that on the day he began to recover a stranger had knocked at her door and asked for the painted glass and the brandy. She had given him both without hesitation. A little later there was a knock at the window. It was again the stranger. He handed her back the empty glass, saying:


  ‘Rejoice, Mother, thy son will come back.’ And so it happened...


  “This, Baron Dronte, is what the dying soldier told me this afternoon. He asked whether it were a sin to think so much about an Evli in his last hour, about his face and the red mark between his brows. I told him he had better turn his thoughts to the Lord Jesus. He was trying to, with all his power, he replied, but the Face of the Lord Jesus always assumed in his mind the features of Evli. As I saw that the poor man’s conscience suffered from his being unable to master this vision, I consoled him and said that the Lord and Saviour was present to his pious heart, and for Him alone was it to choose in what form He presented Himself. Bogdan smiled, and said that he felt relieved, and that nothing could now rob him of his hope in a future life.”


  I jumped up from the table. As if a bright light were suddenly shining down I saw with great clearness what it was that linked up all the baffling mysteries of my life. But I saw for a moment only. Dark veils soon hid the vision that was unknown to my ordinary senses.


  “May I beg a great favour?” I asked.


  “If it is in my power to grant it.”


  “Take me to this Bogdan, this dying man.”


  “Come along,” said the priest.


  Quietly we reached the little house at the end of the village. A light glimmered through the tiny dim window-panes. We heard the murmur of many voices, and when we entered the low room we saw men and women praying on their knees. The old man was lying on a very humble bed. His small wrinkled face stood out against a blue pillow and was lighted by the shine of a taper that was burning at his head. Silently we approached. He breathed heavily, his eyes looked glassy, and his mouth was open.


  I saw at once that this man on his deathbed could not answer the questions that were burning on my lips. But then a wonderful thing happened. His staring eyes slowly turned toward me. The face, already touched by the relentless finger of Death, quivered slightly; a joyful smile came to the thin, sunken lips, and before I knew what he was doing he half rose up and in a sobbing voice, weak with age, he exclaimed:


  “Ah, you have come at last!”


  Radiant joy was shining out of his eyes, and on all his face. Then his head fell back on to the pillows, a grey shadow ran over his face, and he lay rigid. The priest passed his hand gently over the old soldier’s eyelids.


  “Rest in peace, thou faithful servant,” he murmured. “Let us pray.”


  We repeated the Lord’s prayer after him, and as he and I left the room I felt that every eye was watching me. The dead man had imagined that he recognised in me his friend Evli. The priest did not speak until we were in his hospitable house again, and then he looked at me with a disturbed look.


  “It must have been the scar,” he said, as if to himself.


  “What scar?” I asked in astonishment.


  “The red scar between your eyebrows, Baron Dronte. But no,” he cried suddenly, “we must not dwell on these things any longer. We must not tempt the Lord! … I will show you your room, Baron, if you are ready.”


  I bowed, murmured my thanks, and followed him. When we had reached the room that was prepared for me he suddenly took me by the shoulders and looked for some time into my face.


  “Please excuse this impolite behaviour,” he said, “but these experiences are too inexplicable and bewildering for an old man like me. I am not in a state to solve for myself the awful riddles of Providence. I would rather be alone. So please do not be angry with me if I do not talk. Out of the whirlpool of these uncanny happenings I escape into a safe refuge! I escape to the faith in Him who moves everything, to His supreme will, and to the peace of prayer!”


  “Pray for me, too, honourable sir,” I asked, deeply moved.


  The next moment I was alone. I groped restlessly in my mind for a solution, turning to my feelings when my reason could give me no help. But an impenetrable dark wall was before me, shutting me off from the knowledge I sought, and try as I would, I failed to find in that wall the door that leads to Truth. Now and then a feeble cry of presentiment would flash out in the sleepless night as it were through a chink in the wall. But all that I strove after in the deepest and darkest recesses of my soul remained as unattainable and elusive as ever.
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   Chapter Thirty Three


  
    I hired a carriage and horses, and questioned the peasant I hired about the most magnificent building at the other side of the forest. He assured me that this would be the Castle Krottenriede. It was to be reached after a two days’ journey through a dense forest and difficult moorland, along a road that was very unsafe, being infested by robbers. The notorious Spillermax and his band were known to be in the neighbourhood of the Devil’s Gap. Poachers also would sometimes gather into bands and snare richer game than deer and roebuck.


    The priest, too, warned me against the great unsafe forest; but he saw that I was resolved to go, and as I drove away he watched me with evident emotion, commending me in his farewell to the grace of God, and praying that He might mercifully shield me from the cunning and false lure of Satan. He could not bring himself to believe that God would make use of a Mahommedan monk or dervish to convey His message to a believing Christian; for a believing Christian he had recognised in me.


    I thanked him for his hospitality, and bade the peasant move on.


    The name of this driver was George Rehwang. I had grounds to fear that the little courage he had might disappear before we had set out. so that as soon as I had satisfied myself that the postilion of my earlier journey was now well enough for his journey home we drove off, straight into the forest.


    From the manner in which Rehwang kept turning his head and giving frightened side-glances this way and that way I soon realised that his heart was already in his pants. It was not long before he turned to me a face as pale as cheese and asked “Did you hear anything, sir?”


    “Nothing,” I said, sternly. “Drive on.”


    “Someone whistled in the wood, or I’ll be damned,” he whispered between chattering teeth.


    But nothing happened. The whistle must have been imagined, or it may have been a bird’s.


    A little further on, as we reached a marshy heathland, he told me about the inn at which we were to stay that night, and which was called the “Bullet Mill.”


    “There are said to be many without clothes or goods, standing with heavy stones tied to their feet, down in the black bog-water among the crayfish, waterbugs and eels,” he babbled, with panic-twisted tongue.


    “Sir, wouldn’t it be as well if we turned the horses’ heads the way we came from?”


    I sternly ignored him. The man heaved a great sigh as he drove on. The country was gloomy and melancholy; we passed many glittering, scowling pools, and countless hoary and knotty old trees covered with unhealthy sproutings. Dead, lightning-stricken tree-trunks extended their wounded serpent-arms as in despair. Crippled willows grew in slimy sloughs, and hungry crows perched on them. Now and again a wild duck flew out of the rushes with a noisy whirring of wings. Sounds as of mournful flutes came sighing on the wind from great distances, and grey misty skies dragged their streaming, ghostly gowns over the tree-tops.


    “This is what men call the Devil’s Gap,” began the peasant again.


    “And that road over yonder, through the young birch-wood, goes to the ‘Bullet Mill’ where we put up for the night.”


    It was a long time before we reached the dark-grey, sullen-looking house. Large stone boulders, overgrown with moss and corroded by rain and snow, lay in pyramids before the doors, and a crumbling and rusty tank still indicated the place where the dammed-up waters of the heath-springs used to work the mill which had long since become an inn.


    The peasant climbed stiffly down from the box, and called out,


    “Hullo! Landlord!” Several times he shouted, but there was no reply.


    All the same, we believed we could hear a wild singing somewhere inside the building, through the windows with strong square bars.


    Only after a last despairing shout did the landlord appear. He was accompanied by a gigantic black and white dog, whose blunt, rough maw was not unlike its master’s. He was a broad-shouldered man, and an enormously long knife stuck out from his greasy leather breeches.


    He stared at us in an unfriendly way and growled to himself.


    “Hullo, Rehwang,” he said, “who are the fine gentry you bring us this time?”


    “The gentleman has a long way to go,” the peasant explained. “And he wants to be put up for the night.”


    “Don’t you know this house yet, you living cow-dung?” the churl shouted. “Why, if the Emperor himself, and the Pope, and all the Electors, and, so far as I am concerned, my Lady Empress and the Archbishop s mistress, were to come here on horseback or in carriages they would find nothing else in the ‘Bullet Mill’ than a bundle of straw in the hall. So let the gentleman do as he likes.” He looked at me malignantly as he finished.


    But suddenly the landlady appeared behind him, as surprisingly as if she had grown out of the ground. She was very frowsy, and as lean and dishevelled as the forest crows that perched on the dustheaps in front of the house. She smiled horribly.


    “Will the gentleman please walk in?” she wheezed, to my surprise. “We have only bedding for a poor man but there is good wine in the house, and plenty of company making as merry as can be.”


    “That is so,” said the landlord, in a somewhat more friendly manner. “But I should like to warn the fine gentleman not to expect anything genteel at this house, and not to drive off in disgust if he sees and hears anything he isn’t used to from his sleeping companions.”


    I gave no answer to the insolent fellow’s coarse speech and walked in. When I opened the door into the drinking-room I stepped into a babel of thundering laughter and screaming, and dense clouds of tobacco-smoke.


    Above the long table hung a finely made, wooden mail-coach and six from the ceiling, with all its appurtenances, but only the size of a toy; six or seven lighted candles in brass candlesticks were fixed on it. Three students were sitting at the table, with swords at their hips and their sleeves rolled up; they were drinking and singing in chorus. The fourth of the carousers was a lank, lean fellow whose head was bald and his hooked nose as red as fire; he wore a threadbare black coat. Sitting on his lap was a dark, bold-looking wench, waving a yellow breast cloth in the air. The black-eyed wench was laughing so hard that her naked breasts struck the old gallant on his drunkard’s nose, and he let out a yelp, and let her go.


    Our appearance attracted a noisy attention. George, the driver, was dragged to the table and given a cup composed of beer, wine, spittle and tobacco, which he had to empty at one draught to the health of the Four Faculties. I was mockingly addressed by the red-nosed fellow as “your honour,” and asked whether I was not aware that when one entered into the presence of illustrious company one must make three bows and a curtsey, or whether I was anxious for a few turns with the rapier. This I might have as well.


    “So you are still going on in this wild way, Bavarian Haymon?” I said, and smiled sadly, as I recognised my former companion in the order of Amicists.


    He sat suddenly with his mouth open, as if he had been struck by apoplexy.


    “I know you well,” I said, approaching him, “though many a long year has passed since I saw you.”


    “Pinch me, Hoibusch, pinch me!” he stammered, drawing one of the students towards him. “It is a ghost - ”


    “Ghost indeed!” I said. “No, it is Mahomet, and no one else.”


    I felt a sort of miserable pleasure in seeing him once again, though the years had altered him pitiably.


    On the sleeve-band of his wretched coat he still wore the initials of our secret motto, cleverly woven in threads of silver: Vivat circulus fratrum Amicitiae - “Long live the circle of the Brothers of Friendship!” I pointed to it with a smile and said: “Vivat.”


    At that he sprang to his feet, crying out to his companions: “Murder - hail - bombs and elements! Kneel down, you stinking foxes! You see an old Amicist before you - Mahomet, who has wiped more blood from his sword-blade than there is in all your vinegary veins! O Brother of my heart! What a race has come to succeed us! Drinking out of little glasses, crying for their mammies when their calf's skill gets scratched, and running with pen and copybook to the lecture hall! Alas for old times, O Amicitia!”


    He threw his long arms round my neck and kissed me noisily on both cheeks, the tears running down from his dim eyes.


    “And now sit by my side, Sir Brother,” he went on, “and let no one open his stinking mouth until Mahomet has told me his glorious life-story. - Hey, landlord, hey, Bärbel, jump up and run and get as much wine as the table will hold. And the driver can drink with us!”


    But George the driver had disappeared.


    The landlord came up quite politely this time, and inquired what would we like.


    I glanced at him with some apprehension as he stood awaiting our orders. In one eye there was a false glitter, the other stood out like a white, blind ball of glass between the half-shut lids. A red scar, formed like an S, crossed from the crown of his bald head forward to his eye and then his cheek, down to his heavy chin I remembered that it was the custom of incendiaries to brand-mark their traitors in this cruel fashion.


    Huge dishes of venison and tankards of wine were soon on the table. Then began a wild carouse. But I drank carefully My heart was full of emotions that had nothing in common with those of my boon companions, and it was rather difficult for me to answer Haymon’s persistent questionings. The three students listened quietly, and the girl stared at me like a cow at a new gate.


    Only when the candles were guttering, and Haymon’s tongue got heavier and heavier, could I persuade him to tell me how his life had turned out. After he had squandered his inheritance he was fortunate to eke out a poor existence as a town clerk. But continuous drinking had made his hand so shaky that his scrawls became undecipherable, and he eventually lost even this miserable livelihood. He then decided to pay a visit to a former tenant who had become rich. He hoped to get something out of him, be it ever so little; while he was making his way there he had fallen in with the three students whom I had found in his company, and they were now continuing the journey together.


    After wandering for a long time through the savage forest they had come upon the solitary “Bullet Mill” about two hours before my arrival. They were delighted to find a roof to pass the night under, especially as a howling west wind was lashing the earth with growing fury, and everything smelt of rain.


    By the time he had finished his narrative Haymon’s heart was melted by wine, and with much sobbing and weeping he recalled again and again that wild time of youthful folly and extravagance, casting over it the false magic of memory. He thought of it, in the way that men have, as all that was good and pleasant, forgetting its troubles and bitter care. After every few choking words he poured a glass of wine down his lean throat. The three young students spoke only in a whisper during the conversation of their elders. I felt extremely sad. Friendship and youth had departed.


    “Thunder and pox, brother!” Haymon exclaimed again and again, “what fellows we were then! Think of that night when the lanky Heilsbronner gave up his soul in the dirty street. Or how for a wager that brave Montanus emptied the glass boot into his thirsty belly for the last time! O Brother! Fink is also gone, drowned in the Murg, and the Portuguee rotted alive in the hospital at Erlangen. He got such a bad dose from Tagliese, whom he was living with. And Weckler - I don’t remember whether you knew him - is now a prebendary, and has let me know pretty plainly that he won’t have anything to do with me any more. Vanitas, vanitas vanitatum! All gone - vows and brotherly love alike! Hey, Barbel!... Where is the lousy bitch? Bring lights! Must we be thrust into the darkness of hell before our time? The three foxes have money enough to pay for a bundle of candles!”


    At that moment the landlord stepped out from behind the stove, where he had evidently been concealed. He informed us in a rude and peremptory tone that it was time for bed and that there were no candles left in the inn. Only a candle-end was at hand, just enough to light us to bed.


    One of the young students made as if he would say something, but a quiet, nice lad who had taken very little wine and was quite sober nudged him and said in a whisper, but so that I could hear: “Keep quiet, Hans! We may yet want your candles.״


    The churlish landlord took the only remaining candle from the table without more ado. It was scarcely sufficient to last a quarter of an hour. Then he growled: “Who is going to sleep can follow me. Who isn’t, may stay here in the dark.' Nothing more will he served tonight.”


    Haymon was about to show anger, but I took him quietly by the arm and we went out to our places of rest, the landlord, accompanied by his dog, showing the way. We followed him down a long passage whose windows were so dark that they had either been stopped up with planks, or were covered with thick layers of dust.


    Haymon’s drunkenness now began to take effect on him, and I heard him mutter something about a damned town-piper he had wished to kill. I noticed incidentally that my peasant driver was not with us.


    “Where has my coachman been put up?” I asked the landlord whose gigantic shadow moved along the wall by our side.


    “Rehwang?” he growled. “He’s gone home a long time ago with his rag.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” I got angry. “How shall I go on with my journey to-morrow?”


    The uncouth fellow halted at the door, shrugging his shoulders. “If the gentlemen had drunk less and looked more after George Rehwang,”he retorted, “he would have stayed with you It’s no duty of mine to bother about such things. And who knows,” he added, squinting at me with his one eye, “you may not be in a hurry to get away tomorrow.”


    I was silent. Then he kicked open the door, and we stepped in and found ourselves in a large empty hall, which at one time must have been a granary. Standing in the middle of the room, strangely enough, was a thick, round column, its broad capital supporting the beams of the ceiling. Five beddings had been placed star-wise on the floor round the column. They were better than we had expected - rough, but with white sheets spread on clean fresh straw, and five red woollen blankets, with a pillow for each of us.


    “We have nothing better than this at the ‘Bullet Mill,’ ” said the landlord, with a show of embarrassment. “The gentlemen must put up with what they get.”


    We assured him that we were content. With ugly smiles and bows he placed the flickering, guttering candle on a stool, pointed to where our scanty luggage had been placed, and bade us all good-night, while his dog growled. We heard him shuffle down the passage; and then we heard him shut the heavy doors with clashing of bars and grating or keys.


    The two students who had been helping the intoxicated Haymon to walk now let him recline gently on one of the beddings. Before two minutes had passed he was fast asleep and snoring, occasionally mumbling meaningless words that were inspired by the wine. As for me, however, I felt an anxious restlessness and a sense of presentiment that kept me awake.


    I took the light and looked around. Dusty cobwebs hung like mourning banners from the old beams of the ceiling. There were three little windows, small leaded glass opaque with dust; they could not be opened. A smell of mould arose from the floor around the pillar. The broad ring on the top of the pillar had been freshly whitewashed, so that it stood out from the smoke-darkened ceiling.


    I saw that my uneasy feeling was shared by the three students. None of them seemed in a hurry to lie down on the inviting bed, or to put aside their swords.


    “This room reeks of old blood,” grumbled the fair-eyed Hoibusch, whom I had liked at table for his soberness and calm. Hans Garnitter, the student who had candles in his bag, agreed, and added: “Only the devil could pass a night here comfortably!” The third, young Herr von Sollengau, who was gradually becoming sober, only nodded thoughtfully.


    The candle was about to go out, so I suggested to Garnitter that he should get a new one from his supply. He obeyed and soon a new candle was burning in the candlestick.


    Cover the window with something, so that nobody can see our light from outside, I advised them, and they did so immediately. Meanwhile I inspected the door. There was a strong bar on the outer side, but it was not possible to fasten from inside. The hinges seemed to me quite newly oiled, and I pointed out the fact to the students.


    “That cur of a landlord has something in store for us,” exclaimed young Sollengau. “There are four of us, though; we cannot count on the drunkard. Still, we’ve got to be on the look-out, for the fellow might easily be working in with Spillermax’s band or the Blue Piper.”


    I said nothing, and went on with my exploration. The floor was of well-beaten clay, the walls were of stone and strong timber, and very old. There was no visible opening in the roof; it consisted of heavy beams, dark with age and exceptionally long and strong.


    Suddenly Hoibusch gave a low whistle, and beckoned to me hurriedly. He was surveying the column. We stepped on to the rustling straw and followed his movements as he groped with the candle. Then we detected something that made us realise all in a flash what Satanical trick was played at the “Bullet Mill.”


    All down me rough stone column smoothly polished stripes were to be seen, as if something heavy had often slid up and down it, and left polished grooves at the places of friction. The students and I made similar deductions from this and we all looked up to the disproportionately large capital at the top. It Stood out brilliantly against the candlelight in its fresh coating of whitewash, and between the capital and the round surface of the column was a narrow space, thus allowing the heavy weight of the capital to slide down the column as soon as it was loosened.


    Our pillows lay round the column within the radius of this heavy weight...


    Haymon half raised himself in his drunken sleep at that moment, opening his eyes and muttering: “Leave me alone, Montanus, can't you leave me alone? I can’t give you back your Maria ducats, brother - so let go, take away your blue hand--------”and then he vomited food and wine and befouled himself.


    “Let’s drag him away from this place of death,” I cried. And we took him by his legs and pulled him away from the dangerous bed. He crawled back while we were taking counsel, and we dragged him away again. Now he seemed willing to stay where he was.


    “Hush!” whispered Gamitter. who was listening at the door. Hastily we put out the light and stayed quiet as mice.


    Light footsteps came along the passage.


    “Bärbel! the treacherous bitch... ”


    “Hush!”


    Someone else was listening at the door on the outside, leaning against it. The wood cracked slightly. Haymon muttered something in his sleep:


    "...pox on you, brother, what a poisonous stench you've got!... No, I won’t shake hands with you; why, you’re as black as hell, you’re a dish for the devil!”


    Someone flitted noiselessly away from the door along the passage.


    Haymon continued to rustle in the straw, kicking at the floor, and stretching himself out with groans.


    Steps were outside again. The students drew their swords noiselessly, and I cocked my pistol. A. cough at the door, a scratching, and again someone slipped away.


    “Now they are sure of it. the murderous dogs.” said Hoibusch.


    Then, without warning, we heard a rustling above our heads and a slight rattle. A hollow, inaudible voice said something. A whirr, a slide, and a whizzing fall---


    Boom! 


    It fell down with a tremendous shock, the released capital, fell muffled on the straw!...


    For a moment we heard a convulsive stamping of feet against the earthen floor - here, in the darkness.


    “Light, Hoibusch!” called out the Junker. Ping, ping, went the tinder as it glowed forth; the sulphur-string blazed blue with a corroding smell, and then the candle lit.


    “Almighty...!’’ Garnitter was about to cry out, but Hoibusch instantly stopped his mouth with his hand.


    We held our breath desperately. The wide capital in falling down had buried the pillows - and the miserable head of poor Haymon, who had crawled back to his place without being noticed. His legs were grotesquely twisted, his hands clutched at the bedclothes on his breast, but all the rest of him lay under the murderous stone - a thick dark snake of blood glittering in the candlelight, trickling out from under the straw.


    “Lights out again,” ordered the Junker at the door in a hoarse whisper. “They are coming.”


    We stood in the dark on both sides of the door, ready to strike as soon as it opened.


    The resounding footsteps of the landlord and his sharp-nosed wife came down the passage. They talked loudly as they threw the door open.


    There, for an instant, they stood. The landlord held in his left hand a large stable lantern and his right was gripping a well-edged hatchet; the fury behind him was armed with a butcher’s knife. Then, in a flash, Hoibusch’s blade was spitting the man, and Garnitter’s ran through the throat of the hideous woman. She fell back squealing like a doomed pig. The landlord was dead on the spot, pierced through the heart. The woman made only a few convulsive kicks ere she lay still by his side.


    “Are you here, you bloody dog!” cried Garnitter, and he stamped his boot on the dead man’s belly. Upstairs the dog was howling.


    “The dog - Bärbel!” exclaimed Hoibusch. “We must get hold of the slut, or else she will get away and set her master’s accomplices on us!”


    He and the Junker hastened out with the lantern to find the woman.


    Garnitter and I stayed behind. We examined the four holes in the ceiling and the ropes by which the stone could be pulled up again. We tried to get Haymon from under it. But the stone was too heavy for us to lift, and when we tried to drag him out by his feet, his head bones crunched so dreadfully that we let go in horror.


    In the distance we heard a shot followed by the howling of the dog.


    Then a shuffling and whimpering sounded near, and Hoibusch and Sollengau entered, dragging forward the wench, garbed in smock and skirt. They had tom her out of her bed, where she had covered herself with a blanket and was pretending to be asleep. They had tied her hands with a rope.


    “I am not guilty!” Bärbel wailed when she saw us. Then, “Jesus, Mary!” she screamed, for she had put her bare foot in a pool of blood.


    “Confess, you whore, or we will lay you down dead at their side,” said Hoibusch sternly. “Did not you set the dog at us? Confess, I tell you!”


    “Oh, my bloody Saviour! What am T to confess?” The wailing girl fell on her knees. “I have committed no crime, except that I went to listen to you when my mistress sent me. I had no idea that they meant murder!”


    “But what is this, you shameless slut?” said Hoibusch in a harsh voice. He produced something he had been concealing behind him. Jewels and gold flashed out - a necklace of almandine with finely wrought clasps.


    The girl was pale with terror. She looked wildly round.


    “Speak," commanded Hoibusch. He spoke coolly and lifted the point of his blade to her bare breast. A red drop showed itself. “Tell us where you got these.”


    “Alas! Mercy!” cried Bärbel, squirming violently. “From the lady in the cellar - "


    Suddenly she fell down in convulsions. Foam showed itself on her lips. The sight of her was pitiful to see. But Hoibusch remained untouched.


    “You’ve learnt your part very well, you robber’s whore,” he said; “stop your spitting and get up.” And again he pricked her with the point of the sword. She sprang up like a cat, in spite of her tied hands.


    “Ach,” she said desperately, “I’d better be done with at once than - "


    She made such a quick and vigorous spring at Hoibusch's sword, and only narrowly did it escape running through her. But Hoibusch was on his guard, and he let the sword fall so quickly that she only tore her smock so that her dark breasts showed.


    “To the column with her,” cried Gamitter, and in spite of her fighting and shrieking the three students dragged her to the column and bound her with ropes beside dead Haymon. Leaving her in this silent and awful company all the four of us went away, taking the lantern with us. We only left the candle as a death-light for the murdered man.


    As we moved along the passage we heard the yells and wails of our captive. I must confess that they roused me to compassion, for I felt that it was not wholly her fault that she had become what she was. Doubtless from her childhood she had been in the clutches of a cruel destiny; an uncared-for girlhood, her instincts too early awakened, the bad uses her childish body was put to, poverty, misery, and lack of love - all these had produced their evil consequences. Who was I to condemn her, knowing as I did the dark recesses of my own soul?


    But however enlightened the three students might be and however good at heart, they would have regarded me with disgust at this moment and in the presence of the murdered man, if I had given vent to my thoughts, and I would have been of no help to her. So I remained silent, and only grieved about the perverse ways of men, and about the thousands of children left to grow up without any care taken of them; and not only the children of the poor, for was not I myself an example?


    I followed on sadly after the others, who had taken a bunch of keys from the landlord’s belt and descended into the cellar. On the landing there lay, as big as a calf, the dog killed by Gamitter.


    Under a heap of empty wine-bottles and other rubbish we found an iron door, sought out the key in the bunch and opened it. Rusty dust flew in our face, and then - we sprang back in horror.


    Some twenty corpses lay there, dried up, eaten by rats, bereft of all clothes. A horrible jumble of crushed faces and mouths, tangled hair, broken teeth. A black tongue, sticking out sideways, jammed hands, dried clots of blood, splintered bones.


    We ran at top speed up the stairs, and out of doors, and sat down on the mossy stone bullets, horror-stricken, breathing heavily and let the rain fall on us. In the east, a new day was dimly dawning.
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   Chapter Thirty Four


  
    When it became quite light we gave oats and hay to the landlord’s grey horse and harnessed him. Hoibusch went to look at the girl. She was hanging helplessly in her cords. Afterwards they went up to the host’s bedroom, rummaging about in the cupboards and chests. There they found a great hoard of gold and silver coins, ornaments, rich clothes, fine linen and many weapons.


    Meantime I stole into the chamber where lay our poor Haymon.


    The girl was awake and her face glistened with tears. I went up to her and with the knife that I had taken from the dead landlord I quietly cut the cords, so that she might get out of them by herself.


    “Wait until you hear us drive away,” I said, “and then make your escape.”


    A ray of hope passed over the dejected face in which for all its corruption the innocent child was still to be identified.


    “Gracious sir!” she stammered...


    “Keep quiet,” I interrupted, “and don’t move until we are gone. Perhaps you may once again become honest, my girl. I lay a wager on it.”


    “Every day I shall pray for you, gracious sir,” she whispered. “May He have mercy on you as you have had mercy on Bärbel.”


    I went out hastily.


    When the three students emerged I asked them to keep me out of this affair, as I had important business at Krottenriede Castle, and the lengthy legal proceedings would interfere with all my plans. They promised to do so. and as the Castle lay on their route to the town we drove off towards the high-road all together, in the grey morning, still obsessed by last night’s horror.


    ”I am a bit sorry for the young creature at the column,” said Garnitter after a while. "I am not quite sure that she had anything to do with it. If she did go to listen, it was because she had to, and if some of the booty did come her way - ”


    “What’s this silly talk about?” Hoibusch interrupted, whipping up the lame grey horse “Gamitter. you’re a long-winded philosopher and don’t understand anything about legal business. I know Roman law and my Carpzov sufficiently to say offhand what her sentence must be - and will be. And I’ll warrant my opinion is shared by Baron von Dronte and Sollengau as well.”


    But Gamitter refused to be browbeaten. “There is also such a thing as a Jus Divinum.” he retorted, “and evidently you know nothing at all about it. It has nothing to do with learning, there are no paragraphs in it and no hair-splittings and a knowledge of it is oftener found in simple people than in those who glory like peacocks in their green and golden tails, but have disgustingly inhuman voices.”


    “Do you mean to insult me?” asked Hoibusch, holding up the reins.


    “No quarrelling, gentlemen,” I said hastily. “Let us rather be grateful to Providence for saving us from a sudden death.”


    “This is also my opinion.” chimed in the Junker.


    Thus was peace re-established, and the Philosopher shook hands with the Lawyer.


    But however much we tried to shift our conversation to brighter subjects the dreadful night kept returning to our minds. For although we had been lucky enough to escape, there remained the victims, the miserable people in the cellars, and our companion, Haymon, the last of the Barons Treidelsperg...


    It was about noon, while we were traversing a heath which gradually merged into a forest, that we came on an old shepherd guarding his flock, and asked the way to Castle Krottenriede.


    “The gentlemen must drive a long way round,” said the old man, stroking his sheepdog. “Or else you may get out and take the narrow path across the wood to the right. It leads straight up to the Castle.” And he added that he was a shepherd in the Castle service.


    I climbed down from the cart, collected my belongings, and shook hands with my gallant companions, wishing them all happiness in the days to come. I gave a long glance at Gamitter; I had at first liked Hoibusch the best, but now Gamitter pleased me better on account of his kind-heartedness, and I was sorry I had not talked more with him.


    Once again I begged them not to mention me to the magistrate, as I had not used arms or been wounded. Moreover, I was engaged in other business, which was of paramount importance to me.


    They readily promised to do as I asked them, and drove on to seek out the Coroner’s bailiffs for the inquest on the robbers’ lair. They intended also to take measures for the Christian burial of the corpses in the cellar, to recover Haymon’s body from under the stone of death, and likewise to bury him.


    As I turned to go, Hoibusch stood up in the cart and cried out:


    “Baron von Dronte, it is easy to see that you are on the Philosopher’s side, and to please you I shall arrange that Barbel escapes with her life, and only goes to prison!”


    I waved to him and walked slowly away.


    When they were out of sight I sat down beneath the trees and wept. I shed grievous tears for Haymon and for the days of our youth.


    The path I had taken by the shepherd’s advice was an old disused bridle-path which ascended the hill rather steeply. Falling water and landslides had destroyed many yards of the track here and there, and I was greatly inconvenienced by my baggage as I clambered up the steep clayey slope. But the higher I mounted the better the path became; all kinds of bushes held the ground together and saved the path from crumbling away completely.


    The walk took me rather a long time, and it was late before I reached the top of the Castle hill. At a turn of the path I stood unexpectedly in front of Castle Krottenriede, where, as I passionately hoped, it would at length be granted to me to hear Evli speak.


    If there was anything that looked more gloomy, neglected and sombre than the “Bullet Mill,” it was tins Castle. An enormous grey stone box confronted me with shutters that had been painted in red and white stripes, but had now faded and hung slantwise on their hinges. It stood surrounded by mighty weather-beaten poplars, withered at their tops. There were two ponds of sluggish brown water, lined with weather-worn stones and grown over with poisonously green water weeds. A weathercock, representing a lion rampant, bent by storms and eaten with rust, stood on the steep and dilapidated roof. Some of the window-panes were grey with dust, others had nothing but fragments of glass sticking out from the mildewy frames. A large rubbish heap of broken bottles, rags, bones and ashes rose almost in front of the principal entrance. This was a Gothic doorway with a coat of arms carved over it, representing a Moor’s head with an arrow protruding from one of his eyes.


    Nobody was to be seen, so I stepped over the Castle threshold, and was attacked immediately by a pack of hounds. Before the furious hounds could get hold of me, however, a man appeared and whipped them back into their kennels. The iron grating of these kennels had been torn off; he put it in its place and propped it up with several stones. He was young but his face was sullen and wrinkled, and I noticed that both his ears had been cut off, evidently a long time ago.


    I was about to address him, but at that moment there came out of a door a monstrously fat, white-haired man, with a red face and glowing. He approached me, and asked in sharp tone my name and business.


    I named myself, and at once his face assumed an expression of delight. He stretched out his hand and cried out very loudly as he shook mine: "How? What? A Dronte? Melchior Dronte? Perhaps a son of my old boon companion and fellow-huntsman?”


    And when he heard the name and last residence of my dead father, he embraced me and shook me by the shoulders. His breath reeked of wine...


    “My dear Baron, I am delighted," he cried , "I am delighted, the bottom of my eighty-year huntsman’s heart, to make your acquaintance! Your late father was a huntsman comme il faut, and in these lousy times there are few like him. Ay, ay! How the years run on; here is Melchior whose birth we toasted in the Duke’s great silver bowl - we called it the Sow’s belly. I knew him as a baby with dirty diapers, and now he has grey hair on his temples. But what matter? The lean Huntsman may have loaded his gun with the bullet that will floor the old deer I am, but let us still be merry, my dear Baron. The sound of your name revives in me the memory of those chivalrous days.”


    I thanked him, but I was strangely and disagreeably struck by his having been my father’s friend. Nor did the sullen man without ears, who received an order to find me a room, please me over much.


    “But now I must introduce myself in form,” said the old man, and he pulled himself up stiffly: “I am Eustace von Trolle und Heist, the Master of the Hounds of the late Duke of Stoll-Wessenburg. I have lived for twenty years in Krottenriede. on a small income, among owls and crows. No, Junker, the idea did not enter our heads, your father’s and mine, when we held the head of the Serenissimus for the wine to run out of him.”


    We strolled up and down the cool avenue in the castleyard. I felt a tormenting unrest in my heart, and noted indifferently the hundreds of carved stags’ heads, boars’ tusks and antlers that decorated the walls, covered with spider-webs and hung with swallows’ nests. The ground was carpeted with almost hairless wolves’ skins and worn out deer-hides. Their impaired condition seemed to emphasise the general impression of neglect and decay. And this old man beside me was that old Heist of whom my father had told me how he had killed the court poet in a duel, and of whom Gudel had spoken with such disgust.


    “Ay, ay!” said the Master of the Hounds, stopping in his walk and drawing a pinch of snuff into his purple nose. “Morte de ma vie, Dronte, you are no child now, and it will not shock you if I tell you that your father and I were the best studs about court. Do they still talk about the time when we stood one of Her Grace’s chambermaids on her head and filled her with champagne, so that Serenissimus almost died of laughing. Or how one dark night we pinched Annemarie Sassen’s arse so hard that she screamed for help and Her Grace swore to have us publicly whipped, no matter what rank. Oh, those were fine times, sassa, wild days. What do you young people know of such things?”


    To entice him away from these recollections, which reminded me too terribly of all the evil I associated with my father, I asked him about the man without ears, whom he had sent to find a room for me.


    “That one?” laughed the old man. “It is a former Magister who has knocked about a little everywhere. He has been at the Grand Signior’s court, though he does not seem to have prospered, for it was there that he had his ears cut off at the bridge in Stamboul. He has been living here for some years, and does all the scribbling business, in return for board and lodging and a few coppers: I keep him at a distance.”


    At that moment the man came up noiselessly behind us; a sour


    smile on his careworn lips betrayed to me that he had heard those last words. Dryly, and without any intonation, he reported to his master: “A room has been found, worshipful Master of the Hounds, the hall of the former court of justice. The roof is in tolerable order and won’t leak in case of rain. The bed has been provided with sufficient bedding, the windows have been washed, and it would seem they are whole. The gentleman may stay there, but - if only-------”


    “Don’t lose your time chattering about buts and ifs,” the old man snorted, “just say what is the drawback, you learned ass!”


    The sullen man did not so much as blink at this piece of rudeness.


    “As long as the gentleman is not afraid of the ghosts that haunt those old rooms.”


    “You three-horned dromedary!” cried the Master of the Hounds, and stamped his foot. “Enough that it is the hall of justice. What is there for supper?”


    “A haunch of venison with various jellies, boiled tench with millet and grape tart” said the Magister.


    “Good. Go back to your scribbling.”


    The grey man went off, his back bent.


    “You don’t treat the poor fellow very well,” I could not help saying.


    “These lettered scoundrels must be snubbed in this way, or else the are overcome by presumption and insolence,” laughed Trolle.


    “Believe me. Dronte, there is nobody that must be kept down and kicked as much as the learned set. It is they who try to make the common people discontented. A rascal is he who gives more than he has... But I will show you to your room.”


    As we went up the stairs, he asked me whether it was business had caused my visit, and when I told him I hoped to encounter a person here, to whom I had not been able to indicate any more convenient meeting-place, he was satisfied and bade me be his guest as long as I liked, for he was so richly provided with food and wine, he said, that it was a matter of indifference to him if there were others at table.


    Then he opened the door of my room and hoped I would be in time for supper.


    With a disconsolate heart I entered the large room where I was to live for an indefinite time, waiting for Evli. The old man’s ways were extremely distasteful to me, and the tone in which he offered me hospitality, by alluding to his plentiful supply of provisions, appeared to me so offensive, that I would rather have not unpacked my portmanteau at all...


    The prospect of having the constant company of this heartless old man, whom age had by no means rendered more human, horrified


    me, and it was quite unaccountable to me that Evli should have chosen this of all places to approach me. Racking doubts beset me and aroused the thought that I may have taken a wrong direction and missed the indicated place. But I had to be satisfied as it was. I could but hope that the Man from the East would find me here at last.


    Some time elapsed before I thought of looking about the large room, and when I did it was dusk and I could not find a candle. So I washed myself in a metal basin that received water from a suspended dolphin, and went down into the dining-room.


    This hall was a fair indication of the wretchedness of the whole building, in one comer of it some of the plaster had fallen and formed a rubbish heap which evidently no one had bothered to remove. The darkened ancestors’ portraits of the Counts von Treffenheid, to whom the coat of arms with the arrow-stricken Moor’s head belonged, looked down from the walls with lifeless eyes. In spite of the mild weather a gigantic fire of beech logs was blazing in a beautiful but badly kept fireplace.


    At the table I sat next the Master of the Hounds. We were surrounded by the hounds themselves, who snapped at the pieces of meat and slices of tart that were thrown to them, and quarrelled over them. Quite at the other end of the table, like a grey shadow, sat the wretched Magister Hemmetschnur. Such was his name, and its oddness - literally it meant “shirt-string” - always evoked peals of laughter from old Heist, whenever he chanced to pronounce it, twisting and deforming it in every possible way. But the food was good, and though the wine in the tin goblets was rough, it prickled the tongue and gums pleasantly.


    At the end of the meal, which passed quickly, the hounds were driven away, and the old man lighted one of many clay pipes, which were placed before him in a bowl. When he had smoked one, he threw it away, smashing it to pieces, and took the next one. We were soon enveloped in a cloud of blue smoke, and the continually coughing figure of the grey scribe was almost lost in the mist.


    I was tired and sad, and exhausted by the terrible adventure at the “Bullet Mill.” But I was obliged to remain at table out of politeness and listen to the Master’s coarse jokes and jests which seemed to be without end. My idea of my father, with whom he appeared to have shared most of his feats, became even uglier and more disgusting than it had been before.


    The old man drank without restraint, so that his tongue soon became heavy. When the clock struck eleven, he opened his mouth wide and began bellowing songs for all he was worth, in a false and rumbling voice - “A hare would go a-skulking,” and “Up, friend, and to the woods,” and so on without stopping, until at last his bald head fell on his breast with a jerk, and he began rattling and snoring. Two stout huntsmen and a boy came in, as if they had been lying somewhere in wait for this moment. They took him by the head, shoulders and feet and carried him away without more ado and without at all bothering about me or the silent Magister.


    Although I was by no means tormented by curiosity I addressed a few questions to the man when we were left together. He seemed to me to be worth some regard, if only on account of his learning. He told me that every evening about the same time the old man got drunk and began singing. This was due to the fact that many years ago, between eleven and half-past, his wife had found her husband in the arms of a servant girl, and was so much affected that she was struck dead on the spot with apoplexy. Also, about the same hour the Duke of Wessenberg’s court poet, whom he had killed with his own hand, would sometimes appear to him. 


    This was the reason why the old man tried to bridge this space of time with drinking and making a noise If there was no one present, the old man sang alone; but it was the duty of Raub, the head huntsman, to appear just before eleven and to go on blowing his horn as loud as he could, until the Master fell asleep.


    After this explanation Magister Hemmetschnur took a chandelier with five candles and begged to be allowed the honour of seeing me to my room.


    We went through the house, now dead silent, to the upper floor. Outside the wind was moaning and the poplars were rustling. At the door the Magister handed me the chandelier, bowed humbly, and wished me a good-night.


    “Will you tell me, Mr. Magister,” I asked him, “what you meant by speaking of this room being haunted?” At the same time I opened the door and begged him to step in.


    He bowed again, and as he shut the door behind him a smile passed over his grim face.


    “I cannot tell you anything precise,” he said, looking round, “but just consider all that must have taken place in this room during the innumerable years when the ius gladii and justice were centred at Krottenriede. There are stories enough about it.


    “For instance, that about old Krippenveit. He was tortured to death here, and it is said that he sometimes opens the trap-door in the floor and looks round with a horrible expression. Then there is the Jew Aaron, the horse dealer - they wanted to tickle his money out of him - you sometimes see him standing in a dark comer, and crying out for mercy. He was also tortured here. He was over seventy, and as soon as he was suspended he fell into the unconsciousness of the tortured. So they put boiling hot eggs in his armpits and pressed his arms to get the secret out of him. But he died rather than to have had "emmes gedabert", as the expression is, in his language, for revealing the truth. You can still see the iron ring up there in the ceiling, through which the cord ran that suspended him.


    “It was here also that Agnes, known as Honey-pot, was given to torture; she was ultimately burned alive, and buried in the carrion pit of St. Leodegar, together with a black cat and an old dog, who refused to forsake her. Then there was Eva Weinschrötter, a gentlewoman, who grew roses and lilies in winter by witchcraft; she was mercifully allowed to be beheaded. So you see, most worthy Baron, that human crudeness and stupidity have run riot in this room. The groans and tears of the wretches who fell into the hands of those brutes, and the horrid proceedings that took place here, must have left a shadow or an impression on these accursed walls, and persons disposed that way may still see things... That is what I meant.”


    "I will take the risk,” I said.


    “To you, a man with a noble heart, the room will have nothing dangerous, but yet...!” He stopped and bit his lips.


    “But yet - what?” I urged him.


    “Sir, I would rather not sleep here, and if there were any other place in the house where the roof did not leak, or the windows were not open to the wind, I would rather have chosen it than this accursed room! But, as it is, I wish you a peaceful night.”


    He bent low and went away.


    I was now alone. I took the candlestick and looked round me.


    The large room had been decorated with rich leather hangings, but they hung limp and tattered everywhere. Displayed and repeated a hundred times was the Treffenheid coat of arms - a Moor’s head with an arrow-shaft in his eye. Beneath, on a scroll, was the motto: “One’s death - another’s life.” A double bed with twisted columns and angels’ heads stood in the corner next to the door. The gilt had fallen off.


    Through the narrow windows I saw the pale moon go wandering past ragged clouds. At times the withered broom-like top of a poplar beat against the clattering panes. A table and several chairs had been taken away to make room for me and their traces remained on the dusty floor.


    My attention was particularly attracted by two large pictures. They hung on the wall, side by side, and between them there was a stretched-out human arm in a red sleeve, holding an executioner’s sword. I went up to the pictures, searching them with my candlestick. The first was full of small figures, and I had to look at it a long time by the shimmering light before I recognised on the darkened canvas a procession of people conducting with solemn gravity a criminal in a tumbril to the place of execution. Beneath the picture, on a white ground, was the legend:


    If thou hast patience in thy suffering,


    It will be most profitable for thee.


    So deliver thyself willingly.


    The unknown painter had succeeded in subtly giving Ins figures ail expression of stupid pomposity, thoughtlessness, malice, cruelty, indifference or stolid self-satisfaction. But terror cried out from the face of the man in the hangman’s tumbril; his staring eyes seemed to look with an almost yearning expression at Redmantle, who stood on the scaffold waiting for his prey.


    The picture plunged me into the depths of a familiar presentiment. It spoke to me of something that had been or was to be, and from the inmost of my soul a voice said: “I know...” The roots of my hair burned. But my brain was incapable of mastering the elusive vision. It faded into darkness as suddenly as it had emerged. Turning away from the terrible picture. I bowed my head to pass under the threatening arm with the sword.


    1 held up the candle to the other picture. Suddenly I reit as it were a stab in my heart.


    This face in a small cap. gentle and childlike, with a delicate nose, arched eyebrows, and a small mouth, with the aspiring eyes, was -


    "Aglaia!” I whispered, and the heavy candelabrum nearly fell out of my hand...


    A sad darkening light seemed to pass over the lovely face. No, it was not Aglaia! It was Zephrvine. looking as if she were going to breathe... The slender hand peeping out of the lace cuff wore a silver ring in the form of two snakes twisted together with a fire-opal in it, and between her finger and thumb were held three purple roses and a snow-white lily. But the inscription beneath her bewildered me and led astray my visions, that were constantly evoking the beloved face.


    I passed my hand over my eyes and read:


    Counterfeit of Eva Weinschrötter,


    Canoness at St. Leodegar’s,


    Convicted of witchcraft and 


    Beheaded there 


    anno 1649.


    I stood still for a long time, till the candles began sputtering and the wax ran. Where was imagination and where reality?
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   Chapter Thirty Five


  
    The night passed quietly, except for the inevitable rustling and creaking in the darkness of an old building.


    On the morrow all was dull and unattractive: the wind moaned, the rain pattered, and the walls rustled as with the scurrying of rats. The servant who brought me my breakfast informed me that the Master of the Hounds was attacked with a fit of gout and would not appear until evening. He advised me not to go into my host’s room without an invitation, for he kept a pistol at his side, loaded with salt and hogs’ bristles, and under the influence of his racking pains he was capable of discharging it at anyone - already he had done it once to Magister Hemmetschnur.


    By the dim daylight I once again inspected my room. Its air of decay was now even more apparent than it had been in the candlelight. I discovered the trap-door in the floor, by which access could be gained to the vaults and dungeons underground. Wherever I moved the grey eyes of Eva Weinschrötter’s portrait were watching me.


    I recalled my emotions of the previous night as I looked again fixedly and attentively at the rosy face under the golden coif, but now it looked back strange and distant. The likeness to Aglaia-Zephyrine faded even as I sought for it, and finally it disappeared completely.


    During my wanderings up and down the spacious room I discovered a door that was carefully concealed in the tapestry, and easily overlooked. I pushed it open on grating hinges, and found myself in a small chamber with shelves concealed by green damask hangings, musty and saturated with dust. I drew them aside, and came upon several bundles of old documents and what looked like confiscated corpora delicti, such as iron bars, hatchets, rusty locks, and gipsies’ fishing-rods. 


    Each of them bore a label, carefully and conscientiously inscribed. On one label I read: “The knife Matz of Schellenleben stabbed Squinting Jorg with.” On another: “Springing and breaking bar, killed Red Moische. having belonged to Hendl of Poland.” I noticed a fat earthenware pot, glazed over with blue, and tightly fastened down with a hog’s bladder: attached to it was a slip of parchment, inscribed in a faded brown ink with the words: “Numerus 16. Flying or witches’ ointment, concealed in the ground, and discovered under the bed of the woman Holler.”


    Such a relic of one of the women who had been brought to the house for examination, whetted my curiosity. I took the pot and hid it near my bed, intending later on to give it more attention.


    At lunch the Magister Hemmetschnur appeared, and inquired politely how I had spent the night. He said that I was the first person whom the room had allowed to sleep in peace.


    Despite the rain and wind, we went out for a walk after the meal, and I had a conversation with him. I was greatly impressed by the extent of his knowledge, especially his range of languages, and I could not refrain from asking him how had it come about that with all his learning he had found no better employment than this unworthy scribe’s work for the old Master of the Hounds, who seemed to take a particular pleasure in humiliating and bullying him, and precisely on account of his higher education.


    The Magister gave a deep sigh and said that if he only had enough money to get to Paris, or even to Strasburg, “in the old German country that the French had stolen,” as he called it, he would become immediately much better off. He had friends there who would readily take an interest in him. But even if he continued to accumulate a sum sufficient for his journey, he had to be careful. The Master of the Hounds would not hesitate to charge him with embezzlement and see that he was punished for it (as he had threatened quite openly to do). And, poor and helpless as he was, unknown and without any claim on


    Anyone, this educated servant had to resign himself.


    I said nothing, but inwardly I resolved to help this tormented man as far as it lay in my power.


    At supper Herr von Trolle und Heist was carried to the table in an armchair. His right foot was swathed up, and he sweated with pain. It was scarcely possible to carry on a conversation with him, and only the necessity of remaining his guest made me refrain from resenting certain of his incivilities, which were the outcome of his quarrelsome and excited mood. The Magister came off worse than I did; he had a meat-bone thrown at his head without giving the slightest provocation for it. The attending huntsmen also got their share of ill-treatment, the Master spitting wine at them and aiming blows towards them with his stick.


    Before long he was befuddled, and about eleven o’clock he raised his howling song of fear. But for once the wine he took did not have its effect, and I saw his glaring eyes distended with panic and staring at the unplastered corner. He flung a heavy bowl in the direction of some apparition I could not see. and then, laughing hoarsely, he muttered something about a good-for-nothing rhymester and court poet. At last he fell into a drunken slumber and was lifted from his armchair and carried away.


    “Hell! hell!” groaned Hemmetschnur, when his master had gone, and he drove his fingers into his untidy hair. “Oh, that I could get out of this!”


    I bade him good-night sympathetically and went to my room. By the light of a burning candle I got out Holler’s pot and cut open with a knife the dried-up bladder, that had become as hard as stone. It contained a greenish-brown sediment, traversed in all directions by a network of cracks and fissures. It might have been an ointment once, but time had made it hard and brittle.


    Perhaps, I thought, it could be warmed by the candle’s flame and thus recover its former consistence. Therefore I held the blue pot up to the candle. As the stuff melted it stank atrociously of old grease and pungent herbs, but by degrees I succeeded in softening the mixture to the point of being able to try the ointment and test its magic qualities.


    I lighted more candles. Again I saw the grey eyes of Eva Weinschrötter; they seemed to smile at my crazy task.


    “Ought I not to do it?” I asked, addressing the picture. But neither sign nor answer was vouchsafed me. The portrait was quite lifeless to-day, and yet it was only yesterday that it had produced such a strong impression on me with a beloved likeness since completely vanished.


    Either the heat of the candles or the greasy vapours of the poisonous herbs affected me so strongly that I again felt the fleeting feverishness which had already assailed me that very day during my afternoon walk.


    I began to undress: my limbs felt as heavy as lead. My blood went in sudden throbs, as if my temperature were rising.


    And from sheer obstinacy, or because something spurred me on, I persisted in my plan of experimenting with the ointment. I took off my shirt, rubbed in some of the ointment on my chest, stomach, hands, feet and forehead; I repeated the witches’ formula, as it stands in the tales of terror which I had heard as a child from old Margaret: “Up away and no-whither,” Then I laughed at my own foolishness, put out the light, and lay down on my creaking bed.


    The blood sounded in my ears, and a creepy feeling went through my limbs. The crescent of the moon appeared in the frame of the window which I had left open.


    Slowly I rose from my bed, glided out from under the low canopy and hovered between the ceiling and floor, without thinking it at all strange. I had often flown in this way in my dreams, directing my flight with a few careless movements of my arms, or my feet. Blit this time as I flew I saw my own self lying in the bed under the blue moonlight, that showed two distinct wrinkles on my face - some evil experience had drawn them between the nostrils and the chin. I saw the extinguished candles and the shining candle-snuffers and on the chair my clothes and my open bag. I was surprised by nothing, nor was I alarmed when Eva Weinschrötter stepped out of her frame and floated out through the open window.


    Many swimming figures appeared and followed after Eva. An old Jew in a caftan, a man who raised his white and scurvy skull out of the trap door, a hunchbacked little woman, with snub nose and chattering mouth, a black cat sitting on her hump, and a lame little white dog after her. Another hideous, blear-eyed woman glided up to my bed, and angrily hissed at my sleeping body. With crooked fingers she snatched the little pot, and rubbed her wrinkled skin with the ointment. I turned to the window with a feeling of boundless felicity, and out and over the bending and wind-beaten poplars, rejoicing to have recovered my power of flying.


    I could rise and descend at will, with slight movement of hands and feet; I could shoot up, light as a feather, or turn about or glide slowly. I felt no fear within me; I was like a feather carried on the wind. Even when I remained motionless, I beheld treetops passing below me. I made no more directing movements, I surrendered myself entirely to the calm sensation of being free of the earth. Far and near I saw other forms moving in the milky air, all in the same direction as myself. 


    As soon as I tried to fix my eyes on one of their faces, however, it would fade into a twirling vapour and escaped me. But even this neither frightened nor astonished me. Every thing seemed to me very familiar, and quite the right thing, a thing I was accustomed to. I was exhilarated by the freedom of my own limbs and the lightness of my body, which, entirely devoid of will, was carried gently among the clouds, moon and stars and distant earth.


    The forms assembled more thickly around me. I sank down.


    I was dazzled by a livid blaze. Lights danced beneath, bluish and yellow lights. I saw faces with glinting eyes under blazing crowns of fire. Fire was everywhere.


    All around me there was a whirling and jumping, a hopping and dancing of countless forms. Some were squatting in clusters round bonfires, humming and clapping their hands in time with the weird tune. Many couples were lying prone in rapture. A brown boy with pointed ears, handsome and pert, with rounded hips like a woman, was careering about on a black, bearded shaggy male goat between those who writhed on the grass in convulsive embraces. Grey wolves with red glaring eyes glided among the beautiful naked women, and dark froth ran from their panting jaws.


    A cripple, who was without legs and yet who propelled himself with the help of a pair of apish arms, moved about in a tumbril through the confusion, and stared everywhere with eyes squinting like a crab’s. A figure whose skin was stretched like parchment over his flesh less limbs, blew a dead bone like a trumpet, and glow-worms crawled about his eye-sockets. A row of women with grey hair and hanging breasts danced in a circle round this ghastly musician.


    “So you also are here! Hurrah!” I heard a shout of greeting, and when I looked round I saw Montanus pushing past me. His belly, glowing like red-hot iron, hung out of his split pants.


    I saw legs, peeled skin hanging off in shreds, and laughing mouths, out of which worms and maggots crawled. One with broken limbs led another whose neck bore the blue-grey mark of the rope, manhood erect, as they stumbled toward a naked, dancing, black-haired woman.


    Depraved children with distorted eyes writhed in the arms of hermaphrodites; women screamed and drew sniggering lanky boys to their perspiring bosoms; grey milk flowed out of bestial udders into the toothless jaws of old men...


    Little flames danced about and darted up from the ground. The deathly face of Bavarian Haymon. pale and sad and shattered, nose quenched, rose out of a bush and his mouth whispered; “Take my advice, Mahomet; look to your escape. Mahomet.”


    A monstrous chorus of screams rose up. and cries and wild singing. Everybody motioned with their hands and kicked convulsively at a high black stone. In the wavering, uncertain moonlight, a figure was squatting there, angular and silent, with chin resting against its knees.


    I stared hard at it. To my horror I recognised Fangerle.


    There he was, motionless, as if he had become part of the stone. His


    evil face, puckered up under the broad peasant’s hat, glimmered like rotten wood; his long coat shone as if a blue flame were concealed under it. His piercing goat’s eyes were fixed straight on me, full of unutterable evil. And then he emitted the horrible cry that I had heard


    Heiner utter before the executioner’s wheel.


    “I-i-iicchr


    Thousands of arms, fingers, claws and nails were pointed at me. I made an effort to rise into the free air, but they caught at my feet and pulled, me downward...


    “Seize him! Hold him!” yelled the Satan on the stone.


    Desperately I kicked and struck out with my hands. But now the arms of women flung themselves heavy and soft round my neck, hot lips pressed sucking to my face, claws lore my hair, heavy bodies hung on to me. smothering my breath. I could rise no more. The yellow brute eyes of Fangerle burned me and his sharp teeth gnashed at me.


    I was in deadly fear. Paralysis held my limbs, my heart hammered as though it was ready to burst, my breath ceased, suffocation held my throat...


    “Lord, my God!” I cried in mortal anguish.


    Fangerle’s hand seized me violently and flung me up in the air. Away I went. Scornful laughter followed me. The fires went out in the dead of night, the shadows whisked away, the air whistled, wept, screamed, howled - 


    I was lying in a wet meadow. I felt cold through and through, and yet at the same time all my body was burning. A fit of shivering sent me leaping upward; straight before me was the black mass of Krottenriede. A blood-red moon was setting behind the wind-beaten poplars.


    Then someone came, picked me up, laid me in a cradle and sang a lullaby over me.


    The next moment I was awake again. I was in the bed with the angels' heads. By the first light of morning I saw candles and the lighted squares of the windows. I tried to move, but my limbs were too heavy.


    “You have a fever,” said a dull voice.


    At my side the Magister was sitting in a dirty dressing gown. He was stirring something in a glass.


    “It was by chance that I saw you. my Lord Baron, making strange leaps in the meadow,” he said. “Johann and I ran down, and managed to carry you indoors. That is all I know. Had I not sat up all night at those accursed accounts, who knows but we might have picked you up frozen to death in the cold dew ”


    He held the glass to my lips and I drank...


    “Do I look exhausted?” I asked.


    “I should say so,” he replied. “I knew it would come to something of the kind - living in this room, and that at the end of April, about Walpurgis time. The Master of the Hounds is up already, asking angrily what the noise has been about, and he keeps on asking. I must give him a discreet answer, or the devil will be let loose again. Now you’d better go to sleep, and another time keep your hand away from things that are not to be toyed with.”


    And he pointed to the blue pot, that lay broken on the floor.


    His face was as sullen and colourless as the dull day. I closed my eyes, and from the depths of my soul called with all my power for Evli, who would not appear to me.

  


  [image: 150393638095505]



   Chapter Thirty Six


  
    I became seriously ill, and lay weak and faint in the canopy bed. The angels’ heads made faces at me when my temperature rose.


    The Magister Hemmetschnur took upon himself the task of nursing me.


    Once the Master of the Hounds came to see me, walking with one of his feet still bandaged. He sat for a while by my side and told me about more of the escapades he and my father had had, namely put-ting a frog into the chamberpot of a lady of high rank.


    Evenings between eleven and twelve o’clock, I heard his loud singing. I recognised the tune of a hunting song: “A fox I will capture, red as my darling’s hair.” I was so weak that this song made me cry: it reminded me of Zephyrine in the rose bushes saying to me: “It is a little vixen I have under my heart” - and I remembered how sadly it all ended, now so long ago that I had begun to believe the pain in me had wept itself to death.


    The thought of Aglaia also drew tears from me. Again I saw her with her wreath glistening by the glimmer of the candles.


    Of what use had been my unhappy, wretched life, to whom had it been of any avail? 


    It was all wild passion, foul sin, and weird devilry, and now its path was slanting towards the end. How deeply I despised myself when I looked back on my squandered years! Husbandmen had ploughed their unyielding fields in the sweat of their brow; artisans plied their honest hands for their daily bread without rest; physicians sat attentive and tireless at the bedside of the sick; scholars searched and meditated by the light of a dying lamp; musicians delighted the weary hearts of men with sweet song. But as for me...


    There I was, like a rotting tree that had borne neither leaves nor blossom, nor given any fruit of life. Hans Dampf, the legendary embodiment of futility, had not dissipated his life more uselessly than I had wasted mine. But I had been repaid for it: suffering had been heaped on me in full measure, and what I felt now was more than pain. A dreadful feeling of nothingness overwhelmed me, a devastating sense of futility.


    But suddenly - “All has served to thy purification,” said a soft and gentle voice in a language quite unknown to me, which nevertheless I understood as if it were my own. In the twilight beside my bed stood Evli. A thin, bluish light was about him.


    It was indeed Evli. Under the black turban, between the eyebrows, I saw the red. straight mark; his eyes shone like black flames; the noble dark face had not a wrinkle. Yellow amber beads lay round his neck and on the red-brown cloth of his mantle.


    “Who are you?” I could not help asking. My voice was toneless, as the voice one hears in a dream.


    “I am here.” he breathed back.


    On the gentle lips appeared an understanding smile that soothed me like a soft caress.


    “At last you have come,” I whispered.


    “I have come.”


    “Is this indeed your true form?” I asked.


    “It is the form thou gavest me.”


    “I gave you?”


    “Thou gavest me this self.”


    Suddenly I saw myself as a child, bowed in a praying meditation before the glass case that contained the little figure which had since so often appeared to me. I was afraid he would slip away this time again, but Evli smiled gently as if he had guessed my fear, and said;


    “Thou art near to me.”


    Then I saw behind his shoulders a distorted, evil face with yellow piercing cyca; and I cried out:


    “Another is near me as well!”


    “He is everywhere.” replied Evli calmly. “He always walks by thy side, and by mine.”


    “Fangerle," I groaned.


    ‘‘To name him is to call him,” the voice continued. “Give him no name and he is no more.”


    And indeed the horrible, grinning face behind him vanished in the darkness, and was no more. A golden light appeared in the eyes which looked at me so kindly, like the reflection of a boundless splendour.


    “Thou hast walked so deep in grief and pain that he has no more power over thee. Thou art near the goal, brother.”


    “Help me,” I groaned. “I am so weak------”


    “Thou art weary of the long journey, but thou must still plod on. Thou alone canst help thyself, for I am thee.” he said.


    “I cannot understand you” - I raised my aching head with difficulty. “What is the goal?”


    “Eternal life,” he said, and in that moment the dark room seemed to me so dazzlingly bright that I had to shut my eyes. When I opened them again, fearful of seeing a void where Evli had been, I saw to my indescribable solace that he was still with me.


    “I am Iza Bekchi, Iza the Watcher,” I heard him say.


    “You watch over me?”


    “Always, only over thee.”


    With a heavy heart I asked him, “And whither does my way take me, Iza Bekchi?”


    “Towards re-birth,” he answered, and over his unspeakably beautiful face there again passed rays of light.


    “And death?”


    “That which is immortal returns to God.” The voice sounded triumphantly.


    “The immortal part of every man?” I asked, stretching out my hands to him.


    “Of every man.”


    “So everyone shall be born again. O Evli!” Sweet hope descended on me.


    “Re-birth may be of two kinds,” he said, and his voice was deep as the sound of bells. “Unconscious and conscious.”


    I was seized with fear at these words.


    “And I?” I exclaimed. “Help me. Brother!”


    “Thou alone canst help thyself.”


    I felt a racking strain, a burning desire to understand. I wanted to rise, to ask, to beg! But I could not. I looked at him imploringly, praying in silent anxiety that he might remain. He spoke in a low voice, and from his eyes a bright light flowed into my soul.


    “Hearken unto me. There was once a mighty sovereign and a wise one, who caused a criminal to be sentenced to death, despite that a voice spoke in him. telling him that no man can take another’s life before its term. When the condemned one knelt down on the scaffold, to receive the stroke of death, he looked up at his sovereign with a look in which there was so much burning hatred that the retainers of the wise ruler were stricken with fear. The Ruler said:


    “ ‘If thou abandonest evil I will grant thee thy life.’


    “But the criminal laughed out, and cried: ‘Thou darest not kill me, because thou fearest the Vengeance that will be wreaked on thee by my departed spirit!’


    “The Ruler looked on him and said: ‘No more will thy head severed from thy body be able to assail me or pronounce the word Vengeance, than I do fear thee.’


    “Then the sentenced man laughed again and called: ‘Executioner, do thy duty!’ The sword fell, and to the horror of everybody the severed head rolled up to the sovereign’s feet, and the lips distinctly uttered the word ‘Vengeance!’ while the eyes displayed, with horrible fixedness, a will-power strained to the utmost.


    “In great terror the retainers looked on. But the wise man said: ‘Fear nought! It is true I have done wrong in causing this man to be killed, but I have warded off the danger of his rage. For, behold, he had to concentrate all his will-power at the moment of death to do that of which I had spoken to him. Thus, for his later evil designs, he has no more power. His will has been squandered on a useless undertaking. and when it returns he will be without consciousness of what has happened to him. If he had only thought of returning and saved his consciousness for the life after death, he would have become an Evli, one who returns. But no evil one can be an Evli.”


    I was silent with amazement. It seemed to me as if I were standing at an open door, which I had up to the present passed by unheedingly, without knowing that behind it was the solution of all my questionings.


    “Understand me. Brother,” said Evli, “I show thee the way.”


    “The wish at the moment of death!... ” I repeated to myself. “To take with me my consciousness for the life after death - to save remembrance...״


    “Thou hast understood. Fare thee well.”


    Slowly he glided into the dusk, his figure became indistinct, but his face was still shining.


    "Kemam, remain with me,” I wanted to call to him, but no sound came from my lips.


    Then, slowly and distinctly, he uttered words I could not understand:


    “Hamd olsun - tekrar gördüğümüze.”


    I was awake, but I saw him no more.


    “Iza Bekchi.” I cried. “Remain with me.” But only my own wailing voice echoed in the wide room.


    Why had I understood all he had said except those last words? I remembered them as one remembers a sound that has ceased, a tune which gradually escapes from memory. Hastily I repeated to myself the foreign words over and over until they impressed themselves on my mind like the formula of a prayer spoken a thousand times.


    Why was my heart so sad?


    How many questions I would have liked to ask him! I would have asked about Aglaia, about Zephyrine, about the horror of the hellish night!...


    Had he not said that we were one?


    “I am thee.”


    He was in me, therefore, and the answer could come only from myself: out of the depths of my own consciousness, in which all riddles might be disentangled into plain writing.


    My heart beat evenly, free of all fear, free from expectation, and as sure and happy as a child in its mother’s arms.


    “Death, where is thy sting?”


    Like a distant consoling sound came those words of the Sacred Book. There was no death for him who wished to live in all Eternity, live till he had reached complete purification and the glorious ascent, the conscious existence in God.


    Tears of joy poured down my cheeks.


    I had been wandering in the dark, but now that I approached the end of the journey a feeble ray of the unextinguishable light shone on me through the eternities. However distant it might be, however great the terror and distress which lay on both sides of the path, yet it led to the goal. Iza the Watcher had shown me the truth. What could befall me, and who could do any harm to the immortal part of me?


    The door opened. Magister Hemmetschnur came up to my bed, holding in his hand a silver cup with a cooling drink of mint and sugar water.


    “You must have met a foreign monk on the stairs,” I said to him quietly. “A man in a brown mantle with a black turban and beads about his neck.”


    “Hullo, the fever is rising again,” he growled sullenly to himself. “No, no,” I assured him. “The stranger has just been with me, he stood there in front of my bed. He could not have passed unnoticed.”


    I again described Evli to him. and urged him to bring him back in haste.


    “Baron,” said the Magister, “you have been dreaming. For quite an hour I have been sitting reading in a chair on the landing at your door. No one entered the room, and no one could have possibly left it. This is proved by common logic.”


    Exhausted, I sank back into my pillows.


    “Dreaming?” I felt a bitter taste on my tongue. But then I spoke again. “Hemmetschnur, you have been in Stamboul, and you know many languages. What does this sentence mean that I am going to repeat to you.”


    And slowly, pronouncing every word distinctly, I repeated to him the last words that I had heard from Evli. “Hamd olsum-tekrar gördüğümüze. ”


    The Magister raised his eyes. His mouth stood open in astonishment. He passed his hand over his face, stared at me again, and shook his head.


    “By the diamond of the Great Mogul! Baron, it is the purest Turkish!”


    “What does it mean? I want to know what it means!” I demanded impatiently.


    “It means: Thank God, we shall meet again/ ”


    “Thank God!” I repeated with a sigh. I laughed for joy and patted his hand which was holding out the cup.


    “Strange things happen by daylight in this witch's room,” the Magister exclaimed. “Baron Dronte, the man you wanted to see - why, the Moslem Dervishes look exactly as you have described. This is stranger than strange.”


    “I will give you the means of escaping from this house, Mr. Magister,” I said quietly, “now that I understand why you had to remain here until now. It was for my sake you led this martyr’s life; so is it my duty to help you out of it.”


    He fell on his knees before my bed. letting fall the cup he held in his hand and spilling my medicine.


    “God bless you a thousand times!” He sobbed and kissed my hand. “A little longer and I would have made my escape in another way - by hanging myself on the window bar. The bottom of hell would be better than my wretched life here.”


    He picked up the cup.


    “I will make haste and bring you another drink, merciful sir,” he cried, all laughter and tears as he ran away.


    I closed my eyes. A dreamy languor held me in its embrace.


    “Thank God we shall meet again.”


    Thank God, thank God...


    Now anything might happen. And nothing of what had happened in my life, whether good or evil, had been in vain.


    Thank God.
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   Chapter Thirty Seven


  
    Most of the time during my recovery I was alone with my thoughts. And truly they were more welcome visitors than the old boorish man who would tramp noisily in from time to time. He would let himself down with all his weight on to my bed, bestrew everything about me with snuff and begin telling me, as though I had asked for them, stories of his own and my father’s gallant years.


    It was far easier to tolerate the Magister. who looked after me and was very helpful. The grateful expression of his face did me good. What pleased me most was that he was in no hurry to leave. I had provided him with sufficient money for his journey, but he preferred to wait until I was quite well. He procured for me all I wanted, and shaved me when my beard grew too long.


    Once when he had left me, I took the little hand-mirror from the table by my bed and looked at myself. My face was yellow and emaciated, and my hair was sprinkled with silver hoar-frost. Yes, indeed, I was grown old, old and weary. With a feeling of melancholy I looked away through the windows at the leafless tops of the withered poplars, doomed like myself to an early death. But suddenly it dawned on me that there was hope in my melancholy. I had a reassuring memory of the stone in the churchyard of my native place: it bore Sir Thomas More’s great declaration: Non omnis moriar, I shall not wholly die.


    Again I held up to my face the smooth looking-glass, and as I held it with an unsteady hand just a little slant-wise, I caught a glimpse in it of a sweet feminine face, with red hair only a little less bright than the golden coif that adorned it. It was the picture of Eva Weinschrötter reflected in the mirror from the wall opposite.


    Her grey eyes gazed at me half-questioning, half-knowing, and an inward smile seemed to hover about her lips; but even as I looked her face changed to a heart-rending expression. My sight became riveted on it; I was helpless against its powerful attraction. Then the circle of the looking-glass widened, veiled everything like a fine-spun moon-mist, drawing me into its sphere of influence. Gradually I became aware that I was being surrounded by people of another time, and I myself was one of them.


    Was it not in this room that...?


    A table stood near the wall, and at the table I saw myself sitting, dressed in a black hood, striped with fur. Two men dressed in the same manner sat to the right and the left of me, and at the narrow end of the table sat Master Hemmetschnur, blinking as he bent over a parchment. Sure enough it was the Magister, though he wore a white monk’s frock and a black hood.


    On the opposite side of the table, her copper-gold hair all loose, stood Eva Weinschrötter!... No, it was Zephyrine! She was apparelled in a dark grey smock covered with crusted blood, and her snow-white skin showed through it. She was looking at me wildly; there were blue circles above her ankles, her hands were bound behind her back with a greasy leather strap that ran through a smooth iron ring in the vaulted ceiling. The other end of the strap was held by a man whose small, maliciously glittering eyes peered through the eye-holes of a dull-red cowl which covered his face and his broad shoulders.


    Overpowered with horror I looked at myself seated yonder. I saw my own eyes glittering eagerly and tremulously, I realised how narrow and evil was my mouth; and I heard myself saying with mercilessly cruel calmness:


    “Weinschrötter, before we proceed to the second degree of the question, I ask you once more will you confess or will you not?”


    A cry of despair came from the pinioned girl, but she shook her head, her hair moving like a red banner in the wind. The man in the cowl scraped at the brazier, stirring up flakes of fire - and plucked out a white-hot iron bar from the coals...


    Then the dreadful vision broke up with a crash.


    I had let fall the looking-glass. Its broken pieces were scattered across the floor.


    The Magister came in. “Baron.” he said, “this means, alas, seven years of unhappiness!”


    “I must go.” I answered wildly; “find a carriage for me. I will not stay in this room another night.”


    “You are too weak to go yet, Baron,” he expostulated. “I could easily find a conveyance. Peter Geissler will willingly get his horses ready if I send for him. But it is a long way to the nearest town.”


    “Find me a carriage.” I urged him. “I will not stay here.”


    He went on shaking his head.


    I was suddenly afraid of my room. It was here that the Man from the East had appeared to me, bringing comfort that counterbalanced all the pains and bewilderments of my life, but now I knew that these decayed walls were also haunted by demons, enemies to everything that lived. It was as if old cries of pain, curses and complaints still clung to the worn leather hangings; they were haunting the fissures of the masonry; and when twilight came they sounded out again - they conjured up nightmares of unutterable horror. And my weakened heart was incapable of coping with them. At the horrible witches’ Sabbath Bavarian Haymon had appeared to me among the ghosts and goblins, and even in the wild confusion of the orgy he had been a friend: “Take my advice,” he had said, “and see that you get away.” I was determined to follow his advice as soon as the carriage and horses could be brought to the door.


    Neither my weakened body nor my mind, strained as they were to the utmost, could offer any resistance to the ghosts that surrounded me. But even apart from that, I could not hear the thought that in the night, when the heart beats more violently, and the mildewy walls come to life again and rustle and rumble. I should once more have to listen to my barbarous host howling his horrid songs yonder, until the rough wine would topple him over and silence him in a drunken sleep.


    So I rose up by myself from the bed. and holding on to the bedrail I stumbled across to the table and began to dress. The first exertion exhausted me so much that I had to lie down for a moment before I could continue. But slowly, painfully, I succeeded in getting myself into my brown travelling clothes, and then, with faltering hands I carried my belongings into my bag. I was ready to start.


    I had to wait some time before the Magister returned, out of breath with running. He told me that Peter Geissler was waiting with his horses at the door. It was for me, he said, to induce the Master of the Hounds to allow him, Hemmetschnur, to accompany me. If he reached the Rhine it would be easy for him to escape into Prance where, he explained, the great Revolution was now in full flower and the Third Estate had possessed itself of all power.


    I was arrested by this information, and persuaded the Magister to tell me about the wonders which the people of France seemed to be achieving. With sparkling eyes and an animated expression of which I had never thought him capable, he vowed by all that was holy that he would see the radiant dawn of Freedom break gloriously from the smoking ruins of shattered dungeons. I was so fascinated by the picture he drew that I too felt a great desire to go to Paris and see everything with my own eyes.


    With the Magister’s help I descended the tumble-down stairs of Krottenriede for the last time, and knocked at the Master’s door. He sat at a table, whistling to himself. He was examining the parts of a gold-inlaid gun-lock that he had taken to pieces and was oiling with a feather dipped in a little bottle of marrow-oil.


    He listened while I outlined my plans, but he refused to countenance them, saying that it was now the beginning of the season for shooting the red deer, and that he would never suffer the son of his old boon companion Dronte to leave him without having a lucky shot and winning a pair of antlers. As for taking away that cursed fellow, the crazy Magister, there could be no question about it, for he would be needed to write some severe manifestos to the neighbouring peasantry, who had again begun scouring and hunting with their dogs in the chase, a proceeding which was to be firmly stopped, and the miscreants severely punished.


    I replied very politely that I could hardly stay any longer at Krottenriede, since I had important and urgent business to look to. Otherwise, in my state of health it would not have occurred to me to undertake a long journey in a peasant’s wagon. Whether or not he would take it on himself to let me depart in my feeble condition with no one to look alter me but the driver. I left to his conscience.


    These words produced a certain impression on him. but he continued to shake his head, saying that it was precisely the Magister he was most concerned about. As a nobleman I must understand that Hemmetschnur was just the sort of wretch who would seize the opportunity of escaping. He. the Master, had good reason for keeping hold of the fellow: once or twice the timber accounts had not agreed, and indeed he felt inclined to lay hands on him there and then and keep him in jail until he should willingly return to food and whip and put aside all thought of trying to get away. After all. added the old cheat with a twinkle of his eye. he had never in his life seen a cheaper and better clerk, and this was why he would never allow him out of his sight it he could help it!


    I repeated my request that the man might accompany me. At last the Master fell to my cunning eloquence and said he would commit him to Peter Geissler's charge and give the driver orders that the wretch without ears was to return with him as soon as they had taken me to my place of destination. The old man asked me to treat the conceited, learned ape as nothing more than a carrier of chamberpots and footman, and not to spare him a kick or a box on the ears when necessary. This he said was the best physic for such a fellow, who no doubt imagined himself to be better than a nobleman or a gallant soldier.


    At that I shook hands with my host, pretending to he in a hurry to continue my packing. Instead of staying for dinner I called Hemmetschnur, who had been anxiously waiting in the antechamber - with the exception of the dining-room he was forbidden the Master’s rooms. We lost no time in getting into the vehicle that was waiting for us, and I ordered Geissler, the young peasant on the box, to drive off at once.


    The carriage went rattling down the steep avenue and had covered about a thousand yards when a loud horn blast came to us from the Castle. The peasant made a movement to stop the horses. “His lord-ship is calling us back,” he said.


    “You fool,” answered the Magister. “It is only Raub, the chief huntsman, blowing a farewell to the Baron. So get on.”


    We drove forward, and the sounds of the horn, in which I clearly recognized the call “Rally” or “Return.” were soon lost on the fresh wind.


    In the afternoon we halted at a small town. My weakness had increased. Half asleep I had listened to Hemmetschnur telling me the story of his lost ears. They were a severe punishment for a foolish escapade of his in Stamboul. Attracted by the signs and nods of a veiled Turkish lady he had scaled a wall; immediately he was seized by eunuchs, who, acting under the orders of a richly dressed man, cut off his ears there and then with a pair of shears. He fainted from pain and loss of blood, and the servants of the cruel man took him out into a deserted street and threw him on a dung-heap, where he remained in the burning heat of midday. The street dogs licked the blood off his wounds, and thus saved him from inflammation. Charitable Moslems picked him up and carried him to a monastery of Franciscans, who took care of him. Later on he discovered to his great mortification that the veiled lady was a hideous old hag, who wanted to divert herself, all of which was brought to such an end by her son-in-law, a powerful pasha.


    I was not in a state to eat that afternoon, what of my weakness and the picture I saw before me of the Magister in his youth with the severed ears, and the mangy dogs licking his blood in the dusty street.


    Towards evening we arrived at the town on the Rhine and drove up to an inn with the sign of the Imperial Apple. Hemmetschnur showed himself very anxious about me, and would have wished to remain. But I advised him to go ahead and cross the river before the town-gates were closed, lest a mounted envoy of the Master of the Hounds followed behind us to take him back to the Castle.


    He was seized with such terror at the idea that his teeth chattered and he quickly obeyed me. Once more he kissed my hands, bowed over and over again. Pointing to the wide, peaceful stream he said: “Wherever I meet you again, my lord Baron, I will serve you without recompense and truly, for I am yours for blood and life.”


    Then he was gone. Peter Geissler watched the Magister’s departure with a scratching of the head and wrinkling of the brow, but I gave him a sum of money, and as he drove away on the return journey I went into the inn.


    “The gentleman’s face is burning with fever,” remarked the waiter as he showed me to my room. “Go straight to bed, sir, and I will send at once for Dr. Schlurich.”


    He even helped me off with my clothes, and I felt the hot waves of a terrible sickness and the shivering of a fever. Then all became dark around me, and in the darkness endless rows of faces passed me in tormenting procession, faces more sullen and sulky than the Magister’s on the day I first saw Castle Krottenriede.
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   Chapter Thirty Eight


  
    For weeks my life was on the brink of destruction, and my only succour was the image of Iza Bekchi, constantly present in my fevered dreams. At length a moment came when, waking as from a heavy slumber, I saw Dr. Schlurich sitting by my bed and was able to recognise him. He was a thin, middle-aged man, very gentlemanly and clever-looking. with a high and smooth forehead and beautiful eyes. His black suit was of the best material, his neckcloth was fastened with a priceless green emerald, and his hands were well cared for and white.


    “My dear Baron,” he said in a pleasant and subdued voice, “I am glad to see that your illness has at last been overcome by your healthy constitution, and by your will to live.”


    “And your skill,” I added politely.


    “The beet nay skill can effect is to Help the mysterious forces contained in the body to defend themselves from impending dissolution. At the most it can but call them out, it can soothe pain and restlessness. Of course I must also - except in rare cases - keep an eye on the ups and downs of the struggle. Sometimes, by means of some little trick of my trade, I am able to bring reinforcements to the man who has made up his mind not to die. This help may even sometimes be decisive, but on the whole the invalid has his remedy in himself. This time, dear sir, you turned back in good time from your journey deathwards.”


    With these words he rose, advising me to do honour to the pudding of chocolate and jam which he had ordered for me, and to follow it with a good sleep.


    He left the room slowly and with a friendly expression, pressing the golden pomegranate on the end of his stick to his chin.


    A few days later I was able to get up, and I did so all the more willingly because strange and confused noises had begun to assail me from the streets - the discordant sound of trumpets, the growling murmur of voices - putting an end to the tranquillity of my chamber.


    My chamber-groom helped me to dress. I noticed that during my illness the silver hoar-frost of age had finally settled on my head.


    The garrulous and good-humoured servant told me a number of terrible stories about France, where blood was flowing in rivers and human life cheaper than a halfpenny. The contagion of freedom had begun to spread, and even in this quiet and old-world town all manner of disagreeable and dangerous happenings had occurred within the last few days. The climax to them was the great meeting of apprentices and the erection of a “Tree of Liberty.”


    The town council, however, had acted with foresight. They petitioned the supreme authority to send them some cavalry and a battalion of infantry; and Gailer, gun-bearer to his Highness, had told the chamber-groom that they had received an answer to their petition, in which the troops were promised with the shortest delay.


    When I was fully dressed I slowly descended the stairs into the dining-room, and to my great delight found Dr. Schlurich at the public table. At once he rose from his place and took a seat next to me.


    Our conversation naturally turned on the stirring events in the town. Compared to the great French conflagration, of course, they were no more than a small bonfire, but to us they were full of importance. I remarked that I would enjoy going to Paris, to study on the spot the gigantic changes that were proceeding yonder. The whole movement, I told him, appeared to me highly important and full of promise to the whole of mankind.


    Dr. Schlurich listened to me very attentively. He answered that he was rather surprised to think that such events could arouse anything but natural abhorrence in a nobleman of ancient and famous family. The thoroughgoing and brutal changes that were only just beginning could hardly be welcomed by one whose privileged existence was founded on the artificially fostered prestige of tradition. He hoped I would not misconstrue him in what he was saying. For his surprise was altogether a pleasant one.


    I explained that in my young years a temporary degradation (brought about through my own fault) had given me the opportunity of mixing with people of the lowest classes. I had, in other words, attended a school which may have been good or bad, according to one’s way of looking at it, but its effect had been to cure me of all conceit and all class prejudice. It also gave me the valuable knowledge that the so-called differences of social standing depended for their existence and preservation on artificial and easily removable barriers - barriers which were deliberately put up to prevent the children of the poor from receiving a good education, and from developing their better instincts.


    The unquestionable advantages of Society (by which word I meant the nobility and the cultured bourgeoisie) were only the outcome of a carefully-conducted training. If every member of the human race, and not merely those of the privileged classes, were given the same good facilities, mankind would reveal in itself an incalculable wealth of talent and ability that had never had their opportunity. At the present time, if despite all oppression this talent and ability did happen to spring up modestly and shyly among the unprivileged, they were ruthlessly and unjustly trampled down as dangerous to the established order.


    “You are a nobleman in the true sense of the word,” said the doctor impulsively, and he bowed to me. But I felt the colour of shame rise to my face, for I thought of my many ugly actions that for ever seemed to cling to me as splashes of dirt.


    “All the same, cher Baron,” the doctor continued, “if you were to ask my advice. I do not know that I would advise you to go to Paris to study these great changes on the spot. Just think: a man is cleaning a neglected part of his garden with a view to making it fit for the production of useful and pleasant plants. In the process of removing stones and rubbish he will find that ugly worms, woodlice, centipedes and all manner of nasty vermin come creeping out of their dark hiding-places. infesting the place and attacking each other with unexpected voracity as they realise their peril. It is the same with the social upheaval that we call a revolution. There is much repulsive work to be done before the noble kernel - the light of Freedom - makes its appearance. The meaning of this upheaval may become clear to future generations, but it must fill a contemporary onlooker with disgust, a disgust that will leave no place for any other feeling, and no place for hope. The inevitable accompaniments of a revolution are filth, blood, clamour, crime. vulgar cupidity, and the savage revelation of animal instincts. It takes time for the rising flame to free itself from dirty dross, and for authority to pass from the hands of the senseless mob into those of reasonable men.”


    Our conversation, was suddenly interrupted by wild cries in the street. The diners about us jumped up from their tables and rushed to the windows. People were hurrying down the street. At first they passed one by one, then in a crowd. Then we saw that they were pursued by dragoons in close formation, who struck at them with the flat blades of their swords. Everything happened so rapidly that the cries and the clatter of hoofs were quickly lost in the distance and in a few minutes the street was quiet again - empty except for the litter of hats and sticks that had been dropped in the confusion.


    “Our good Germans take time to grow ripe,” commented Dr. Schlurich, returning to his seat. “Much will happen to our nation before it fights its way through to Freedom. But the French too will be leagues away from it. We might leave them at least the distinction of having started the movement, if it were not more just to assign that to the English. And yet, Baron, after much suffering and trouble the Germans will some day become the chosen nation, and the salvation and redemption of the world will come from them. Such is my faith.” 


    We were silent for a while, and presently our conversation passed to other topics. I found out that Dr. Schlurich was a native of Cologne, and had settled down here less to make money (he was sufficiently well off to dispense with the necessity) than to find a quiet place where he could write a large book on psychical phenomena, for this was his principal interest. He had made an extraordinary discovery in connection with it since he came to the town. A certain Mile. Köckering lived there, who had often been sent into a magnetic slumber in the presence of divers doctors, and in this state she was able to answer questions about the past, present and future, answers that were always exact. If, said the doctor, I happened to be at all interested in these natural mysteries (for only the vulgar connected them with spirits and devils) he could easily introduce me to her. As she had to be kept in complete secrecy, and her hypnotic aptitudes were her only means of living, it was customary on one’s first introduction to hand to her a sum of money.


    I replied that I would be willing to go with him to her house, and thanked him for his confidence in my discretion.
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   Chapter Thirty Nine


  
    We set out at dusk. A damp, cool wind blew from the Rhine. The moist air penetrated our clothes. Several times we were held up by mounted patrols, but on being recognised as persons of quality we were allowed to pass. After much wandering about we found the house of the Silver Snail, where the young lady lived.


    We required to knock many times before the door was opened by a man who excused his tardiness as due to his fear of the apprentices and bargemen, who had been in the street a little while ago, yelling the “Ca ira,” and hammering at doors demanding that some whores who lived in the neighbouring house should come out and join their company. The soldiers easily dispersed the rioters, but then forced their way into the house with the red lantern!


    We climbed the dark and narrow staircase, and after knocking in a peculiar way we were admitted to a well-lighted, octagonal room. The windows were carefully closed with curtains. 


    The furniture consisted of a worn, brocade-covered armchair, two small tables with chandeliers on them and a row of ordinary wooden chairs. These were occupied by some men who turned their heads as we came in. By their dress, as well as by the expression of their faces, I quickly classified them as members of the learned profession.


    Dr. Schlurich and I approached them and named ourselves, an act of politeness they imitated in return.


    As soon as we were settled a person who was addressed as “Spektabilität,” a title used in addressing a Dean of Faculties, proceeded with a speech which had been interrupted by our arrival.


    “The prophesyings of the young lady must in especial be submitted to strict proof," he declared. “All the more as the man who magnetises her into sleep charges a louis d’or for each person present. My valued colleague, Professor Fulvius, who was present at the demonstration, is not satisfied on all points. The bluish efflorescence that was seen to proceed from the fingers of Emerentia Glock, the so-called ‘Possessed’ of Ebersweiler. is absent in this case, and the performance just consists of amazing statements about the life and future destinies of people present.”


    "To this I must respectfully add,” said a small, lean, red-wigged man, in the shrillest falsetto, “that inasmuch as the woman’s predictions deal with the future they have absolutely no scientific value, being unverifiable.”


    “Maybe, maybe,” snarled a stout, gloomy-looking man with a rude face and high stock. “But it would be a mistake to take for granted the idea - by no means proven - of the whole thing being a cheat. Surely we are men enough to test the matter, and as for radiations or silly knockings I have no use for them.”


    At this point a little carpet-door opened, and a somewhat deformed, middle-aged spinster came in. She wore a wide gown of grey silk; she had plain features and a sallow complexion. She curtseyed to the company and sat down in the armchair, spreading out and smoothing her dress.


    A disagreeable-looking man dressed in dark clothes had come in after her. He had penetrating eyes and his age seemed to be between thirty and forty, much the same as the lady’s. His face was constantly changing its expression in a way that made one think he was being alternately moved to laughter or tears. He made a short bow, and went round with a silver tray collecting the fee from each of us. Having done this he set the tray down near one of the chandeliers, bowed once more rather awkwardly, and addressed us in a harsh accent, typical of German-speaking Russians.


    “You see before you,” he said, “Mile. Maria Theresa Köckering, a native of Reval, aged thirty-eight. She is able, after she has been put into a magnetic sleep, to answer in the best and most exact way any question that may be put to her, bearing on the past, present or future of anyone of the worthy gentlemen present.”


    He stepped up to the table and blew out some of the wax candles. Then he turned towards the lady, who was sitting motionless; stretching out his fingers towards her face he gently stroked her forehead, eyes and temples.


    “She is asleep,” he said, turning again to the audience.


    We looked at her. She gave the impression of a person sleeping in a sitting posture.


    “If you please, most worshipful gentlemen,” continued the man in a subdued voice, “the experiment demands a certain degree of tranquillity. If your questions are answered right, will you please whisper a confirmation? If otherwise, I beg you to say so without getting excited, and the question will be repeated. For it sometimes happens that Mademoiselle’s sensitive spirit is thrown into confusion by terrible visions of unknown origin. Every reasonable test and investigation will be permitted; but to make any noise, to cry out, or to touch her of a sudden, or to alarm her in any way would be extremely dangerous to her life, for in her present state her soul is but loosely attached to her body.”


    A whisper of disbelief rustled among the audience. But the man went on unheeding.


    “I shall first put a few questions to her to show the learned company present how simple the process is, and how impossible would be any fraud on my part.״ Then he addressed the sleeper in a loud voice: “Mademoiselle Maria Theresa!”


    Her face began to twitch convulsively. Her hands moved restlessly this way and that way, catching first at the air, then again handling the arms of the chair.


    “Do you hear me. Mademoiselle?”


    “I hear,” she replied. She spoke in a strangely changed voice that sounded deep and hollow.


    “The names of the most worshipful and learned gentlemen present in the order they are sitting from right to left?” Then turning to us and holding his hand to his mouth he whispered: “She sees everything as in a looking-glass and counts accordingly ”


    The convulsions and grimaces on her face grew worse. Then a relieved smile appeared, and she began to speak, rapidly and without making a single pause:


    “Dr. Achaz Moll. Professor Gisbertus van der Meulen, Dr. Johannes Baptista Schlurich. Baron Melchior von Dronte, Magister Benedict Fleck, His Respectability Dr. Immanuel Balaenarius, Dr. Veit Pfefferich...”


    A murmur of interest followed among us and we inclined our heads approvingly. But Magister Fleck remarked sceptically that it was not impossible to learn the names of such eminent people.


    The mesmeriser shook his head with irritation and promptly asked another question:


    “Tell me. Mademoiselle,” he said, “what is the important work that the gentleman is engaged on who has lifted his hand?”


    He made a sign to us, and at our silent request the person known as His Respectability raised a hand.


    Mlle. Köckering became agitated again, moved her lips and said: “On the salutary effect of pure water in cases of obstipation and on the harm of too frequent purging.”


    “Bene,” exclaimed the Dean “Admirabile!”


    “That again might be known,” whispered the unbelieving red-haired Magister.


    “Now I will beg the honourable gentlemen to ask her whatever question they please ” The mesmeriser looked with meaning at the Magister and motioned him to speak.


    “How - how much money have I got in my pocket?” he stammered, evidently taken unawares. The woman answered without a moment’s reflection: “One thaler, but it is false, and five silver groschen.”


    The questioner promptly pulled out his purse and counted the money. It was exactly as she had said.


    “Very good,” growled Dr. Moll, and his double chin rested threateningly on his high cravat. “If he may ask questions about his pocket-money, I may be permitted to inquire who was it stole my red rooster six days ago?”


    “Leberecht Piepmal,” came the immediate answer.


    “Thunder and damnation!” exclaimed the rude voice of the doctor. “This must be true! Did I not from the first say to my wife that Piepmal it is, and no one but him - !”


    “Gently, sir!” said the mesmeriser. “Not so loud, I beseech you! Another gentleman, if you please!”


    “What was the day of the week and the date of the death of the woman I loved best of all?” asked one of the gentlemen in a quiet tone


    The sleeper’s face was painfully convulsed, her mouth shut fast, and after a moment’s silence we heard, “Wednesday, 12th February, 1754.”


    “My mother!” A heavy sigh revealed that the question had been answered aright.


    Then I summoned up my courage and raised my voice: “Who visited me at the place whence I came hither?”


    The sleeper stroked the arms of the chair, shook her head, and from her like a gentle laugh came the answer.


    “Thyself.”


    A murmur arose. “Attention, Mademoiselle!” sounded the commanding voice. “It cannot have been the gentleman. Once again!” 


    “Iza Bekchi - thyself - thy brother in thyself,” she whispered almost inaudibly. “Evli...”


    “Have you understood the answer, sir?”


    I nodded silently.


    “But we have not,” retorted Magister Fleck. “What does it mean?” 


    “What does it mean. Mademoiselle?” the man repeated, readily. 


    “Return,” she breathed.


    “Now she is wandering,” grumbled Dr. Pfefferich. “But some of her answers were wonderful. May I ask one more question?”


    “If you please.”


    “What is this that lies on my writing-table at home, was once alive and very dexterous, but is now dead and useless?”


    The hypnotised woman breathed heavily, made a great effort to think and put her hand to her throat. She seemed to breathe with difficulty, as if she were being strangled. Then she said slowly:


    “The hand - of - Janitschek, hanged at Prague.”


    The doctor wiped the perspiration from his forehead with a blue handkerchief.


    “Correct,” he panted. “The hand of that Bohemian thief does indeed lie on my table.”


    “It is all quite wonderful,” muttered Dean Balaenarius, “the phenomenon is not easy to grasp.”


    The man in the dark coat stepped forward.


    “Most valued sirs,” he said, “Mademoiselle is greatly exhausted and needs rest. May I beg you to ask her just a few questions about the future before she retires?”


    But no one responded. None of us appeared anxious to look beyond the veil. At length, however, Dr. Schlurich rose from his seat, opened his mouth as if to speak, but changed his mind and sat down again.


    “At this moment he is by her side,” said Mlle. Köckering without expression...


    The startled man made a movement as if he would rather not hear the words. He leaned back in his chair, pale as death, and his lips trembled.


    “So this is what her vows are worth,” I heard him mutter... “May I ask one more question?” I said, standing up. Thus far I had been so engrossed in what the clairvoyante said, that everything appeared to me as in a dream, and only skimmed the surface of my consciousness.


    A silent and somewhat impatient motion of the hand invited me to proceed.


    “When shall I see Iza Bekchi again?” I asked.


    The woman raised her head, shuddered and groaned.


    “A blade hangs - falls - oh!” From her lips came the words in a scream. She writhed in her chair, half-opened her eyes (so that one could see the whites of them), jerked up and fell back heavily. Everybody jumped to their feet.


    “Hysteria.” someone said aloud.


    “The demonstration is over for to-day,” said the man who was standing by her side. “I hope that the gentlemen are not altogether unsatisfied, and especially the gentleman whose old rooster was stolen.”


    Someone laughed constrainedly as we hurried to the door, followed by the pale man’s scornful looks.


    The woman woke up as we departed and stared round with a confused and bewildered air. A shudder went down my back, as if Death were standing behind me. We went down the staircase quickly.


    “A pity I did not ask about the date of my death,” croaked Magister Fleck. ”I would have been able to draw up my codicil in time.”


    “You did well to leave the question unasked,” observed Dr. Schlurich.


    No one said anything further. In the river mist we took leave of each other.


    Silently I walked beside Dr. Schlurich.


    “I thought that she had deceived me, but the certainty is painful,” said my friend in a low voice. Then he pressed my hand and disappeared round the next street comer.


    Far and near sounded the signal calls of the patrols and rounds.


    “A blade hanging - falling - ” the Pythia had cried.


    An icy coldness crept under my cloak and made me shudder. The bell-handle at the inn was a small, yellow brass hand, a little, cold, dead hand.
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   Chapter Fourty


  
    I crossed the French frontier in a post-chaise. We stopped at the first country town to feed the horses, and I entered the inn and ordered myself a dish of eggs.


    Many people were sitting at the tables. Coachmen, peasants, traders, townspeople and workmen were discussing, with all their native vigour, the most recent events of the Revolution and the increasingly frequent use of the executioners. The neighbouring castle of a haughty and cruel viscount had just been stormed by the peasants, sacked, and set ablaze. Some of the men who were sitting drinking the heavy red wine openly boasted of their share in the exploit.


    I heard how bestially the people had behaved in the viscount’s library and picture-gallery, how they had used as chamberpots and smashed old Sèvres porcelain, and I recalled Dr. Schlurich’s words warning me against studying a revolution on the spot. When an exceedingly ugly pockmarked lad bragged of how he had treated Bijou, the viscountess’s favourite dog - he had impaled the poor beast on a pike and carried it about alive and howling in agony for more than an hour, until at last it wriggled itself to death - I was seized by a passionate indignation against the two-legged brute. But then the recollection of another dog came to me, enveloping me like a black cloud - a dog whose loyal affection I had repaid by throwing a stone at it in a fit of rage. 


    No, I had no right to sit in judgement on him, even though I had only acted in a fit of passion, and he with diabolical deliberation. The racking thought rose in me that there were men evil by nature.


    What was in store for this one?


    Then, suddenly, in that village inn, I heard my own name called aloud. “Melchior Dronte!” sounded a horrid voice, “Melchior! Pretty Melchior!”


    I was so startled and scared that I nearly dropped my glass of wine.


    I looked in the direction of the voice, and beheld a dirty and ragged old drab of a woman sitting at one of the tables. Beside her stood a small box with coloured pieces of paper, and a wooden perch occupied by a parrot. His skin was blue-grey and wrinkled, and of his feathers he seemed to have retained nothing but the quills. His large head with rolling eyeballs was also wrinkled and quite bald. When the woman saw that my attention was on her she rose and hobbled up to me.


    The smell of liquor sickened me as she opened her mouth and breathed into my face.


    “Pretty young gentleman!” she croaked. “Apollonius will tell you your fortune."


    Despite her miserable appearance, her dripping drunken nose and her dim eyes. I recognised her as the beautiful Laurette, and the monstrous bird as the Spanish Envoy's parrot. I recalled the fair features of Lorle the saddler’s daughter, and compared them to this horrid, lemur-like face. In spite of the fact that the hellish parrot had called me by name, no spark of memory arose in her ravaged face.


    And in the squinting stare of the bird I saw such an infinity of hatred and malice that I was unable to get rid of a feeling of fear. The hideous old woman, who had once lain in my arms, young, rosy and innocent, looked at me now with drink-bleary eyes and repeated her invitation.


    I slipped a coin into her sodden hand. She put it into her mouth a disgusting way. and craftily peered round to see that no one had noticed her receiving it.


    “Sicut cadaver” sniggered the bird. “As a corpse - kiss her, pretty Melchior!״


    I approached the bird and said, as if I were addressing a human being:


    “May you be soon released, you poor soul.”


    How was it I suddenly thought of the words I said? The parrot stared at me. All evil disappeared from his look and two large tears rolled down his beak, as I had seen them do once before.


    “Misericordia,” he groaned. “Mercy...”


    And then he quickly climbed down the short perch, thrust his beak into the heap of paper and pulled out a crimson slip which he held out to me.


    I took the piece of paper from his beak, gave another gold coin to poor Laurette, and nodded kindly to her.


    Not the faintest glimpse of recollection, however, could I now discern in her eyes. With her box, the perch and the crestfallen parrot she shuffled on to the next table. “O mon Dieu!” cried the parrot, and the despairing tone of his exclamation pierced me through bone and marrow.


    “Make that basilisk of yours keep his peace, you old bone-sack,” cried a coachman in a blue smock, who was sitting at the table. “We can’t hear ourselves speak. We aren’t all aristocrats here, to enjoy such foolery.”


    “Why don’t you wring the dirty corn-eater’s neck, Blaise?” cried a white-dusted miller’s apprentice. “And if you happen to get an aristocrat under your thumb. I’ll be glad to help you!” he said in a half-whisper, casting a side glance towards me.


    The old woman hobbled away from the table in a fright and cowered down trembling in a corner.


    I took no further notice of the company, who appeared to indulge mostly in boasting, and no doubt were not all of them so bad as they pretended to be. Quietly I sipped my wine. I had to wait there until the new postilion would come to tell me that I might proceed on my journey.


    On the table I laid the red slip of paper I had received from the parrot, and though I told myself that this sort of thing could not possibly have any significance, I did not ignore the fact that Apollonius had picked it out especially for me. Therefore I decided that it must be seriously examined.


    All it contained was a line of astrological signs and beneath, in poor type, the words: “You have great danger ahead and you are powerless to escape it. A violent change will come over you, but fear nothing. It will be but a preliminary to a new existence.”


    The message was exactly what such pennyworth prophecies usually are - equivocal and vague, the sort of thing animals pull out of a little pile in this fashion; and yet the little slip of paper made a considerable impression on me.


    Much as I was affected by the lot of Laurette - the lot of so many yielding and careless girls and women - I felt a thrill of still greater compassion for the soul that I knew to be atoning for nameless sins in the body of a wretched, slowly decaying bird.


    I was heartily glad to see the postilion come in. He was a young French lad wearing the three-coloured cockade. After accepting a glass at one or two of the tables he announced to me politely that he was ready to proceed with the journey.


    As I left the room I heard scornful laughter and words of abuse. With an effort I remained perfectly calm, excusing these people’s unreasoning bitterness by the injustice they had been forced to put up with during so many generations.


    I was glad when we drove away. I was oppressed, though, by many heavy thoughts. There was Lorle, whom I had last seen in Vienna surrounded by luxury and splendour, and now she was a miserable and downtrodden, half-witted hag: there was the uncanny encounter with the parrot Apollonius - a damned soul making atonement; there was my painful realisation that blind hatred and lust of vengeance were inevitable features of a great national upheaval; and all these things afflicted me heavily and half I repented having undertaken so dangerous and exhausting a journey. But at the same time I felt an inevitable necessity driving me on. From the depths of my consciousness came the desire to go ahead in the fulfilment of my destiny.


    Nor did the conversation in which my postilion engaged me brighten my thoughts very much. He told me that he could see I was a gentleman, and in spite of all the silly talk about Liberty and Equality it was refreshing, he said, to meet one. Every day he had men of the lowest classes for his passengers, and they talked big, and seemed to pride themselves on their bad manners. All the same he would suggest to me that the further we went the more it would be necessary to behave like a wolf among the wolves, and in particular not to keep apart from the company at the inns, as I had lately done. Nothing irritated the rabble more than silent contempt, to which these otherwise thick-skinned fellows were particularly sensitive. 


    The policy I ought to follow was to lay aside my pride, and mix and jostle with every brother and swine. So far only the most hated and notorious oppressors of the common people had come to grief, and those who had escaped with their bare lives might think themselves fortunate. But there were signs, he thought, that the common people would soon turn against the whole of the gentry and all who were their intellectual superiors as well, for these were regarded as friends of the old order. This or that individual gentleman might be just and honest, he may have been a genuine friend of the poor and of the oppressed, he may even have undergone persecution for their sake; but the savage mob, frenzied with blood, would make no distinction.


    He continued. The people are usually light-hearted and good-natured, he said, but in times like these jailbirds and all the scum rise to the surface, and the only thing they desire is to fill their pockets, to go drinking, whoring, revelling and killing. Most of the leaders of the Revolution were well-intentioned men, but others had also been pushed into prominence, men who thought all means fair and who kindled the low instincts of the rabble in order to become its favourites. A man of my standing, said the postilion, would do better to remain in safety at home, instead of coming into a country where there was neither order, justice nor security. I would soon find, he said, that a limited measure of Freedom was like an invigorating glass of good wine, but that mad indulgence in it was like senseless and raving drunkenness.


    This way of talking astonished me in a postilion. Looking at him, however, I found that his features and bearing marked him as one of the educated classes. So I asked him how was it that a man of his breeding could find no better work than that of a post-boy.


    He smiled. “Don’t trouble about it!” he answered. “I modestly dived out of sight at the right time, and now I look on like a philosopher at what I cannot help. In such times the man who sticks his head too high can easily lose it, and as I have only one in my possession I am rather careful about it, and on my guard... Excuse me, sir, but the road is so bad hereabouts that I must give it all my attention.”


    With these words he turned away and seemed to take no more notice of anything except the reins and horses. But even his easy way of holding the reins - a sure sign of long practice - and the gentlemanly assurance of his movements betrayed the society to which he had been born.


    At the entrance of a town we were held up by a strong band of armed peasantry who asserted that they had been entrusted with the safety of the road. One of them caught hold of the bridle, while two others approached the carriage with loaded muskets.


    But the postilion, as to whose genteel and educated manners I had just made up my mind, spat into his hands in the most vulgar way, shouting at them in the lowest local dialect:


    “You dung-beetles, you set of lice, how dare you stop a Commissaire of the Republic? May I be damned if I don’t get you under Dr. Guillotin’s machine, you thieves and stinking brutes! Get yourselves away, or by the claws of the devil I’ll beg the citizen Commissaire to take down your names in his note-book.”


    They gave way at once, doffing their hats and crying:


    “Vive la Liberté!”


    Our carriage rolled on, the postilion laughing quietly to himself.


    “What was it you said about the machine of Dr. Guillotin?” I asked him.


    “Oh, haven’t you heard about it? Well, imagine that you are laid down on a plank between two beams. Over you hangs a heavy, sharp blade with an oblique edge, which falls and severs head from trunk as tidily as if it were cutting a cabbage head from its stalk. It is carted about through the country, this little machine of old Guillotin,”


    All at once I fell a tepid, sweetish taste in my mouth. It made me almost sick. It was the air of the country that tasted so. It tasted of blood.


    And suddenly benumbed I recalled those words of Mlle. Köckering’s, that yelling cry of hers: “A blade hanging - falling - "


    In the town that we were entering a church bell sounded, deep and threatening. Death - Death - Death - Death...


    But my fear disappeared as quickly as it had come.


    “Non omnis mortar,” I said to myself.


    “Not all of me shall die!”
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   Chapter Fourty One


  
    I stood at the gateway of my lodging in Paris and looked down the street.


    The murmur of a crowd was drawing nearer. Shrill whistles and cries were heard - and laughter


    A group of soldiers came along with shouldered arms. They wore dirty trousers, striped red and white, and crumpled hats with new cockades, and their hair flowed untidily. Every uniform seemed different. Two barefoot urchins ran before the marching men as drummers. On one of the drums I recognised the half-obliterated badge of Esterhazy’s regiment.


    A vast crowd of men, women and children followed behind the soldiers. Well-dressed women were mingled with ragged girls of the town, murderous-looking fellows and the lowest rabble. In the middle of the crowd heaved and lumbered a high-wheeled cart, in which six men were seated. The first I caught sight of - 


    God all merciful!


    The cart halted as the procession came to a stop... I saw distinctly.


    The first man I saw was Dr. Postremo!


    A shudder of fear shook me. There he was, sitting in the front row, hands bound behind his back. His ugly ape’s head, white with age, but still black-browed, sat deep on his shoulders. Mortal fear lurked in his eyes: his mouth had fallen wide open.


    Doctor Postremo!...


    “Samson won’t find it easy to deal with the hunchback,” someone laughed.


    “They’ll find a way to cut off his pumpkin,” said another. “What, old chap? Don’t you think so, old tortoise?”


    Postremo made a dreadful grimace, shut his mouth, ground his jaws, and then spat into the face of the man who had jeered at him.


    There was a peal of laughter.


    “Bravo! well aimed, hunchback!”


    Two soldiers hustled away the enraged one whose face had been horribly bespattered and was trying to get at the cart.


    At the Italian’s side a venerable old priest in a torn cassock was sitting. Behind him was a severe-looking man in a blue coat embroidered with silver, and then a haggard lady who was moving her lips in prayer. The hindmost plank of the cart was occupied by a former officer of the Flanders regiment and a young man in a morning suit who was smiling with an air of indifference and contempt. I saw the officer of the Flanders regiment angrily bite his lips and say something to his neighbour, but he only shrugged his shoulders in reply.


    The next moment the cart moved on, clattering and jerking, and the crowd raised a wild song, unfamiliar to me, that filled the street with its sounds. Even the soldiers stuck their short pipes into their great hats and joined enthusiastically in the chorus.


    Driven on by an irresistible force, I followed with the crowd behind the executioner’s chariot, where the wretch was sitting whose Satanic skill had robbed my miserable life of all its happiness. I felt no resentment against him, though the sight of him reminded me of the greatest pain of my life. It seemed to me now that he had been only a tool in the hands of some inexplicable power which had carried out everything as it was predestined. The dreadful end he was now approaching did not appear to me in the light of a deserved retribution; I thought of it as the deliverance of his poor, evil soul from the fetters of a deformed body. At the same time I felt myself dominated by an inexplicable feeling - the same feeling that was impelling all those excited people - the dreadful and irresistible desire to be present at a frightful operation, which in these times of uncertainty and death without doubt would very soon threaten many of those moving about freely today.


    Suddenly the Revolution, which I had so much desired to study on the spot, appeared to me as something unspeakably sinister and terrible. It was as if savage beasts, creatures of the lowest description who gloated over the sufferings of others, had been let loose among human beings; as if the demons of the abyss had united to exterminate those who had till lately bridled and governed them. No longer could I believe that the flushed, wild-eyed, distorted faces of those around me belonged to humanity. And when I looked at the young nobleman and the officer on the hindmost plank of the cart, I felt the same cold wave radiating from the victims. They were evil at heart to the very last. It was obvious that the people in the street were to them no more than the stones of the pavement, or the dirt on the cart wheels, or the half-starved cur that was barking and worrying the horses.


    And yet for all my despair and the burning compassion that almost made my heart stop beating, I clearly saw that the basic fault of these two men was clearly embodied in their last moments. They despised the people - God’s creatures as themselves - and even now, in their last few hours before death, they despised them because they were unwashed, uneducated, sweating and lousy. The two doomed gentlemen did not realise that it was their own callousness that had made the people what they were, a herd of half-beasts who had at length risen against the cruel whip of poverty and exclusion. They were symbols of a caste that had kept their fellow men from rising to the heights of a civilised life. 


    Again and again they had driven the miserable people into their kennels and recesses, forced them to slave for their lords, and in their shallow talk ridiculed them. And, when they finally exhausted the immense riches accumulated by robbing the people, they actually hoarded the com of the fields in locked barns, to sell it with usurer’s interest as the days of famine arrived. They forced a torturing bit between the teeth of those they had driven to despair.


    And now an infuriated rage and pain had sprung the people’s bonds, the slow-witted rabble was possessed with a fierce will: the will to destroy the haughty, the torturers and the contemners, to tear them to pieces, to trample them down, to obliterate them for ever from the face of the earth. Anyone who could read the faces of the people aright might see in these ignorant and bewildered features that if the power which now lay shattered had been used with a little more kindness, if it had been coupled with a little wise forethought and a little humaneness, it could have endured and made possible a bloodless and peaceful transition towards a juster distribution of wealth. But, alas! it was as if all these kings, dukes, counts and governors of every degree had been prompted by a perverse curiosity to test how long it was possible to torture a submissive people before they would rise against the burden of their pain.


    And still I felt compassion for the two gentlemen going to their death.


    I was awakened from my thoughts by the pressure of people who wanted to move with the procession. I shrank back and let the mob push past me. We had arrived in a small square, surrounded on all sides by old gabled houses with blackened walls. I felt my feet sink into a dark sticky slime, and I was obliged to find some higher ground to escape the disgusting mire; its nauseously-sweet smell explained its origin. There was a wild roaring and murmuring of voices round me. All the windows of the surrounding houses were full of people, and handkerchiefs were being waved by them to draw the attention of friends down below.


    Straight before me in the middle of the square, dominating all heads, hats and bonnets, there stood a narrow two-legged gallows. It was painted brown; the oblique sliding blade hung from the crossbeam glistening in the sun. The posts between which it slid loomed dark and greasy in the broad daylight: the timber was all soaked with human blood and grease.


    The little group of the condemned rose stiffly and with difficulty from the cart’s planks. A horse neighed, scenting the blood. The unhappy people who had now arrived at their last destination helped each other out of the cart amiably and politely. The old priest took pains with the crippled Dr. Postremo, who was making frightful grimaces, his teeth madly chattering. I saw the powdered heads of the others and the hunchback’s dishevelled hair as they went up the narrow corridor of soldiers. Calmly and slowly, the victims went up the short ladder towards the engine of death.


    Taunts flew at them, fists were shaken in their direction, and hideous fat market-women who formed the front row, some of them even sitting on stools knitting, made coarse jests. I saw every doomed face quite distinctly. Except Postremo they all went towards their fate with stony composure in face and manner.


    The excited crowd that surrounded Guillotin’s machine was in constant movement, and I found myself gradually pushed quite near to it, face to face with the victims.


    I wished myself away, for the sight of the tragic preliminaries caused a dreadful pressure on my heart. But I was unable to move, I was held as fast as a wedge; I could not even turn away my face from the dishevelled hair of a dirty woman who stood in front of me and smelt of garlic; I could not help being bespattered by the man behind me when he was seized by a fit of sneezing. But these little nastinesses soon disappeared before one nameless horror.


    A giant sprang on the scaffold. His appearance was disgusting and coarse beyond anything I had ever seen in my varied life. He had broad shoulders, a bare chest covered with red hair, and sinewy arms; and, planted on a short neck, the face of a diabolical ape with gnashing teeth, evil eyes, and a brash of flaming red bristles. It was not Samson, whose picture I had seen in the shop windows. I learned that he was unwell to-day and was replaced by his first assistant. I was struck with terror by the mere sight of the fellow.


    This human beast, who was followed by two raw-looking youths, grinned and licked his blue lips and then pointed at Postremo. The two assistants behind him instantly laid hands on the hunchback. Postremo kicked and struggled, cried out words in an unknown language, and drew his deformed head still farther back into his shoulders; but vainly, for they bound him in a twinkling to the perpendicular plank and upset it, so that he lay helplessly on his face on a trough-like board with its fore-part pushed in between the posts. A shudder went through me when the executioner pressed his hairy blood-smirched hand on the button in one of the posts. The blade came down with a rush and a wheeze. Something leapt into a basket, the deformed body kicked, as poor Haymon had done under the murderous stone; and out of the gigantic, dark red gash belched a stream of blood that ran down the boards with a gurgling sound.


    The executioner’s hand dived into the basket and lifted the head high into the air. The axe had not been able to reach the hunchback’s neck and the lower jaw was consequently severed from the head and hung from the neck, displaying its crescent of teeth. The mutilated grimace stared me straight in the face. And the dreadful head slowly drew an eyelid over a protruding eyeball, as if it wanted to blink at me.


    “It does not look pretty, citizen,” said a workman at my side. “But what other way was there of beheading the hunchback angel-maker?” He drew out a bottle from under his apron that smelt of liquor.


    “There, have a drink - it keeps the food down when it wants to rise from your stomach.”


    I took a gulp of the strong, burning brandy and its warmth restored me. Once more I looked round to see whether I could escape the next scene to come; but there was no way of getting through this wall of human bodies.


    Thus I was forced to stay and witness the execution of all the six condemned people: each time I heard the crack of the falling blade a shudder went through the whole of my body. I was covered with cold perspiration and my legs trembled violently.


    After the old lady had died calmly came the last of the cartful, the officer of the Flanders regiment, which had been the last of the army to remain loyal to the King. While the executioner’s assistants were busy fastening him down with blood-soaked straps he turned to the man of blood, his eyes alight with anger, and in a loud and distinct voice he shouted: “Don’t you dare to hold my head up to the crowd with your dirty paws, you red-bristled hog!”


    The executioner only curled his thick lips and waited indifferently for the board to be tilted and the neck fitted into the hole; when all was ready he let the axe fall, so that two streams of blood sprang from the neck stump. He put his hand into the basket.


    But he hastily pulled it back again with a loud grunt of pain and wrung his index finger in the air, as if it had touched red-hot iron. In a mad rage he kicked the basket, so that the severed head was nearly thrown out. Then he clasped his right forefinger in his left hand and uttered a savage oath.


    “The aristocrat has bitten his finger!” exclaimed the man with the apron. “They are not so easy to subdue, those haughty creatures.”


    Like a ray of light there came to me the recollection of Iza Bekchi and his parable of the beheaded criminal who had concentrated all his last force of will on a similar wretched act of vengeance and had thus squandered it...


    Meanwhile one of the assistants, a bold-looking dark man, sprang to the basket and looked in with such caution as to arouse the laughter of the onlookers; he pulled out the head, holding it with two fingers by the hair. The dead man’s eyes were half closed and stared at the crowd with an expression of scorn, a narrow stream of blood running down the chin.


    The red-haired executioner climbed down from the scaffold, cursing and swearing.


    In my heart I understood then the care that a priest takes (although the reason for his doing so may be unknown to him, despite that he lays such stress on it) to persuade the dying to concentrate all their thoughts on eternal bliss, on repentance, and on immortality in God, and to get rid of all ideas of vengeance, all earthly desires. What infinite wisdom was contained in this custom, what hope and solace!


    I was thrilled with an indescribably joyous feeling of knowledge, I was almost sorry that my own life had not ended to-day in this square.


    There was nothing more to be seen, and the crowd gradually dispersed. The windows of the surrounding houses were shut, and down in the square the two assistants appeared with buckets of water and a cart on which they placed the remains of the dead with scant ceremony.


    I had not moved from the scene of the guillotine. I stood there meditating on the words I had heard from Iza Bekchi as I lay ill in the haunted room at Krottenriede; and of a sudden I felt someone looking at me.
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   Chapter Fourty Two


  
    I turned, and found myself face to face with a young man whose swarthy, regular features and dark eyes were full of extraordinary power of will. There was great strength behind his eyes, and it harmonised with the rare and severe beauty of his face and of his hard mouth. In spite of his short stature there was something in his bearing that commanded respect, and was difficult to withstand. The sight of him attracted my attention in the highest degree. He wore a very simple uniform of a kind I had never seen before; and his arms were crossed on his breast.


    “You are a foreigner?” He addressed me with a smile, just perceptible.


    “I am a German,” I answered.


    “Oh, a German.” He nodded shortly. “Fine nation, clever, warlike and at the same time obedient. First-rate soldiers. You have been watching the execution, sir?”


    In spite of the risk that I knew attended any outspokenness, I did not hide my disgust.


    “Ay, ay,” he smiled sadly. “The sight of these brutes must give you a splendid opinion of the French nation. But it does not signify. Our nation is good. It is just having a fever. It will be cured, after a little blood-letting..."


    I hesitated before replying, though there was none to overhear us; for I knew very well that the so-called Committee of Public Safety kept numerous agents whose duty it was to discover what the people thought and felt, and to encourage malcontents to say things that might be a pretext for arresting them. And yet the next moment I felt ashamed of my suspicion. Spying was surely not the function of this new companion of mine. As far as my knowledge of men guided me I read in this heroic face only rashness, unbending force of will and the strength to remove obstacles from his way with violence. The little man with the hard mouth might be capable perhaps of some tremendous infamy, if his plans, which doubtless were uncommon, demanded it, but he was hardly capable of dealing meanly or treacherously with a man who was not in his way. I read all this in the dark abyss of his eyes, which sparkled with the fire of superhuman genius.


    “What I deplore,” I said to him, “is that blood-thirstiness and vengeance have soiled the raiment of the goddess of Freedom, and that the ugliest instincts become most apparent when an old-established order of things falls to pieces. From a distance the Revolution seemed to me grand and noble, but now that I see it at close quarters it turns out to be horrible, and devoid of all grandeur. The freedom of a nation - ”


    He interrupted me.


    “Freedom, indeed! This is only a silly catchword. What the people need is not freedom, but the strong hand of a leader. Centuries will pass before the people will be ripe for the ideals which undisciplined dreamers think fit for our time. But the harm is not really very great. The heads that are falling now, with the exception of a few that will be badly missed, are not worth much. The rabble may amuse itself once in a while after its own style. And still I tell you, Mr. German, that the world may be conquered by the means of this very valuable, inflammable and pliable material, if only it gets into the right hands. These lousy, bawling, ragged lads would make an army of heroes, the like of which never trod the earth. The tremendous body is unconscious of its strength, it lacks a head to make it invincible!”


    “That head sits on mortal shoulders,” I replied. “And as you know the present is a hard time for heads.”


    The man’s lips again formed themselves into a scarcely perceptible smile. “I have good ground to hope that the head I refer to will not fall into Samson’s basket,” he said.


    We walked slowly in the direction of a side street leading out of the square. I noticed the wild, continuous cries and moans of a female voice that came from an old house. As we drew nearer we saw a young woman lying in childbirth on the pavement in a dark passage. Amid her pangs a new life was coming into existence. Neighbours were busy around her, and an old woman told us to move on.


    “Fat Margot again!” cried an urchin. “She brings a sucking-pig into the world every year!” And he hopped about on one leg, delighted to be present at such a spectacle.


    The officer caught hold of the boy’s arm, turned him round and looked at him with terrible eyes, saying:


    “What are you rejoicing about, idiot? Is it that the man to replace you is being born? He’ll take your place in the ranks when you are buried in the mud after the battle!”


    I saw the lad turn pale under the icy look of my companion, as if he had seen Medusa’s head. He ran away squealing and flinging his arms about.


    I followed him with my eyes.


    When I turned again the officer had disappeared.
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   Chapter Fourty Three


  
    After that day I hardly ever left my lodging. At night I would hear the ominous noise of musket butts knocking at doors, and the cries of terrified women and frightened objections of suddenly arrested men dragged without warning from their beds.


    Soon it became plain to me that my solitary mode of life was arousing the suspicions of my fellow-lodgers and neighbours. But only by the greatest effort could I persuade myself to go out in the streets, where the only people I was likely to meet were drunken men and importunate women. Anyone who showed himself at that period was sure to be accosted by beggars, molested in every way, suspected, abused without provocation.


    But there came an early autumn day when the air was so oppressively sultry that it was quite intolerable to stay indoors. I put on the oldest of my suits, my brown very worn travelling-coat, and an ordinary rain-spattered hat; and carried a plain stick. I desired to make myself as little conspicuous as possible among those who had the run of the streets. My hair was no longer powdered and dressed, but fell on the shoulders after the new fashion.


    I found the streets again swarming with a noisy, partly-armed mob. Recruits were passing in great numbers, decorated with scarves and ribbons, on their way to the threatened frontier. The excitement of the first days of September was at its height.


    All the scum of the Faubourg St. Antoine seemed to have concentrated in the neighbourhood of the prison of La Force. The nearer I approached the prison-entrance, the wilder sounded the noise of moving throngs, the singing and the cries.


    Ragged sansculottes armed with pikes and rusty swords had flocked there in dense multitudes, evidently hoping for something out of the ordinary. A deformed cripple, revolting to see, for he had a purple tumour like a cock’s comb hanging over his left eye, passed from one group to another, saying a few words; and always his message was received with deafening cries. I approached one of the groups, in the midst of which a dishevelled fury was brandishing a slaughterer’s axe, and strained my ears to hear what it was that so greatly excited them. No sooner had I come nearer than the lopsided monster came up to us and began whispering.


    “Citizens! An aristocrat is shortly to come out of the prison door. If you allow her to escape to England, she will contrive to kidnap fat Capet and the Austrian from under your very noses. So down with the Mistress of the Household of the Austrian whore! Down with the Lamballe!”


    Cries of approval showed that everybody held the same opinion on the matter and were unwilling to let the Princesse de Lamballe make her escape.


    “Enough of that talking, you there with the violet on the eye!” shouted a lean wretch. “We will twist her bowels into cockades for us if we get our hands on her.”


    “Let me do it!” cried a wolf-like fellow with immense jaws and a low forehead. “You’ll be no use, none of you - you will all take compassion on her if she wrinkles her pretty mug.”


    “What about you, Matt from the Galleys,” laughed a sluttish female, giving him a playful push in the side. “You’ve a heart of stone and iron veins, haven’t you!”


    “Do you want to see a keepsake of Louis Capet’s, you streetwalker?” retorted the fellow she addressed as Matt. He stretched out a wrist with a purple circular scar. “I have worn his bracelets for six years, here and on my hind legs. Do you think that makes me a sugar candy?”


    A peal of coarse laughter greeted him. I felt the smell of liquor, the stench of old clothes, and the smoke of bad tobacco.


    “A femicide,” whispered somebody. “Escaped death by the King’s mercy. Just look at the brute, his forehead, the thick eyebrows, the jaw...”


    “What are you muttering there, you old fish’s head?” The convict shook his fist at my neighbour, a small, bent man, who thereupon dived rapidly into the crowd.


    “Out with the Lamballe!” went forth the chorused demand. “Give us the Mistress of the Household! Open the doors! We want to see her front and back, just as her lover would.”


    “The judges inside are asleep,” croaked the man with the tumour on lis face. “Let’s wake them up!”


    “Out with her. Snap to it, you jackasses in there. Give her to us!”


    I stood bewildered in the midst of the seething and storming crowd, surrounded on all sides by brandished swords, knives and pikes. I stared at at the prison doorway, unable to move a limb. I was paralysed by fear. To my horror I realised that I had divined what was to follow, as surely as if I had lived through it before. I struggled against is feeling, and again and again succeeded in suppressing the dreadful knowledge within me; but I could not escape from the certainty of being able to tell beforehand, moment for moment, everything that is to come. It was like a dream in a dream, and yet terribly real.


    The prison authorities must have heard the cries of the savage crowd, for anxious and inquisitive faces appeared at the windows. But soon the threats of the crowd gave place to action. Axes began thundering at the small heavy door; stones flew, and a dusty pane was shattered to pieces. Then one of the windows opened, and a sleepy face h half-closed eyes and baggy cheeks appeared in it, smiling and iding to the crowd. The noise became terrific. The scene was approaching a climax.


    For a moment my eyes hung on an old grey relief on the wall. Then hurricane howl of thousands of voices went past me. The windows trembled. The postern-door of the prison swung inward. On the stone framework a young woman was staring, pale as death, upright, with a convulsive smile of mortal fear on her handsome face. Her small hands were raised as if to implore mercy.


    "Aglaia!” I exclaimed. It was Aglaia.


    My love, escaped from the shadows, awakened from her deep slum-by the yell of infuriated brutes...


    There she stood, faced on all sides by madmen and murderers, while weapons, stones and sticks were being flung at her.


    She uttered a cry... Her dazzling brow was tom by a red gaping wound, her eyes opened wide... A dirty wooden shaft suddenly appeared piercing the bright brocade of her corsage... I heard silk tearing with a hiss... I heard a short cry of pain... like a bird’s!


    Flames fell from above and rose from below... They enveloped me.


    Suddenly I pushed through the mob, forward, flinging men aside! I broke my stick against a face, raised my fist at a roaring mouth, sobbed, screamed, trampled with my feet, and seized hold of the hilt of a sword and struck out blindly, again and again. I saw blood. I yelled louder at the sight of it than all the rest put together. My eyes were riveted to that convulsed, white body all covered with blood-red roses, fuming red rags of flesh... I saw a dark hand tearing at something long and pink, a bare black foot treading on a quivering woman’s breast!


    A stunning blow came down on my head.


    I fell. I tried to rise to my knees.


    Diabolical faces glared over me; hideous teeth showed like fangs in a wide-open mouth.


    Then before my very face, held in the hollow of a beast’s hand, there quivered a blood-red lump of flesh, glaringly red, terrible to see... a beating heart...


    I fell down on my face.


    The world disappeared in an unearthly noise.
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   Chapter Fourty Four


  
    The prison in which I found myself as I awoke had formerly been a coal-cellar. The mean little windows had never been washed. Their bars were covered with a thick crust of dirt from the street, and the scant and livid light they allowed to filter through left the background of the cell in complete darkness.


    A long time elapsed before the pain in the back of my head had quieted down sufficiently to let me look round. But again and again the pain blazed up - a reminder of the terrible blow which had been dealt me in the scuffle. I tried to clean my dress of the dirt and blood that stuck to it. I was not altogether indifferent to my appearance, for the good reason that there were ladies present. The dirty planks which strewed the room had been cleared and set along the floor for them, and those of the male prisoners who chanced to be wearing their overcoats at the moment of their arrest had stripped them off and turned them into blankets and bedding for the ladies.


    “May I inquire after your name, sir?” a tall, flawlessly dressed gentleman in a scarlet coat addressed me. “that I may introduce you if you are willing.”


    I named myself, and Vicomte de la Tour d’Auray formally introduced me to the other prisoners. In the most polite manner they expressed their regret that they were reduced to making my esteemed acquaintance under such painful circumstances. A very pretty lady with beauty-spots on her rosy face said it was a great misfortune that I had not come to Paris two years earlier; in the present circumstances


    I was sure to receive an entirely false impression of the manners of the French.


    With a bow I replied that it was of no great consequence in what conditions people met; and that even within the last few moments I had been deeply moved by their chivalrous attention, which was quite unmerited.


    When I was asked about the cause of my arrest I had to give an attenuated account of the murder of the Princesse de Lamballe. The ladies at once broke into tears, and several of the men clasped their fists, expressing an ardent desire for unprecedented vengeance. The sudden death of that beautiful woman, on whose ability so many hopes were founded, was felt as a severe blow by all of them, putting an end to many secret hopes. Their wishes were now directed entirely towards a quick and bloody retaliation. But it was already decided. The heads in which such plans were being made were destined for Samson’s basket.


    At first my recollection of what likeness the murdered Princess bore to the beloved feminine form that ever and again escaped from me to the world of shadows had thrown me into a terrible state of excitement; but at length it gave place to a hopeless void. Like a secret asphodel within me grew the desire to pursue the beloved apparition that had offered itself to me under so many different forms, only again to disappear into the unexplored realm that was its eternal home, leaving me desolate. I thought of my probable end without emotion.


    The hands of my watch, which I found, crystal broken in my waistcoat pocket, were measuring the last hours of my life. I looked at the numbers painted on the white disk, decorated with a rose-wreath, and thought that by the time the hands went around once, perhaps twice, a short sword would go through my neck and my thinking would be ended. With unspeakable distinctness I saw my beheaded body lying in convulsions, my head leaping into the executioner’s basket, and in its place two intermittent fountains of blood. I looked dispassionately at the dreadful picture in my mind, as if it had nothing to do with me.


    The efforts that the ladies were making, even here, to maintain a conversation disturbed my meditations. I was forced to answer all manner of questions about my former life, about my family, and whether I had encountered any adventures in Paris. Painful subjects about which I had long since ceased to speak were touched on by them with a graceful lightness. But ere long I saw that the women’s interest was not as intense as one might have concluded from the polite eagerness with which they asked their questions. Everything that was done and said here had in reality only one purpose - to pass away in the most agreeable and least desponding manner the gloomy and hopeless days that lay between us and our miserable end. Some of the men assumed the duties of maitres de plaisirs; at once when a thoughtful silence threatened they tried every means of dispersing it. They danced minuettes and gavottes; they practised the almost obsolete pavane; they sang cheerful melodies, played at forfeits and blind-man’s buff, or told frivolous anecdotes. 


    This method of spending the creeping hours appealed but little to my serious mood, but I complied with it as well as the others. Still more disagreeable to me were the lamentations of a young Count, who sighed for the times when one of his noble relatives had. just for the fun of it. brought down with a shot-gun a man who was at work on his castle tower roof. Another gentleman, who seemed to share these feudal views, lauded the glorious days when a member of his family had been granted by Louis XIII, on the occasion of a carousal, the privilege of cutting open the bodies of two peasants, to warm his feet when they became cold at a hunt.


    Hearing such talk made me wonder which was the more amazing, the blindness of these men who could admit the mere possibility of such conditions, or the boundless patience of the people who had remained obedient to such masters until the last extremity, until they were robbed of their last loaf of bread. Despite my horror of the brutes in the street I fully realised that what had happened in this country, amid dreadful convulsions and according to laws that were known to God alone, had been a necessity, the unavoidable effect of the causes these thoughtless men were now regretting. For the gentlewomen in prison and for the old men (one of whom was Count Merignot, well known for his works of charity) I had nothing but the sincerest compassion. But some of the prisoners regarded all people of common birth with conceited contempt and insolent disdain; they had no use for knowledge or art, unless these appealed to their debauched and sensual tastes. Their approaching fate was hardly to be regarded as unjust. And I felt a solemn pleasure when I discovered on the wall, written in red, the words:


    “Numbered, weighed in the balance and found wanting.”


    In the late afternoon, when that drab room waxed dark and its outlines dim, and only a solitary candle remained burning in one of the corners, the laughter and the conversation gradually died out. A group of the prisoners talked in whispers on some topic that they were evidently concealing from the others. The miserable food brought in by two jailers was either untouched or quickly finished. Later on, many of that unhappy gathering stretched themselves out on the planks or the tiled floor to escape into the freedom of sleep; others sat and murmured prayers, handling the beads of their rosaries.


    I was weary and my head was painful. I sat apart from the others, trying to soothe the pain by stroking the swelling with my fingers. A man emerged out of the twilight; he carried a stool and sat down on it by my side.


    “May I," he said, “at the risk of disturbing your meditations, and with your permission, ask you several important questions? Much, very much, depends for me on your answers.” 


    The stranger moved his stool nearer, very close indeed, and began whispering excitedly.


    “As far as human probability goes,” he said, “all of us here are certain to meet death within a few days. I do not see anything terrifying in the certainty that our lives, which are in any case doomed to destruction, will come to an end sooner than Nature intended. It is not this that disturbs me, sir, but the thought of what happens when the string of me which connects the brain with the furthest and smallest parts of the body is severed by the axe.”


    “Any doctor will tell you,” I replied, “that what ensues is the thing we call death."


    “The thing we call!” exclaimed the stranger under his breath. “But then have you not noticed that the severed head is still alive? Do you know that the eyes roll, the hair bristles up, the basket may be gnawed through? - that your head, in fact, will turn round if your name is called. If that head is asked questions, its lips form distinctly recognisable words? What? Do not tell me, worshipful sir, anything about Dr. Galvani’s frog. Here we have to do with thought, with consciousness


    “The problem is eminently futile,” I said. “Even if we accept that the severed head does continue to think and try to act, this may last only a very short while. In a few minutes the lack of blood puts an end to every activity of the brain.”


    The man moved with his stool still nearer to me.


    “Good,” he said, in agitated undertones. “Let that be. It is of little importance, indeed. But what is death? Is it the death of the body and the deliverance of the soul? Or are body and soul so much one that either of them dies with the other? Can you give me a consoling answer?”


    These last words sounded like an entreaty. There was complete silence in our prison, and I could hear nothing but the tread of the sentinel before the windows and a thin, low whistling sound - the breathing of those asleep.


    “As you seem to lay importance on the opinion of a stranger,” I said, “I will answer you. Sir, I believe that by the death of the body the soul is set free and returns into the eternal life whence it came.” He shook his head violently.


    “The priests of all denominations use words like yours,” he retorted. “But no one can visualise them. What do you mean by ‘returning into eternity’? Without the complex apparatus of the brain the soul is incapable of expressing itself. What becomes of it? A whirlwind, a cloud of vapour, a translucent ether? Where does it go?”


    “It goes into a new receptacle.” I felt as if it was someone else speaking through me. I had never thought of this idea, but now I expressed it as confidently as if it had always been in me.


    He laughed constrainedly.


    “A new receptacle! That is to say, a new body! This verges on the absurd. The number of the deceased is so great that a thousandth part of them would not be able to find a new dwelling!”


    But I listened to the inner voice.


    “He who, after death, can preserve the consciousness of his earthly existence is born into a new human body,” I replied. “This is my belief.”


    “And if so - how often do you think such a reincarnation is repeated?”


    “Until the soul is purified,” I answered with emotion.


    “And after that?”


    “After that the soul reposes consciously in God, part of whom it becomes.”


    The man struck his knee with his fist.


    “The same old story! Purified! Clean!... Well, and what about hatred? The burning desire for vengeance, the wrath that outlasts death, the hope for a thousandfold retaliation?”


    “All these are impurities that must fall away.” I was repeating the words of my inner voice. “In the purification of purgatory...”


    “Purgatory! You speak like a Catholic priest... Where is it then, this purgatory of yours?”


    “Here. Life is purgatory. Life in a human form - or-------”


    “Or?”


    “Or in the body of an animal,” I said, and saw through the darkness the tears falling from the hideous eyes of a parrot.


    “But these are only theories. I want certainty...” he demanded obstinately.


    “There is only one certainty possible, sir... the certainty of the feeling. That is to say, faith.”


    “Old wives' tales, sir, old wives’ tales. I’ll tell you what there is after death. Nothing. And this is the worst of it... to be extinguished. Never to have been. It is dreadful. And I stand in no need of faith to be certain of this. I simply know it.”


    “I am sorry not to be able to give you any better help,” I said, with a pang of intense compassion.


    *The fault is mine,” he explained politely. “A few days ago I had a talk with the Abbé Gauthier, just before his execution. An old grey-haired man, a worthy priest. He was intent on converting a hunchback quack-doctor, who had been convicted of common crimes. He spoke of the eternal goodness of God. 


    But the Italian would hear nothing of it. and went on crying: ‘Niente! Finito - finito. No immortalité, O Dio. Dio! ”


    “Why did he call God?” I asked.


    “Just by way of habit. That excellent Abbé Gauthier said about the same things as you are saying now. I envy you and him. Good-night.”


    He slipped away, carrying his stool into a dark corner. I heard him heave a deep sigh.


    A bunch of keys clinked. The iron door creaked on its hinges. The sleepers groaned and turned in their sleep, muttering incoherent words.


    A jailer entered, a lighted lantern in his hand. He was followed by a Commissaire wearing the three-coloured scarf. The jailer went carefully through the paper the official had handed him, and then called in a whisper:


    “Citizen Dronte.”


    I stood up obediently. At once I saw the Commissaire make a movement, either of violent surprise or joy. He took the lantern from the attendant, motioned him to remain standing at the door and rapidly walked to me.


    “My name is Commissaire Cordeau,” he said hurriedly, and in a whisper.


    It was Magister Hemmetschnur, whom I had taken with me from Krottenriede!...


    “I have only a minute to stay here,” he began in a monotonous chant, the lantern clattering and trembling in his hand. “When I found your name on the list I went the round of the prisons. This is the last one. I know everything. I have sent many accursed aristocrats to Hades, but I would gladly become once more the miserable Hemmetschnur I was at Krottenriede, if by doing so I might save your noble life, which is so dear to me.


    “Do not move, do not say a word. There are spies here as in every prison: I have spoken with the President of the tribunal that is going to judge you. The charge is false. It was not your intention to save the Lamballe, but as a true friend of the Republic you wanted to prevent the unsuspecting people from committing a rash act, which has now made for ever impossible the disclosure of the Princess’s dangerous plans.


    “Your words will find credit. You will at once receive an important post, which will shield you henceforward. Do not shake your head. You must accept. Otherwise you are done for. If I have not made my meaning clear to you, put your hands together as if to implore. You don’t do it? So you have understood everything. Therefore a necessary comedy will now begin. Do not be afraid of me, I would be happy to kiss your hands.”


    Raising his voice, he went on: “So you hesitate? You will not disclose the hiding-place of the escaped traitor? Good. To-morrow you will appear before the judges. Remember that there is an axe between the fasces of the lictors.”


    With well-feigned indignation he stamped his foot and beckoned to the jailer.


    “Citizen Gaspard!” he growled, “I make you responsible for the guarding of this dangerous man.”


    The jailer grinned and held up the light to my face.


    “His head sits loose,” he chuckled. “I know my business, Citizen Commissaire!”


    The Magister laughed and clapped him on the shoulder, and they both went out of the prison. The door shut with a groan, the key rattled.


    “François!” cried out one of the sleepers. “Who is that accursed peasant there driving through the courtyard?"


    All was still. The darkness descended like drops of falling pitch.


    I saw before me in the dark the face of Iza Bekchi. His kind eyes were fixed on me - The scar between his eyebrows shone like sunrise.


    “I will not lie,” I said to myself.


    I saw nothing but dark night and stretched myself out on the scanty straw for a little rest.
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   Chapter Fourty Five


  
    After the prisoners had been supplied with breakfast a Commissaire accompanied by soldiers entered the cellar and read out the names of three prisoners who were to go to trial. My own name was among them.


    Of my companions one was a fine young woman, who had spent most of her time sitting alone and weeping. The ladies gave little heed to her. The other was a tall, naugnty-looking man in a dark blue coat embroidered with gold and white silk stockings. I had not caught his name when we were introduced on the previous day. I noticed him only because of the great respect shown him by the imprisoned aristocrats, and the negligent, condescending manner with which he occasionally addressed them, while he hardly paid any attention to me.


    I was led from the prison between two soldiers, following the woman and the haughty man. We were taken down a filthy and narrow alley, fouled with garbage of all sorts, to an old house which had a tricolour flag over the doorway; then through a short passage into a very large room with a low ceiling, where we were ordered to wait behind a freshly-painted cupboard smelling of fresh paint.


    The night’s mental excitement had passed. The thought that this was to be one of my last days lay on me as heavy as lead, filling me with a dull pain. Even the inanimate objects about me assumed peculiar and unwonted forms, and the morning light coming through the windows was mysteriously red.


    When a soldier told us that we might sit down I found on one side of me the young woman, who continued to sob, and on the other side the gentleman in the blue coat, who still looked straight before him with a severe and repellent look and showed no attention to anything around him. Occasionally he drew a gold snuff-box in the shape of a pear from his pocket and took a pinch of snuff with the most studied grace.


    A heavy table with carved legs and writing materials on it stood on a platform in front of us. Pale-faced soldiers with long hair were lounging along the walls. Many of them wore wooden shoes on their unstockinged feet. They smoked bad tobacco in clay pipes. Only slightly did they change their easy attitudes when the rattle of drums announced the arrival of the Revolutionary Tribunal.


    We were commanded to stand up until the judges had taken their seats at the large table. I looked at the men who considered themselves entitled to decide the duration of another human life. One was a workman with rough and dirty hands; their traces were to be seen on the brim of his red cap. Another was obviously ill, his face haggard and yellow, and he coughed constantly. Between them sat a dark-haired young man. He looked insolent, but he was very handsome. His restless dark eyes flashed from under his eyebrows and his long carefully combed hair hung down his shoulders beneath his two-cornered hat. His legs, clad in white trousers and top-boots, were stretched out under the table. He nodded carelessly to an acquaintance in the crowded background of the room, and with an important look plunged into the heap of documents that lay before him. He said a few quiet words to his colleagues and to the lean clerk at the end of the table, thrusting his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands. Then he looked at us as we sat in a row on our bench, and his expression seemed to be demanding our highest respect.


    When the public at the far end of the hall had subsided into complete silence, he leaned back in his chair so that the blue, white and red sash around his waist stretched, took up a sheet of paper in an offhand way and said in a ringing and theatrical voice:


    “Citizen Anastasie Beaujonin!”


    There was a loud murmur of voices, and the sound of clearing of throats and spitting betrayed the interest of the audience.


    The young woman beside me uttered a little cry on hearing her name called. She rose from her seat, and again broke into tears, pressing a tiny handkerchief to her eyes. I watched her with compassion. Her fine dress, spotted with pink and blue flowers, was sadly crumpled and out of shape. Several times she tried to smooth it out with her hand. I understood that her appearance was to her as great a matter of concern as the issue of her trial which knew neither witnesses nor objections by the defence, and whose intentional brevity gave little hope.


    The President assumed an important air, made a handsome gesture with his right hand, and spoke with an intonation as if he were reciting.


    “Take good notice of my words, Citizen Beaujonin! Consider your answers, for our time is limited. It is not our time, indeed, but the nation’s. The charge against you is that Baron Hautecorne was concealed in your basement during three days, though you must have known that he was one of the proscribed. What have you to say to this?”


    “Oh, my God,” muttered the woman, “I loved him so...”


    The judge smiled


    Another woman’s voice came from the audience: “She is brave, the girl is; and she speaks as a woman should.”


    “Keep your peace, mother Flanche!” cried the judge, sternly. “You cannot make any remarks here.”


    “Don’t be snappy, my pretty lad,” came the answer. “I have known you since you were a choir-boy.”


    The chairman restrained himself from replying, and only made a movement as he said to the young woman: "Well then?"


    "And why was it you loved Citizen Hautecorne so much?” he tauntingly asked, revealing his white teeth.


    “He was so handsome - almost as handsome as you,” she said in a half-whisper, looking him straight in the face.


    Her words were met with loud cheers, laughter and the stamping of feet. Even the other judges smiled sourly, and with an air of supreme satisfaction the President brushed back a lock of hair that had fallen on his forehead.


    “Let the girl go,” someone cried.


    “She needs her head so that she can give it to you,” added another.


    “Well said. Rodolphe!”


    “She knows the way with you men!”


    When silence was restored once more, the judge addressed her in a soft voice.


    “Madame.” he said, “I have reason to think that you did not know you were giving assistance to a dangerous enemy of the Republic.”


    “Oh no," she sobbed, rapidly grasping her opportunity. “I love the Republic... I would never have...”


    “Did he at least perform his business well, that Baron of yours?” jeered a member of the audience.


    The judge struck the bundle of documents in a rage.


    “Hey there, Perrin, Verrou and Mastiche!” he ordered.' “Just see who it is there that wants to say something to me!” The three soldiers tramped among the public, their heavy muskets in hand. There was silence at once.


    The judge bent over to his colleagues. They whispered and nodded approval.


    “Madame,” he said, “I will take the risk of setting you at liberty. But take care.”


    “Oh!” exclaimed the woman, and laughed nervously.


    “Just wait, Madame; I am doing it on my own risk. I am responsible to the nation. You see, the People, when possible, are mild and chivalrous to women. However, before you leave the court be so kind as to write down your future address and hand it over to me.”


    “Oh, you damned truffle-hound!” laughed one of the audience. Instantly the soldiers were at the culprit’s side.


    “I won’t say anything more,’’ he protested as they took hold of him; “let go my hands.”


    Silence was again restored. The girl smiled amiably, tripped up to the table on her high-heeled shoes and scratched a few words on a piece of paper, which the judge read and put away. This procedure was greeted by stifled laughter.


    “You may go, Madame, but you remain at the disposal of the tribunal.”


    The woman remained standing, and stared perplexedly and suspiciously at the judges, then towards the laughing public. Suddenly she turned round and ran as fast as she could, without looking right or left, past the amazed soldiers and out of the room.


    The next moment the chairman assumed a bothered official expression, fumbled among his papers, and then said sharply:


    “Citizen Melchior Dronte.”


    I stood up.


    I was quite calm, all my fear had disappeared. Again it seemed to me as if I was looking on at another’s fate, with its issue quite plain to me. Devoid of bitterness, I faced the vain man who had set himself up as my judge. His eyes evaded mine and wandered past me. To conceal his weakness he took several sheets of paper from the table, pretending it was necessary for him to keep before his eyes the document which contained the circumstances of my arrest and the charge preferred against me.


    At length he raised his head and said: “By a manifestation of the will of the People, directed against the most justly hated citizen Lamballe..."


    There was an angry clamour of many voices.


    “Death to the aristocrat! Down with her!”


    “Hold your tongues!”


    “She is dead.”


    “Death to the Lamballe!”


    The judge waited patiently until the noise had subsided, and then went on:


    “The hated Citizen Lamballe, from whom there were to be expected important disclosures concerning a conspiracy framed in England against the Republic, was smitten by the holy rage of the citizens. You, Citizen Dronte, attempted to prevent the people from fulfilling their judgment. What were your motives for doing so?”


    “I desired to shield a defenceless woman,” I answered, and looked straight at him. He shook his head slightly.


    A murmur arose.


    “Are you a friend to Freedom?” he asked.


    I paused a moment and answered the question with an affirmative. 


    “Was it known to you that the Citizen Lamballe had escaped to England, and from thence returned to Paris?”


    “Yes.”


    “This gives rise to the supposition,” the President went on, “that important information concerning her accomplices in this country could be gained from her. Not true?”


    I was silent.


    Again he looked at me with a slightly disapproving shake of the head and a dick of the tongue, and spoke slowly and distinctly, laying stress on each word:


    “I know what you will say, Citizen Dronte. In your zeal to serve the Republic and to prevent the premature death of the traitress, you used violence to prevent the people from the hasty fulfilment of their sentence. You suffered in the act. Is it as I say? Give me an answer.” He made an almost imperceptible sign to me to say “Yes,” and waited.


    For a moment I felt the strong temptation to do as I was expected, and thus escape from the horrors of the People’s justice to my former freedom. But a powerful feeling, invincible and victorious, at once triumphed over the temptation of liberty that was held up to me. I realised that my sacred duty was to be harsh and pitiless to myself; for otherwise I would be once more thrown back into the slough I had lately emerged from and the aura of which I had escaped.


    “I tried to save the Princess from motives of a personal character,” I answered.


    The President heaved an impatient sigh, shook his head, and drummed on the table, and raised his eyes to the ceiling. His colleagues looked at me with an expression of boredom, and a yawning voice in the public was heard to say:


    “Hair-splitting, Jeannot, are they not? Do you understand anything?”


    “In short,” said the President, “you did not intend to shield the woman as such, but rather to serve the Republic. We have no time to spare, Citizen Dronte, and I hope your frank confession will settle the case.”


    I felt a cold breath on my face. The balance was even. A falsehood could make one of the scales fall...


    “I did not give a thought to the Republic when I did it.”


    I had spoken irrevocably.


    The public became suddenly excited. Even the dullest of the onlookers understood what the position had become, and pricked up their ears. The President’s face became purple with anger. He tossed his head back, and spurted out at me:


    “You dare to say that to me?”


    “It is the truth,” I replied.


    It was clear to me that the grateful Magister had given a hand to the business of rescuing me, and I was sorry that his dangerous efforts should be of no avail. But I had to follow the path my inner feelings pointed out to me, without regard to the desire to preserve my body.


    The President’s behaviour had changed instantly. A deep wrinkle appeared between his eyebrows, and he bit his lips angrily as he went on with the examination.


    “You are a foreigner. What brought you to Paris?”


    “I came to study the Revolution and its aims.”


    “With friendly or hostile intentions?”


    “I did not come as an enemy.”


    “You are a baron,” put in the bilious judge. “How can an aristocrat be otherwise than hostile to the Revolution?”


    “Can a man like him love the poor people?” growled the other judge in the dirty red cap. “Do you?” he addressed me.


    “I love all men,” I answered.


    “Cant!” snapped the President. “Every priest who comes before us has his pockets full of this cant.”


    He assumed a sinister pose.


    “So you put yourself in the way of the heroes who attacked the Lamballe,” he continued, “and this not in the interests of the State, but for some other unexplained motive you had of serving the Queen’s Mistress of the Household.”


    Shrill whistles sounded among the public, and a wild stamping of feet betrayed their impatience to bring the case to an end.


    The lean judge spoke to the chairman, who shrugged his shoulders and turned to the other judge. This man shook his head, lifted his right hand, and let it fall sideways on the table. It was easy to understand what he meant by this gesture.


    The chairman stood up, and stretched out one hand like a stage king. Then he pressed his other hand to his breast and spoke in a resounding voice, rolling his R’s admirably.


    “Citizen Dronte is guilty of treason towards the Republic.” His judgment was met by thundering applause. I sat down quite calmly, certain of what fate was to be mine.


    My fellow-prisoner in the dark blue coat and white silk stockings slowly turned his haughty and stone-like face towards me, and smiling, said aloud and distinctly:


    “Allow me to express my sincere admiration of your conduct, Baron.” Laughter and hooting greeted him. An apple core flew past my head and fell on the table.


    The theatrical President struck the table with his fist and cried:


    “Silence!” And by degrees the hooting, laughter and whistling subsided.


    “Citizen Carmignar!” sounded the self-complacent voice.


    The man in blue stood up.


    “My name.” he said, without waiting for questions, “is Philip Antony Maria Marquis de Carmignar, Peer of France, Privy Councillor to H.M. the King. President of the House of Nobility of Brittany, Grand Commander of the order of St. Louis...”


    The audience was delighted- The tall man with his haughty manner promised a spectacle. The stress he laid on his rank even elicited a certain respect for him.


    “He’s a fine one. the Marquis is.”


    “But his neck is as thin as the neck of Lamballe’s whore-master. Swish! and the business is over.”


    The Marquis took a pinch out of his little gold snuffbox, and carefully dusted the snuff from his brocade vest with a small lace handkerchief.


    “You are charged with - ” began the President. But the nobleman interrupted him.


    “First of all,” he said with inimitable haughtiness, “I want to state that I have been brought here in violation of the privileges appertaining to me, and by unlawfully armed persons. As for the tribunal. I find that it does not consist of the King's magistrates, but of a bad actor, a joiner and a runaway pew-opener, so that it may lay no claim to any further attention of mine.”


    Then the Marquis sat down, looking disdainfully into the air.


    For a few seconds all was silent. The consternation was general. But the next moment a deafening noise rose up; the crowd started forward with such rage that the soldiers could hold them back only with the greatest difficulty. In the meantime the judges had taken rapid council, and the President rose again. With insistent signs he commanded order. It took some time before he could make himself heard.


    He cast a look of indignant disdain at the nobleman, who was gazing before him with complete indifference.


    “Citizen Carmignar, I call on you to stand up,” ordered the judge, “lest I recur to force, and thus vouchsafe the People’s tribunal the respect due to it.”


    The Marquis shrugged his shoulders and obeyed.


    “I do not want any foul marks on my coat,” he said. “That is why I get up.”


    The actor-president sat down and advanced his chin.


    “If I understand you aright, Citizen Carmignar, you went to sleep before the Revolution, and are not yet awake. Is that not so?”


    No reply was given to the taunt. Some of the public laughed.


    “You attempted to bribe the jailer of the Temple, in order to convey to Citizen Capet, imprisoned there, information concerning the successes achieved by the emigrants at the Prussian and Austrian courts, and this by means of a slip of paper concealed in a gold case, which was itself concealed in one out of half a dozen lemons. Is this the gold case in question?”


    The judge held up a tiny cylindrical gold case. The Marquis measured him with half-shut eyes.


    “As you are playing at a trial,” he returned, “you must give yourself the trouble to prove your charges.”


    The resentment of the public grew. “Have him hugged by Samson’s coquette,” cried the voice of an impatient rowdy.


    The judges put their heads together, whispered, nodded; the President stood up and calmly gave his verdict: “Guilty.”


    The court rose. Four soldiers stepped up to us and motioned us to follow them. We were led out without disturbance. The people were satisfied.


    When we came out of the doors where a new batch of frightened, well-guarded men and women were waiting their turn, I felt something in my right hand that felt like a folded piece of paper.


    We went along another way than that by which we had been brought from our prison. We passed under a drawn portcullis and finally found ourselves in a large, dry and well-lighted cellar. It was full of people.


    I walked up to one of the windows, stealthily unfolded the paper, and read:


    “My heart weeps over the best and most noble-minded of men, but I bow before the heroic courage which prefers death to being disloyal to itself. My gratitude, henceforward quite powerless, will preserve your memory for ever. May there be another meeting for us, that my gratitude may have new aims.”


    It was the familiar handwriting of the Magister.
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   Chapter Fourty Six


  
    The windows of our new prison opened immediately beneath the ceiling, high up, but they were clean and clear, and by the dull light of the early morning we could see that rain was falling. Shining drops hung on the iron bars of the grating.


    This room, though it was to be our last, proved in all respects far more hospitable than the gloomy coal-cellar where we had awaited our trial. The lame warder, who seemed to be good-natured and jocose, supplied us with water in wooden buckets and gave us clean rough towels. For those prisoners who still had money in their pockets he purchased chocolate or cake and brought it to them. The prisoners who were penniless were served with rye-meal soup and a piece of bread.


    As everything that related to this mortal life appeared to me supremely unessential, I contented myself with a few spoonfuls of soup. It seemed to me as if I were standing apart and looking on from a distance at myself and my emotions. And yet this onlooker, who was my ego, was related by a subtle thread to my body and was aware of all its feelings and sensations, such as the coolness of the morning, hunger, and the dull compressed ache which precedes an evil event. And yet my queer consciousness of being outside myself was so strong that even my hands seemed strange to me. I looked at them with a curious emotion, as if I were looking at something familiar I had not seen for a long time. With the emotion was mingled regret that the soul should show so much ungrateful indifference in parting for ever with that which had so long been its home, and by means of whose senses it had built up its image of the mutability that surrounded it. Do what I might I could discover nothing impressive, nothing decisive in my impending departure from the familiar forms of earthly life. It seemed as if the body had ceased to take any part in the feelings of the soul, though its own feelings remained unchanged.


    I was fully aware of the tragic significance of what was going on around me, but it could not affect me any more. Something was moving within me, and impelling me to speak to the poor humans about me and tell them that all these occurrences were only of secondary importance and did not really matter. But I realised that they could not possibly have understood me, and so I kept silent and aloof.


    Much was happening around me. Women wept bitterly, and the tears with which they took leave of life mixed with the food they could not eat. The Marquis Carmignar was seated in a corner, and had been shaved and his hair dressed. A dried-up, sadly smiling old man read to a small circle of listeners the Consolationes Philosophize, of Boethius. A handsome young man in riding dress leaned against a pillar and hummed a melody which his enraptured eyes made plain was dear to him as a memory. He ceased only when an abbé who had been whispering with a group of ladies of various ages stepped up to him and begged him politely not to disturb the religious disposition of people preparing for death. Other men and women reclined on their straw mattresses in silent despair, sunk deep in themselves.


    The prison barber came in. He made a sign to the warder, who had just received with many bows a tip from the Marquis. In a trembling voice the warder demanded that all present should sit in a row on a bench in the middle of the room and have their hair cut. This demand produced much loud sobbing, and one woman fainted away; but the toilet, as the proceeding was curtly called, went on quickly. The long tresses of the ladies were cut off carefully and stored in a box; the barber very politely begged of their recent owners that he might be allowed to keep them as useful in his trade, and gave a little flask of smelling salts to each of the ladies that gave him the permission.


    My neck felt in turn the cold and clashing touch of the scissors as they crunched and cut my hair...


    The sound of prayers now became louder and more earnest. At eight o’clock we heard the rumbling sound of drums, and the door was opened. A Commissaire with the scarf appeared at the head of a band of soldiers and read out, in a harsh and indifferent voice, name after name on the list of the condemned. Those who heard their names got up and placed themselves in a line to the left of the door. “Citizen Melchior Dronte!”


    As I heard my name I made a bow to those who were evidently remaining behind and placed myself next to a tall strong man who was examining the escort with an expression of contempt, his jaw maliciously protruding. By his galloons and sleeve-band I knew him to be a major of De Broglie’s regiment.


    “Stinking brutes, gutter-rabble!” he muttered to himself, and spat with such force that a hungry-looking little soldier jumped away in a fright.


    A deformed man in grey clothes, who was one of those on the list, laughed to himself.


    “The farce will soon be over,” he said. “And it has not been very amusing.”


    We were led out of the cellar, some twenty of us, and we followed the guard up the flight of stairs and into a courtyard crowded with soldiers. Several open wagons were standing there, and we were told to take our places on the boards. A lad of about fifteen, acting under the supervision of a mounted sergeant, bound our hands behind our backs with solid leather straps. I noticed that the lad whispered something in the ear of each of his victims. When my turn came I felt his warm breath on my cold neck, and heard him breathe the words: “Pardon me.” I felt how hot and uneasy were the hands that tied my arms.


    After much noise and confusion the wagons were at length loaded in an orderly manner with their human freight. An armed soldier got up by the side of the driver of each cart, and the heavy gate of the yard swung open with loud creaking. The streets were swarming with waiting people, and our wagons could proceed but slowly between the two rows they formed.


    I looked on with astonishing serenity. In front of me, stiff and erect, sat the Marquis Carmignar, looking above the heads of the crowd; beside him sat the major of De Broglie’s regiment, whose angrily-inclined red head made him look like an irritated bull. On the bench beside him cowered an old man, with a white bristle, a wrinkled face, and rolling eyes pitiably disturbed. He was ceaselessly repeating to himself a magic formulae.


    “O Ashtaroth,” he muttered, “O Typhon, O ye Seven Fiery Dragons, thou, O Keeper of the seal, hurry hither to help me! let flames fall on them, let the earth open its entrails to swallow them, but carry me


    The words became meaningless, and then he wound up with a ghastly chuckle of triumph and was silent. He was at last convinced of the unfailing effect of his incantation.


    I turned my head with difficulty to the bench at my back, and saw an elderly nun with brick-red spots flaming on her cheeks. She was dressed in black and incessantly praying, her eyes turned to heaven. Next to this woman, who was preparing herself with glittering eyes for her martyrdom, sat a great fat baker. He was all covered with white meal and shook like a jelly; his swollen eyes stared in mortal terror. His immense belly wobbled to and fro at every lurch of the wagon.


    I saw everything with exaggerated distinctness. Not the slightest detail escaped me. I noticed a loose button on the Marquis’s coat, an inflamed pimple on the major’s neck. The vest of my neighbour bore traces of eggs, and from time to time the medallion on the nun’s rosary struck the woodwork of the wagon with a clang.


    As my poor mortal body approached the inevitable end it seemed to do all it could to disturb the serenity of my soul and lure it away from eternity by trivial preoccupations. A natural need, for whose relief I had no more occasion, bothered me greatly. An old rheumatism that had long ceased to afflict me set in once more in my right hip, and made me suffer at each jolt of the cart. Greater than this was the fear of death as it was felt by my body. It found expression in violent pains in the stomach, and at length resulted in a drop of dew falling from my forehead. Cold perspiration, the perspiration of death.


    But I stood above, or rather aside, from these feelings, and in spite of their insistence they could not project themselves into the full light of my consciousness. A sharp and decisive separation had taken place between body and soul, and the soul saw with joy that no earthly sensation would encumber it on its way hence.


    The crowd began to sing a hymn that was strange to me; thousands of voices joined in it. The tune was genuinely inspiring. I could not distinguish any of the words, except fatherland, tyranny and the like. But it produced a strong impression on me. It was a genuine, noble and fierce child of the times, and the thrilling music seemed to me to be full of promise.


    The people at the windows along the route also joined in the song with clear, spirited voices and waved their handkerchiefs. Our wagon horses, a chestnut and a black one, neighed with excitement, and began to prance and nod their heads in cadence with the powerful melody as it rose to the skies, glowing and storming. Even the driver, a gloomy-looking man, and the young soldier beside him sang the anthem - for truly it was an anthem - in loud voices.


    The road was not excessively long. Once more I looked round with my aged eyes that had already seen so much during their existence. I saw a butcher turning over a pig in a wooden trough; I saw the brass basin of a barber’s shop, rattling in the rainy wind and covered with little drops; I took in the sympathising look of a dark, lovely girl’s eyes beneath a white bonnet, noticed a black dog that reminded me of poor Diana, and smelt the sour smell, strong and harsh, of fresh tan-bark from a tanner’s yard. A steel-blue fly with transparent wings settled on my knee and made part of the journey in this way without exerting itself. A crowd of sparrows, joyfully twittering and completely forgetful of mankind, threw themselves like a brown cloud on a fresh mound of horse’s dung, and an old plane tree all covered with pearls of rain allowed us to pass under it, sullen and indifferent.


    Then the whole line of wagons stopped with a jerk.


    We had arrived at the hideous square in which, a few days ago, I had my discussion on the French nation with the young officer, and once more my eyes met the lean, brownish-red engine of destruction that towered above all the heads in its awful simplicity.


    In the same moment the clouds were tom asunder and a pale ray of sunlight fell with a dull glitter on the slanting knife that hung, up above, under the crossbeam.


    “How soon it will be over,” I thought, as I recalled many a moment of impatience in my former life.


    We were helped out of the wagons. The crowd grew quiet. There was only the scarcely perceptible, thousand-mouthed murmur that betrays the strained expectation of a large assembly of human beings. We heard no words of abuse and many eyes looked on with sympathy. The attitude of the crowd seemed to indicate that wholesale murder would soon have an end.


    My limbs were stiff with huddling so long in the cold morning. My physical need once more convulsively asserted itself, and as I walked I felt acutely the pain in my right hip.


    I saw׳ people appear on the platform and move about. The blade fell with a dull thud and was raised again. The crimson flow began. Something struck the boards of the scaffold with a hollow boom.


    My body’s fear almost got the upper hand. One thought in me pushed forward, expanded: to attempt something or other to save myself; to cry out, to beseech, to break through the crowd, to burst my bonds...


    Then, of a sudden, I saw Fangerle!


    All shrivelled like a bat he was. Fangerle, on the crossbeam of a lantern-post, horribly distorting his ugly face, his evil yellow eyes fixed on me. Instead of a broad-brimmed hat a red Phrygian cap was on his scalp. His eyes were like two wasps, alive and crawling about in the hollows of his head.


    I shut my eyes. Thenceforward my will had the upper hand.


    “Return to the abyss,” I said.


    Mustering all my strength I opened my eyes again. The apparition was gone, the lamp-post was empty.


    A soldier took me by the arm, almost timidly. Gently he pushed me forward. I saw the thick blood running in a sluggish stream down the scaffold.


    The Marquis Carmignar walked up the short slippery ladder immediately before me. Two bare-armed men seized him, strapped him to the board, and upset it. The upper piece of wood descended, pinning down his neck.


    Swish! - boom - grr - boom...


    A wheezing sound came from his beheaded neck. The feet, well bred even in death, beat the boards gently; the body moved in the straps, as if it were trying to find a more convenient position, and was still. The soaked straps were unfastened and they turned him on one side; the gold snuff-box rolled on the boards, the little lid opened and the brown snuff scattered. A hand quickly grabbed at the glistening thing.


    I was the next. I ascended the steps.


    A hand gently propped me up as I slipped, saving me from a fall. I saw a serious, fine-cut face. It was Samson, the executioner. He invited me forward with a polite gesture. Behind him stood the red-bristled monster, his chief assistant.


    Pictures came and went like lightning through my brain. The arm with the executioner’s sword in the haunted hall of Krottenriede, the snuff-box with the singing bird, the tapers burning in a room hung with black, the glimmer of Aglaia’s funeral wreath, the little Death with the hourglass and scythe coming out of the old clock, Bavarian Haymon dressed as an Amicist!... Like lightning, countless pictures passing.


    A strong hand took me by the arm. Faces glided past me. I stood against the board. The warm smell of blood rose tickling and nauseating in my nose. Thin straps of leather tied down my shoulders and legs. I fell forward. I heard a creaking sound; my throat descended painfully, striking a wooden crescent.


    I thought: Now the knife will cut through my neck, sawdust will fly into my eyes, my mouth, my nostrils...


    Wet wood descended on the back of my neck.


    Iza Bekchi! Iza Bekchi!


    With all my force I thought of Evli. I drew him towards me.


    Close in front of me I saw his face - his mouth, as if he was about to kiss me - his kind dark eyes, like two black suns. Their look embraced me with infinite love and promise.


    I thought no longer. Now that I saw him I drew in his looks. I absorbed his being into me...


    Dazzling, golden rays shot out of his eyes - cut through me, transpierced me with fire - a fire of gold.


    But still I saw the face, distinctly, clearly, dwindling by degrees until it was a mere speck, yet remained recognisable.


    I opened my mouth, I felt dry wooden splinters, moist sawdust


    Then it was night - a rush of air - the noise of wind - a painful rending asunder - a thread cut in twain...
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   Chapter Fourty Seven


  
    I was outside my body.


    My corpse lay on the guillotine in its tattered brown coat, the shirt-collar soaked in blood. In spite of the tight straps it was stretching itself violently. Fountains of blood spurted from the neck. The head lay in the basket, the eyes were wide open. The face bore a smile.


    The people gathered round the scaffold looked on in silence. The boards were emptied, and prepared for a new victim. The wretch who had called for Ashtaroth and the Fire Dragons was pushed up the stairs. He struggled with all his might, kicked and bit desperately like an animal. He would not... To the whole scene I was quite indifferent.


    For now I was rising on the air, gliding over a crowd of heads. Without making any effort or meeting any resistance I floated through walls and window-panes, propelled by an unknown force.


    Somehow I had eyes and saw everything. I heard but I did not feel. Nor did I think. I was consciousness, sheer and simple. I had no difficulty in recognising everything that went flying past me. I felt neither pleasure nor pain, cold, heat, sound, light; but I was traversed a hundredfold by strange vibrations, phenomena for which human language has no name, sensations produced by meeting beings, invisible and unknown to men.


    I was a form like those vitreous transparent bodies which, if looked at for some time by a human eye, dwindle into a perfectly pure, blue vacuum. I was not a body. Nor was I nothing. I was a spirit, among many other spirits that floated in space. But I had consciousness. I was aware of my ego. and I had a purpose and a desire.


    I sought to find a new dwelling for myself, a new dwelling equipped with the instruments of sense so that I might receive from without and give back what comes from within: thoughts in the garb of words. I was seeking for a human body. I carried in me the tiny image of a noble, Godlike face, the reflection of which I had taken into the infinite when I left my body at its destruction. This image was the starting-point of consciousness and of memory.


    The will for reincarnation was the one impulse that dominated me. Subject to inscrutable laws formulated before the beginning of existence, before the beginning of mutability, I strove towards the fulfilment of my quest, devoid of all those feelings that men call impatience, expectation or hope.


    For me Time was not: there was for me no distance, no obstacle.


    Forces to which I gave myself away willingly were lifting me, causing me to descend, to rise, to move or to stay...


    I was immovable in my consciousness.


    Everything was revealed to me, nothing was concealed from me, neither below nor above. The wind blew through me, the rain fell through me. I had none of the qualities that are inherent in the things of space. I was large and small, inside and outside, far and near.


    I beheld sunsets over solitary seas, mountain-climbers at the foot of ice rifts, blue flowers slowly withering, spirits moving in watery deeps, beings that lived in crystals, red and yellow sandstones, fruitful mire generating the strangest of creatures, dwarfs that appeared as specks to a human eye, winged beings that rode and rollicked on the winds, sleepers in bed infested with pain and sin as with vermin, men exhaling evil like a stream of poisoned air. Past all of these I was wafted.


    I saw herds of beasts in the wide steppes, in the air, in the crevasses of the earth, and in great waters; small, crawling, flying, running beasts, covered with hair, feathers, bristle or scales - living and seeking. They attracted me, for they were alive. They bred their young, suckled them and multiplied a thousandfold. They attracted me, for they had living bodies, warm bodies. But I bore in me a human image and did not follow the example of the other spirits, that lay in wait over those living bodies as new life was born in them.


    I sought the presence of human beings. I was impelled towards them by an overwhelming influence.


    It was well to be among humans. I clung to their company. I was with them, in them. I glided through them and stayed with them. I lived with them. I felt towards them as one may feel towards a country that looks like home.... I find myself using such similes, though the reality is very different.


    Again and again they went about to produce new life. They concealed themselves from others and became one. The beings which always surround men, though invisibly, receded before the divine spark that came from them, however empty and poor, however sinful and feeble. But in this act they unleashed the ancient forces of Eternity, and became greater and more powerful than all other beings.


    I hovered above these mating humans. In the black tents of the Steppe nomads, in twilit snow huts, in wide luxurious beds, on hay heaps, under miserable huts, in the thicket of the wood, on the straw sacks of gloomy houses, in attics and palaces, in innumerable places, at every secret hour of day and night. I was guided by the Law. I felt myself attracted and repelled; but I felt neither regret, nor disappointment, nor impatience.


    My own quest ended in a flash of lightning. At last the coition of two cellae made me once more alive. Thenceforward, for a long period, I was confined in a narrow space, enveloped in the animal heat of a restlessly pulsating human body.


    I was warm; in the moist darkness I felt the currents of nutrition, the noise of creative forces. The sap of life circulated in me; I heard the thunder of growth and the silent rustle of an awakening surrounded me. My consciousness became dim. Sleep overcame me, happy refreshing sleep. My dreams were haunted by memories like unrecognisable shadow Lights, disconnected and indistinct, old, forgotten; ever-receding memories. I grew as I slept; I stretched out my little limbs in animal bliss. I moved slowly in my sleep. Complex and delicate organs developed in me, protected by a mail-coat of bones. Warm blood pulsated through me in quick throbs. A homely narrowness of space gently pressed me, rocked me, showed me the way towards light.


    A crystalline, cold, clear air poured into my lungs. Many-coloured, confused rays struck my eyes, mingled sounds caught my ear. All those things happened to me which accompany the entry of a young being into this world. There I was. I had returned, an Evli.


    My name was Sennon Vorauf.
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   Chapter Fourty Eight


  
    I had a father, a mother, and other people who were fond of me. I learned to talk and to walk. I was a child as other children. Everything was new to me, everything a revelation - 


    Until I acquired the faculty of recalling my former existence.


    And that faculty asserted itself at first through nightmares which gave much trouble to my kind parents. Even when I was awake, however, I was not proof from sudden intrusions of the past. The recollections of a time when my name was Melchior von Dronte and I the son of a nobleman in bygone days obsessed and bewildered and terrified me. By slow degrees I became capable of classifying and putting together these recurrent and changing dreams. By-and-by I realised that they were the fragments of the life of Melchior von Dronte, my previous self.


    The outward manifestations of this consciousness caused my parents great anxiety. They would often sit at my bedside and listen, without understanding, to what they thought were merely wild ravings. This forced me to withdraw into myself, and everyone began to consider me as an exceptionally precocious, quiet and thoughtful child. My favourite occupation was to sit alone, staring into the void.


    The life into which I had been re-born was well adapted to such thoughtfulness. My parents, simple good-hearted people who had followed the local usage in giving me the name of Sennon - one of the two patron Saints of the day I was born on - loved me better than anything in the world. I had come to them as a gift of God after ten years of a childless marriage. From the very first my strange behaviour became for them the cause of constant fear and anxiety.


    Once I was seized by convulsions on chancing to see some lads throwing stones at a black dog, which ran away howling. I could not be induced to visit an aunt of mine who was very kind of me, because of a parrot she kept in her house. These emotions will be quite comprehensible to my readers, but they were interpreted as sheer wilfulness, and I was punished for them more or less gently. The patience and the complete unconsciousness of guilt with which I accepted these corrections soon made it impossible for my kind parents to continue punishing me. My mother, in spite of her low social standing, had an uncommonly fine sensitiveness and found out sooner than my father that all these violent emotions were conditioned by psychical processes quite out of the common, and which forbade the adoption of clumsy punitive methods by fair-minded people.


    I remember a fine Sunday afternoon in early autumn when I was alone with my mother in our garden. She had been picking flowers to put into a vase. She arranged the coppery red, blue, white and bright yellow dahlias in a way which suddenly struck me most strangely, and without being able to explain whence my words came, I said dreamily to myself: “This is the way Aglaia used to arrange them.”


    My mother overheard me, and looked at me with a quite peculiarly timid expression: then she stroked my hair, and whispered: “You must have been very fond of her some time before.”


    We remained silent after that for a long time, until it was quite dark. Then she sighed, hugged me, and we went indoors, to wait for my father, who was employed all day in a big optical business.


    Seldom did I mix with other children of my age. I kept aloof from them, not through pride or shyness, but because I found no pleasure in their games. My only friend was the son of a much-travelled doctor who lived in our neighbourhood. He was like myself a quiet and solitary boy. His name was Kaspar Hedrich. I used to roam about with him in the environs of our little town, and to him alone of all people I would speak sometimes of my inner thoughts.


    When I reached the age of twelve or thirteen, however, the real nature of my constantly recurring and amplified visions began to dawn upon me. From that time onward I kept them to myself and turned a deaf ear to all !Caspar’s earnest entreaties to tell him more about them. And yet !Caspar had been the only person who listened attentively to my confused stories and had shown no signs of incredulity when I told them to him, perhaps in the unconscious hope of finding some explanation of them. The explanation came to me at last as a discovery. I kept it to myself, realizing that it was unlikely to be understood in the right way by anyone.


    One incident which happened about that time disturbed and troubled me greatly at first, but later on I realized it to be the earliest, greatest and most precious confirmation of the peculiar gift that had been vouchsafed to me.


    Kaspar and I were especially fond of skating on the frozen backwater of a river which was about half an hour’s walk from our home. This place of solitary enjoyment we kept secret from our parents, knowing very well that the dangers arising from the remoteness of the place and the insecurity of the ice were such that they would never have given us their permission to skate there. They believed that, like other boys, we were satisfied with the artificial skating rink in the town, crowded and entirely safe. The deception was entirely successful, for our parents were occupied the whole day long, and they had no time to be present while we were skating.


    One day, with his skates under his arm, Kaspar called for me. A warm wind had set in and the house eaves were beginning to drip. This, my companion thought, was all the more reason for us to make haste to seize what might turn out to be our last opportunity on the ice that winter.


    I had caught a cold on the previous day, and I was feverish. My mother declared that this time Kaspar would have to go without my company. I obeyed her, and stayed at home. Kaspar was rather disappointed, but took leave politely and went the accustomed way to our solitary backwater.


    My mother brought a pillow and persuaded me to sit on the bench in front of the heated stove, leaning my back against the pillow. She took up her work and sat there as I dozed off. Soon, half asleep, I heard nothing but the quiet click of her knitting.


    All at once it seemed to me that I heard distinctly my friend’s voice, repeatedly calling for me in mortal fear.


    I wanted to rise, but was as if paralysed. I made a tremendous effort. Then something happened.


    Suddenly I was outside my body. I saw myself quite distinctly, sitting on the bench with wide-open eyes staring at my mother engrossed in counting the stitches at the table. The next moment, as if I had been transported by a rushing current of air, I was standing on the bank of the backwater. I saw with great distinctness the riverside willows, the monotonous grey of the ice, the trace of skates on the smooth surface, and in the middle of the ice a broken space and open water, and in it Kaspar’s head appeared, his body submerged. He was crying in terror. His hands were beating wildly to gain support on the breaking ice.


    Without thinking about it I walked over the ice to the brink of the breach, stretched out my hand to the drowning Kaspar, and pulled him with hardly an effort out on to the solid ice. He looked at me; he was chattering with cold, but he laughed with joy. He opened his mouth as if to say something.


    But at that instant some tremendous force swept me away. I was seized with terror, and became painfully conscious of my body...


    Once more I saw with other eyes - dim, mortal eyes. My mother was standing before me, shaking my hand violently and crying: “For Heaven’s sake, child, wake up! wake up!’’


    I was sitting on the same bench at home, terrified and breathless, my heart almost ceasing to beat.


    My mother told me that, chancing to look up, she saw me sitting with open and motionless eyes. She had asked me how I felt, and when I gave no answer she came up to me full of anxiety. At first she touched me, gently at first, then shook me with force, but I continued sitting without sign of life until at last I recovered from my swoon, to her unspeakable relief.


    Half an hour later Dr. Hedrich came to thank me for having shown such courage and presence of mind in saving his son’s life! !Caspar had come home, wet and frozen all over, and he described how he had fallen through the ice and almost died from exhaustion in trying to get out. In his fear he called me by my name. And all at once I had emerged from the riverside willows and gone straight to him, bending down and pulling him out of his wet and cold grave, thus saving his life. But when he had wanted to thank me I disappeared; cry out and shout as he might I was nowhere to be seen. Numb with cold, Kaspar ran home, where he had been given burning hot tea, and was now lying perspiring under three featherbeds.


    A friendly argument followed between my mother and Dr. Hedrich, and resulted in mutual bewilderment. My mother declared that I had not left the room for a single moment. The doctor insisted on the very definite tone of Kaspar's narrative. But when my mother finished her statements by speaking of the inexplicable state in which I had fallen just at the time of the accident, the doctor looked at me curiously and said: “Ay, ay. are you. after all... ? But no! Kaspar may have brought home a fever and there the borders between dream and actuality vanish."


    Dr. Hedrich look leave and went out of the room. But he thrust his head through the door once again, looked at me, and said: “All the same, Sennon. I must thank you, and beg you most earnestly to go on watching over my Kaspar, for you seem to be a good Watcher - a Bekchi, as the Turks say!״


    The meaning of the word had not yet been revealed to me, but it threw me into a violent excitement. My mother did not speak of the incident to my father on his return; she wished to spare me questions which seemed to produce such painful emotions.


    Only later did she tell me of a strange phenomenon that, to her horror, accompanied my swoon. The slight vertical scar that I bore between the eyebrows, just at the top of my nose, had become a streak °f dazzling bluish light, something like one of those sparks which Kaspar and I used to produce from a Leyden jar. The light vanished as she shook me. but when I began to recover it appeared again, increased by degrees in intensity, and then gradually dwindled away.


    When the magic light went out she had the impression that I was dead, and for a moment she thought that her terrified intervention would be fatal to my life. Fortunately I had returned to consciousness.


    We refrained from discussing this incident any further, and I believe she never spoke of it to my father. The marvellous faculty that had been thus revealed to me engrossed my attention to such an extent that for the next few nights I had no dreams. Now that everything has become clear to me, I know that in those nights I left my body, not quite consciously, but also not quite unconsciously, and departed on journeys. Those journeys, however, are not sufficiently important to be recorded here.


    The revelation that such a force was at my disposition led my thoughts into different and adventurous ways. It became of great use to me in my difficult ascent to true knowledge.


    Kaspar’s ways and mine soon diverged; for while he continued to attend the Gymnasium, I entered into the optical business in accordance with my father’s wishes. Being poor, my parents hoped that I might quickly contribute something to the maintenance of our household, which required the constant efforts of the whole family to be kept comfortable. 


    I responded with a good will, and left the public school without any regret.
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   Chapter Fourty Nine


  
    My work among the optical instruments, demanding as it did great dexterity and considerable mathematical knowledge, was to me a constant source of pleasure. I had the opportunity of diving into the wonder-world of the microscope, and under my father’s guidance I soon began to produce all sorts of microscopic preparations. I learned how to colour almost imperceptible nuclei and make them distinctly visible; I studied the mysterious forms of infinitesimal creatures, of seaweeds, mosses and hyphomycetes, and their behaviour. Every day I seemed to be discovering some new and wonderful relation. Savants, who proceed with strict method towards a definite end, would have neglected or even overlooked them.


    My work and my secluded life at home made me as happy as a man can possibly be. Sometimes little misunderstandings would occur with youths of my own age, who refused to understand my conduct. They treated with contempt one who kept aloof from their dissipations and revelries. The lure of sex, which seemed to be the dominating and leading influence in their lives, was quite unknown to me. I had continually to make it clear to them in the friendliest manner that for the time being my principal concern was my work and study. Later on, I said, there would come a time when I would gladly join their merry and thoughtless company.


    By degrees I gained the reputation of being a queer and self-sufficient person. People began to take less interest in me and allowed me to follow my own inclinations. My parents, and especially my father, would no doubt have preferred me less different from my comrades. But they left me quite free in these matters and their affection was undiminished. I did not at all relish being so unlike those of my age. But at the same time I was becoming ever more aware of my previous existence. My terrible knowledge of Eternity dominated me to such an extent that I was forced to seek for solitude. Only in solitude could I sustain the heavy weight of my visions, and be always ready to receive them.


    I would have liked to impart my knowledge to someone. To have been understood would for me have been a relief and a deliverance. But were I to describe my experience of an existence which is neither sleep nor waking, neither life nor death, I would certainly have been regarded as the possessor of a morbid and unpleasant imagination. Only my mother, perhaps, with that infinite gift of intuition inherent in women, would have listened to me with sympathy. But words, I felt, would have been useless even with her. So I remained alone. I had to bear in solitude the burden of re-living my previous life in my mind. I returned, perforce, again and again into the abysses of night until everything stood before my mind’s eye with utmost distinctness to the last detail and took its place in the general picture.


    How could I have any pleasure in the girls and women of our town, when there was only one woman my soul yearned for? - the woman who had in my former life appeared in the elusive and twofold person of Aglaia and Zephvrine. The desire for her dominated my second life.


    The only punishment that smote me for the sins of Melchior Dronte. for my sins, was this racking quest, this burning desire for the face I loved above all things. It would appear for a short moment and vanish again, leaving me the prey of a maddening desire.


    On my eighteenth birthday, yielding to long entreaties, I went on a Sunday excursion with two friends. Kaspar was one of them. The excursion involved a short journey by train. We stood on the railway station platform, waiting for the little old carriages of the local line to be shunted together, when suddenly, with thundering noise, an express rushed in, slackening its speed as it travelled through the station.


    I was standing near the edge of the platform and could see distinctly the faces that looked out of the large windows of the luxurious train. The passengers were foreigners for the most part, coming from a distance to the distant seaport, where they would embark for strange lands, particularly for the United States of America.


    Suddenly it seemed to me as the train was passing by that a swift brightness threw everything about me into unbearable light. At one of the windows of the express, dressed in white, and pale and beautiful, as I had seen her in her coffin during a dream the night before, stood Aglaia.


    I recognised her immediately. The wind tossed her golden-red ringlets about her forehead. She fixed her beautiful grey eyes on me with sweet terror. She tore away her little hand, which rested on the wooden frame of the lowered window, and pressed it to her heart. I saw that she felt as I felt, that she was intensely aware how again and again we were to cross each other’s path without being able to come into contact, that it was not yet granted to us to become the divine thing which is the soul of man and woman united.


    No doubt she only felt what I knew. But feeling is to woman what knowledge is to man. It is equally valuable, and in this case must have been as painful as my knowledge. It was only for a lightning instant that I saw with my physical eyes what once had been near to me, though by the measure of Eternity for as short and fleeting a moment. It became clear to me that I was still far from my goal of perfection, and that much impurity had to fall off from me before I could enter Eternal Peace as One that is Perfect.


    I was only a spirit returned.


    It took me a long time to recover from the violent pang caused by this new loss and to regain my usual balance of mind.


    Soon afterwards my father fell ill and died. To the last he was full of anxiety for what was to become of me and of my mother. Then, a few weeks later, my mother caught a violent cold, which was followed by inflammation of the lungs. I held her hand in mine to her last minute, and had the consolation of hearing from her those words that were so familiar to me: “Thank God, we shall meet again!”


    And yet I wept bitter tears because she had left me.


    Long since I had obtained a well-paid post in my business, and thus was provided more than sufficiently for my modest needs. In my spare time I committed to writing the long story of my life as Melchior Dronte, and this short account of my existence as Sennon Vo-


    rauf, until now so peaceful, and I added a preface. The manuscript I will now pack up and seal; and it will be inscribed with the address of Kaspar Hedrich, who has in the meantime completed his studies and become a doctor like his late father.


    He is living in a neighbouring town, and when the time has come this now completed manuscript will perhaps give him an explanation of my existence, and it may be that he and others will learn through it to regard death, which they fear more than anything, in another and less gloomy light than they have done hitherto.


    I have become convinced of the truth of certain ideas, but I am unable to impart them to others, for they cannot be expressed in words. Every man must discover them for himself, and I believe that I have shown the way to everyone who will earnestly and with self-denial devote himself to the search for the Truth.


    It is time for me to send this manuscript forth. For great calamities are awaiting all those who are now living.
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   Chapter Fifty


  
    To the I. and R. Town-Commandant in Tirana.


    It is hereby notified: Private Sennon Vorauf attached to Signal-light Section No. 128B. by reason of arbitrary departure is to be registered as having deserted.


    WENZEL SWITSCHKO, 


    Lieut.

  


  [image: 150393638095505]



   Chapter Fifty One


  
    Dr. Kaspar Hedrich,


    Regimental Surgeon.


    Field post 1128.


    Most respected Mr. Regimental Surgeon! 


    This is to inform you that our friend Sennon Vorauf is reported as having deserted and the notification against him has been sent to the Town-Commandant. Most respected Mr. Regimental Surgeon, it is not true that he has deserted, but it was in this way. I and Vorauf and Corporal Maierl went for a walk to the Albanian town of Tirana, and Vorauf had looked funny the whole day, and all at once he says that I am afraid and thank God we shall meet again says he. And he was very kind to us and he gave a silver watch to Maierl and to me a ring with a red stone. Keep this in memory of me says he and so I said Sennon what have you got into your head?


    Meanwhile we had come to a Tekkeh of the Halveti Dervishes; it is a wooden house; the graves of holy Dervishes stand in the doorway; they are covered with green cloth, and all at once Vorauf says: They call me, I must go in. Then the Corporal says: Vorauf, what’s the matter with you, it is strictly forbidden for soldiers to enter the holy places of the Mahomedans, but he went in all the same, and so we


    waited and after a while a Dervish came out wearing a black Turban and a little beard; he was a handsome man and he wore a brown mantle and had a rosary with yellow beads round his neck and the Dervish nodded to us in a friendly way.


    This looked queer and we saluted him and again waited a long time, but nobody came so I went to the house where the Dervishes live and Corporal Maierl waited the while in front of the Tekkeh. One of the Dervishes came with me, he had a grey beard, and he went into the Tekkeh which has only one door and searched for Sennon. Then he came back and said: no one is inside, so we looked at one another and went home and the Corporal reported to the C.O. Lieut. Switschko and then he came to me and cried about Sennon and to-day it is five days and no Sennon to be found and only the Lord God knows where he is.


    He was a good fellow I tell you Mr. Regimental Doctor, and one can’t know. Maierl says he was a holy man he did us so much good and gave us his things. This is what I wanted to report to you and if you want to come it is quite a Mystery about Sennon and I salute you most obediently.


    LEOPOLD RIEMEIS,


    Private, Signal-light Section,


    128B
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   Chapter Fifty Two


  
    It is nearly midnight.


    Beneath my windows the high-road passes, endless and grey. The wind is whistling in the poplars. Something taps at my window-panes. Is it spirits tapping at them?... No, it is only the old leaves, that held out so splendidly against the icy winter storms, and are now being plucked off by a warm thaw-wind. Down with them! the wind seems to be saying.


    Who could have believed it, that I, Dr. Kaspar Hedrich, the man of exact science, the author of the well-known book, The so-called Occult Phenomena: An Exposure, sits here at this moment, a defeated man, a... Must I retract, or what shall I do? Did I then see better and clearer when I was a boy of fourteen?


    I must go back. I must disengage myself from the reams of paper, to which my old friend Sennon Vorauf has given such a strange appearance with his quaint, florid handwriting and his pale brown ink, as if they were a bundle of letters and diaries of the eighteenth century. Did he do this deliberately? This would hardly square with his upright and straightforward ways. If ever a man was honest towards himself and others, if ever there was one who passionately clung to the truth, it was Sennon Vorauf. I would go to the stake for that.


    I have come home again, after the dreadful war, after all the distress brought on my nation by the forces of darkness. The first thing to meet my eyes was this packet of paper. I broke the seal and read. It had been handed over to me when I was in Alessio, or Lesh, as the Albanians call it, passing a poisoned and sad summer with the malarial sick. I was called out to Tirana by a soldier’s letter to look for Sennon.


    But I must retrace my steps and consider the business from the beginning. Perhaps Sennon is standing behind my shoulder or looking at me through the window, himself unseen. Who can tell?


    When we were boys we saw a great deal of each other, and he mentions in his writings the mysterious incident on the ice, and how he saved my life. My father, who had lived in the East, believed in it. He told me so himself. But I persuaded myself later on that a sudden fever had produced the whole incident in my imagination after I had extricated myself from the water without any help.


    And what came later? One morning I went to Sennon, to take him with me as usual. He was still in bed. His mother told me I might go


    in and wake him. I went in. Sennon was in his bed lying on his back, his eyes wide open. His chest did not heave. Accustomed as I was already to medical observation I saw that his breath had stopped. I became uneasy and put my hand to his heart. It was stone-still.


    I was struck with fear. Was I to throw Mrs. Vorauf into despair by telling her that her son, whom she loved with more than ordinary tenderness, lay dead in his bed? Heavy tears stood in my eyes. I could not take my eyes from off the calm and peaceful face of my dearest friend. Then I thought I saw a luminous nebula flowing into the fine, red scar Sennon wore between his eyebrows like some Indian mark of caste; the nebula came from the air and condensed as it approached him. But this lasted only a short moment, and while I was still standing bewildered before the bed, life came back to the trance-filled eyes of my friend.


    The eyes moved; his usual, charming smile (never have I seen anyone smile so wonderfully as he did) appeared on his lips; and waking he said, “Is it you, !Caspar?”


    I told him at once, as boys will, all I had just seen, adding that I had been about to call his mother, or bring him back to life by shaking him and pouring cold water on him. He looked at me seriously, and begged me, in case I ever saw him again in such a state, not to call him back to life by force, and to prevent others from doing anything of the sort.


    “It is worse than what you call dying, when the slender tie connecting body and soul is strained. It is pain beyond all pains,”he said very earnestly.


    I was accustomed to hear him say incomprehensible things. He would often mutter to himself words whose meaning was quite strange to me, or name people with whom he could not have been in touch. But I was a boy, and I did not trouble myself much about such things. At the most I thought to myself: “He is at it again, Sennon is.” This was all the easier because many of our schoolfellows, for all their love of Sennon, thought him a little wrong in his wits. Still they all loved him, and I know of no case of anyone teasing him, or quarrelling with him, or reproaching his peculiarities, as children so often do. That he was worthy of love and respect, even the crudest of us admitted. For even as a boy he was uncommonly kind and helpful. Every opportunity of doing good to others was welcome to him. Even if it was from nothing more than the trivial misfortune of a bad mark that the afflicted boy was suffering, Sennon was not happy till he had dispelled his gloom.


    I was very fond of Sennon, and when he rebuked me in his gentle way his words would produce a greater effect on me than if they had been uttered by my own kind father.


    Yes, in this spring midnight, with the wind driving over my roof, and invisible feet seeming to walk the road towards some unattainable goal, everything emerges that was swallowed in the whirlpool of youth, or in the wasted, horrible, unproductive years of this foolish war. I remember a day in the summer when to my amazement I saw the birds settling on the head and shoulders of Sennon as he lay at rest in the meadow, and even a little weasel sniffing his hand. A weasel! the shyest of animals. And how everything was disturbed when I came up!


    I remember also a drunken woman, known as Orange Mary, and how she fell to the ground seized by a bad fit of sickness, all blue in the face. Sennon lifted her and stroked her forehead, at which she smiled gratefully and went her way, completely recovered.


    I was present when he stopped the blood running from a cut in a harvester’s hand made by a sickle. I saw how the flames issuing from the joiner Kiebler’s roof, crumpled, shrank and went out as soon as Sennon appeared and stretched out his hand to them. All this I saw with my own eyes. How could I take so little notice of such wonderful things as to forget them so easily? And how endlessly I regret the years spent unheedingly by his side! All my exact knowledge would I give away... But no, my regret for what I have missed will not help me.


    I was foolish like all young people. When I came home for the vacations I considered it below my dignity to continue my acquaintance with Sennon, a mere workman at the optical factory of Deier and Frisch. I preferred the company of Baron Anclever, of District House, and of Lieutenant Leritsch of the Dragoons. I cannot change it now. It is as it is.


    But soon I returned to reason. Professor Schedler’s lectures on psychical phenomena tore me away from the silly life I was leading. I began to look down into the depths, into the dark abysses, which attracted me more than running after ballet dancers, drinking champagne or discussing with fools such trivialities as neckties, trousers and race-horses; I emptied my mind of all this rubbish as one removes useless lumber from the room where one intends to live. But at the same time I forgot all about Sennon.


    Oh, how much I have lost! I press my cheek to the last page of his writing, on which his hand stayed before taking leave of it. I call his name and look up at the black window-panes in the unreasonable hope of seeing his kind, earnest and ever joyous face appear behind the glass instead of the outer darkness. All that for which I now yearn so unutterably was then close at hand, how close! I had only to stretch out my hand, I could have had it for the asking. No one will answer me now and all my knowledge leaves me unsatisfied. Or shall I content myself with the vague makeshift explanation that Sennon Voraufs case is one of so-called “split consciousness,” and that Melchior Dronte’s Evli must have been nothing more than a symbolic animation of his subconscious mind, of his alter ego.


    No, I cannot satisfy myself with the catchwords of science. For I am unsettled on every point.


    When during the war I was with our army in occupied Albania, I went from Lesh to Tirana, hoping to find a home for my poor malarial convalescents in that cool town, with the precipitous icy mountain waters running through its streets, at the foot of the tremendous mountain wall of Berat. There it was I saw Sennon Vorauf for the last time.


    A Signal-light section coming from Durazzo had arrived at Tirana on the same day. The men were walking the streets looking for their billets, and one of them I recognised as Sennon.


    I walked up and spoke to him. His smile met me like sunshine from the land of youth. He was sunburnt and upright, but otherwise unchanged. There was not a wrinkle in his manly, handsome face. This smoothness struck me as strange and unusual. For hunger, exertion and terrors of all sorts had left their traces in the faces of all those whom war had brought into that terrible country, and everyone looked weary and old.


    We greeted each other warmly, speaking of the old days. But our time was short. I had appointments and much business with the huts, for the building of which everything seemed to be missing. Our ships were being constantly torpedoed, the overland roads were impracticable. Everything had to be pulled up Mount Lovcen. boated over the lake of Skutari. and from Skutari brought hither over undescribable roads. Every trivial thing. And lumber for the huts was not trivial. I had to deal with men whose brains were crammed with regulations and tables. It was hopeless; I felt as if I was covered entirely with glue and office-dust. All this disturbed me. I promised Sennon to see him before long. He smiled and shook hands. He knew!


    In the afternoon a man of his section, Leopold Riemeis by name, came to me to be inspected. He had recovered from the papatachi fever but was still very weak. I asked him casually about his army comrade Sennon Vorauf. His face shone. Oh, Vorauf! Sennon! The man had saved his life. A colleague of mine, this, thought I, and smiled. He had, like myself, evidently taken a feverish dream for a reality. I was interested nevertheless. I gave Riemeis a cigarette and asked him to tell me all about it.


    Riemeis was a Styrian, a peasant’s son. He was somewhat clumsy in expressing himself, but I could understand him all right. This is the way it had happened.


    In a little place called Kakarichi, Riemeis had been overtaken by the fever. But what a fever it was! He felt like burning alive, his skin was covered with abscesses, and at other times he was so cold that he would have liked to crawl into a bonfire. And no more medicine seemed to be at hand. The chief surgeon, who was attached to the unit, only shook his head. In eight days Riemeis had become a skeleton covered with skin, and quinine was not to be had; it had all been eaten up long before. 


    “Look here, boys,” said the surgeon to the men of the platoon, “if any of you has any quinine he must give it to Riemeis. Otherwise a couple of days hence we’ll be burying him."


    They would have gladly given their quinine if they had any, but when there is none of it there is none. Good God, and there were crosses already standing along all the roads, and our poor soldiers lying under them in this foreign, poisoned country!


    “Well, Riemeis,” said the doctor, tapping his invalid on the shoulder, “there’s nothing to be done.” And he went off. Riemeis’s head was burning that day, but he knew what the doctor had said. “There’s nothing to be done.”


    Sennon was sitting by Riemeis’s bed. It was night. “Sennon, please, some water,” the sick man groaned. But Sennon gave no answer. There he was sitting with his eyes wide open: he heard nothing. Riemeis looked at him with fear. And then something happened. A shining object fell as though from Sennon’s forehead and struck the floor. Sennon moved, looked round, smiled, bent down to the ground and took up a little glass case with little white tablets in it. Quinine tablets: lots of them, from the depot at Cattaro.


    Peasants are queer people. They did not say a word about it to the doctor, but they put their heads together and began whispering: “My grandfather told me...” They put no questions to Sennon. They were afraid of doing it. But they surrounded him with love and respect, did all his work for him, listened to every word he spoke. And they understood very well that his heart was full to overflowing with the thought of all the suffering of the poor who had been driven into the butchery.


    But to return to Sennon Vorauf.


    He carried with him all the suffering of the world, all the distress of innumerable men, and his heart wept day and night - even when he smiled. They understood him very well, the soldiers did, and he would have been ill advised who would have attempted to interfere with Sennon, even if he were a general. The men were driven wild by the dreadful work they were made to do. But they could not help it. There had never been a braver, a more dutiful man than Vorauf. But everyone thought - to make him shoot at people - no, no one could have done it. So spoke Riemeis.


    At that point I had to leave the man. to mark out the ground for the huts. I asked Riemeis to give my love to Sennon. I would come tomorrow. Yes, to-morrow. The same evening I was detailed off to El-bassan.


    Then came the letter signed by Leopold Riemeis, and a copy of the notification of desertion.


    But fourteen days passed before I could come to Tirana. Fourteen long days. I hoped that by then they had found Vorauf.


    I began by calling on the C.O. of Vorauf’s section. Lieutenant Wenzel Switschko, who had authorised the notification. I found him to be a stout, narrow-minded, self-complacent sort of man, with the ordinary service views. 


    The case was perfectly clear to him. Vorauf was what you call an “effete intellectual snob” (a splendid phrase!); he had simply deserted, and the Tekkeh into which he disappeared had certainly another way out. He knew this sort of trick. But if he was brought back! By God, he would know about it!


    I gave up any hope of the C.O., and went to the men.


    Riemeis received me with tears in his eyes. Corporal Maierl, a good-natured giant and a blacksmith by trade, also had to gulp down a few times before he could speak. They practically repeated what was in Riemeis’s letter. We went to the Tekkeh of the Halveti Dervishes. Slate-blue pigeons were cooing on the immemorial cypresses. A narrow rill ran past the timber building, and in the distance, above the rosy almond trees in flower and the evergreen oaks, rose the snow-white tops of the Berat ridge. Two large coffins stood in the open vestibule of the Tekkeh. They had gabled covers, and were hung with emerald-green cloths. On each of them lay the turban of the deceased.


    I walked round the building. No, it had no second entrance. There was no doubt about this. I looked again at the flat red tiles of the entrance, worn down by many feet. They were the last earthly thing Sennon’s feet had trodden upon.


    In the afternoon I took an interpreter with me, a sly young man, and paid a visit to Akhmed, the Sheikh of the Halveti. I was at once admitted and drank coffee with him and a young, earnest-looking Dervish. We sat on a parti-coloured divan in a well-lighted room. The interpreter conveyed my words to the Sheikh.


    No, the Zotniye (gentleman) had come in vain. It was indeed known to them that an Austrian soldier was supposed to have gone into the Tekkeh, and never come out of it. But it must be a mistake. For there is only one door to the Tekkeh.


    Good! But how was the thing to be explained? Who was the Dervish in the brown mantle, who wore the turban of the Halveti, and the amber beads?


    Ah, had I known the life of Melchior Dronte, known something about Iza Bekchi! But at that time the sheets of Voraufs account were lying in my house, thousands of miles away from Albania on the German highroad lined with poplars, sealed and packed, invisible even to the moon, when it looked into the windows of my room.


    The Dervish? they answered. He was not one of their company. Besides, the door of the Tekkeh was always locked, with three old locks, each of which weighed about two pounds; very old locks from the days of Sultan Osman.


    But surely there was an explanation of some sort - there must be some explanation. How did Vorauf and the Monk pass through the locked door?


    The grey-bearded Sheikh and the young Dervish looked at each other. Then they looked at me and at my interpreter with an expression of polite contempt - yes, I had grown accustomed to such looks since I came into closer touch with the Moslems - then they talked to each other in rapid and low voices. I distinguished the words “syrr” and “Deyishtirme.”


    The old man made a bow to me. He was very sorry not to be able to help me. But he knew nothing about it.


    Nay, they knew nothing, the Dervish chimed in. The interpreter translated his words to me.


    They surveyed us with an expression of polite question. Their eyes told us:


    “May we beg you to leave us to ourselves again, inquisitive sirs?”


    We rose to go. There was nothing more to be discovered. That was plain.


    The Dervishes were exceedingly polite. The Sheikh touched the carpet with his hand, then his mouth and forehead.


    “What was it they talked about by themselves?” I asked my interpreter as we stood again in the dazzling sunshine beneath the cypress trees, where the wild pigeons were laughing and cooing over our heads.


    The interpreter shrugged his shoulders perplexedly and looked at me sideways.


    “They not spoke like Shqiptars, not Albanian, Zotniye,” he said. “They very low spoke. I not understood. It was Osmanli, turc, mon capitaine, you understand?” (He said the last words in English.)


    “What do the words Syrr and Deyishtirme mean?” I asked. I had remembered them quite well.


    The interpreter shook his head, and said:


    “Syrr - that means mystery, yes; and Deyishtirme, this you say in German Umtausch."


    “Yes, but what can it mean?’


    “Le mystère, mystery of the transformation - a change into living body - vous comprenez?”


    “Old wives’ tales!”


    Yes, time had stood still there. Story-tellers sat in the coffee-houses, and when it was dark the Turks would go about only in twos and threes, they were so afraid of djinns, afrits and ghouls...


    But I, Dr. Kaspar Hedrich...


    Transformation! This means that my good Sennon Vorauf... What had he said? What did Riemeis’s letter say? “They call me.”


    In my distress I went again to Section headquarters.


    “Impudent swindle!” shouted Lieutenant Switschko. “The fellow has deserted. The Turks were in it. I saw them with my own eyes bowing to the ground before him, and the women came to him to have their sick children healed. I ought really to have put a stop to the whole business from the very beginning... Are you coming with me to the mess, doctor?”


    No, I was not coming. Nor did I want to see Riemeis any more, nor Corporal Maierl. I was very melancholy . Oh, to have had these precious papers before me! Why did they come into my hands so late!


    But Sennon had desired it so, Sennon himself, that is Evli.


    Here I am, sitting quite alone. It is midnight. All has passed Ion; ago. Life is short, and missed opportunities do not return.


    What wanderings are in store for me. what travels?


    “Syrr” the wind sighs in the poplars. Syrr! - mystery!
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