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          ‘It is mighty well,’ said the
priest, ‘but now we are in York Street, let us see this library of
which you have told us so much.’ ‘With all my heart,’ answered the barber, and
calling the housekeeper, he bade her light the way to the room containing so
many curious books. They went up more flights of stairs than I can number, in
short the sky was not far off, when the housekeeper stopped before a door and
presently unlocked it. This she did, not without terror, knowing that many of
the books treated of Magic, Necromancy, Spells, and Incantations, but the
priest told her not to be afraid, since he was a Bachelor of Arts, and had his
exorcisms on the tip of his tongue. He said this in jest, for he knew that
books seldom hurt men in any other way than by sending them to sleep, and
without more ado they all went in, and setting down the candle, began to look
around them. And the first book that Master Nicholas the barber put into the
priest’s hands was a piece written with the pen, being the last two books of
Ptolemy’s Quadripartite or Tetrabiblion.
‘This,’ said the Licentiate, ‘seems a thing of mystery, for I suppose that the Quadripartite
was the first work on Astrology, of any account, written in the learned
tongues; and from it have arisen an infinite swarm of commentaries,
paraphrases, volumes of cloudy annotations, and the like. And from its weight
and authority it has been done into all our modern languages.’ ‘That is true,’
said the barber, ‘and this volume was first translated into the Latin by Melancthon, and from his Latin into English. But I see here
another version of it, the four books translated by one James Wilson; and yet
another, with notes, by James Ashmead. But tell me,
Master Licentiate, what is this book I have, the title of which I cannot read,
for I do not know Chinese.’ ‘Nor is it necessary that you should,’ answered the
priest, ‘but for all that, this writing is not Chinese, nor yet Arabic, but
good Greek, and spells: Christologia. This is
a curious book, and should be curiously kept, for it is by that learned and
exact divine, Doctor Butler, Bishop of Durham, who wrote the Analogy. It
is said that he began to write this piece to confute Astrologers, and ended by
becoming one himself. But what are those books bound in boards on that shelf at
the back?’ Taking the candle, the barber began to examine the books in question
and to read out their titles. ‘Here,’ said he, ‘are the Select Works of one Porpery, or Borphery — .’ ‘Porphyry, you would say,’
struck in the Licentiate, ‘I know him well, though I do not understand him,
since he is an obscure writer. And in this volume, I perceive, is contained the
‘Care of the Nymphs,’ wherein he makes old Homer as fantastic as himself; but
yet his allegorical notions are beautifully set forth, and well contrived. But
the translation, I see, was done by Thomas Taylor, the famous Platonist, who is
reported to have sacrificed a bull to Jove in the back parlour
of his lodging.’ ‘And here,’ said the barber, as he groped in his dusty and
dark corner, ‘are more translations by this same Taylor, who indeed seems to
have been a very notable botcher of ancient doublets. This is the Fragments
of Ancient Pythagoreans, this, Plato’s Dialogues, and here we have The
Lost Writings of Proclus, surnamed the Successor.
Pray, Master Licentiate, where do these Successors live, for I know no family
of that name?’ ‘You mistake, you mistake, Master Nicholas,’ said the priest,
not without smiling, ‘this Proclus was the successor
of Plato, and (so he said) the last link of the Hermaic
Chain. But let us have done with him, for I see on the shelf The Triumphal
Chariot of Antimony, by Basilius Valentinus, with Anima Magica Abscondita, and Lumen de Lumine,
by Thomas Vaughan, called in Alchemy, Eugenius Philaletbes. And just beyond is the Victorious
Philosophical Stone, and, by St. Chrysostom! The
Comte de Gabalis. All these, Master Nicholas, are
exceeding choice reading, and books not to be found every day. But while I dip
into these, do you put that great folio to the question, for though it be a big
book, it may chance to be a good one also.’ And while the barber struggled with
the folio aforesaid, drawing it from under quartos, octavos, and duodecimos
innumerable, the priest lifting his eyes happened to catch sight of a volume
which made him put back Lumen de Lumine into
darkness. ‘A jewel! a jewel!
Master Nicholas,’ cried he, in so high a tone, that
the barber left his task and came running, and said, ‘By what chance could a
jewel or anything of worth come in a room where there are only books?’ ‘I would
not say,’ answered the Licentiate, ‘that I have here
the shining and unconquerable diamond, or any store of right orient pearls, or
mystical opals; but for all that, I have a book full joyous. It is, in fine,
the treatise of Henry Cornelius Agrippa, or Herr Trippa,
as Rabelais styles him, on The Vanity and Uncertainty of all the Sciences
and Arts. Truly this is liber jucundissim us, and full of curious learning also. But
bring hither that great folio and open it on the table.’ And when the book was
brought into the light, it was found to be ‘Zoega de origine et usu Obeliscorum,’ and the priest began to examine it with great
curiosity, for it had many plates of obelisks, choicely printed. However, he is
not recorded to have said anything about this book, or concerning obelisks; and
in this it would have been well if others had followed his example of silence,
for few can speak of obelisks and to the point at the same time.


            But
while the Licentiate was investigating the obelisks Master Nicholas was by no
means idle, and presently called out, ‘Here, master priest, I have found a
whole nest of curious books, and all engrossed by hand, and painted and adorned
with figures, but as easy to read as print.’ ‘Declare to me the titles of some
of them,’ answered the priest, ‘and we shall see if they be of any account.’
Forthwith the barber began: ‘Collectanea Chimica: a Collection of Rare and Curious Treatises on
Hermetic Science, Mr. Yardley’s Process for Making Gold, Book of
the Offices and Orders of Spirits, Key of Solomon the King,’ and
would have gone on had not the priest stopped him, that he might himself look
into these volumes. But as he turned the leaves over, admiring the seals,
pentacles, magic writings, circles, figures of the Cabala, and the like wonders
of Theurgy, there slipped out a sheet of paper
closely written on in a fine character. ‘What is that?’ said the barber, as the
priest picked it up and began to read it; but he got no answer for some while.
At last the priest said: ‘This, Master Nicholas, is a Relation of an Interview
with a Spirit, showing how a man conjured a demon to appear and how they spoke
together. But put it back in the volume of Divine Magic whence it came, since
my blood begins to run cold. And see, what is that worthy folio yonder?’
‘This,’ said the barber, ‘is The Herball, by Gerarde; and, as I am a Catholic Christian, here are images
of all manner of sweet and wholesome herbs set in lively portraiture on every
page. To speak the truth, this is just as if I walked in my own garden; why, I
could almost pluck this sprig of borage and put it in a cup of wine (would that
I had such, for this learned dust makes my throat mighty dry). And Lord! here is bugloss, of which a neighbour
of mine makes so comfortable a syrup, and thyme, and vervain,
and balm.’ It is probable that Master Nicholas would in this fashion have run
over the whole Generall Historie
of Plants, ‘from the cedar tree that is in Lebanon even unto the hyssop that springeth out of the wall,’ but the priest cut him short
with, ‘Master Nicholas, Master Nicholas, we are come here to see books, not to
hear nor to deliver lectures and discourses, unless, indeed, I have occasion to
speak a word in season, to do which is a privilege that pertains to bachelors
and doctors. Do you, therefore, instead of prating, proclaim, like a King-at-Armes, the style and title of the several books.’ Forthwith
the barber began: ‘Oriatrike, or Physick Refined, being a new Rise and Progress of
Philosophy and Medicine for the Destruction of Diseases and the Prolongation of
Life.’ ‘Stay,’ said the Licentiate, ‘since this seems no common book, pray
declare who wrote it.’ ‘One Val Helmont, it appears,’
answered the barber. ‘Say not one Val Helmont, for
there is but one, and a most ingenious, subtle doctor. In his Oriatrike and his Ternary of Paradoxes you
will find strange, unheard-of curiosities; as the Birth of Tartar in Wine and
the Deliramenta Catarrhi,
which means the Ravings of the Rheum. But read on.’ ‘The Discovery of
Witchcraft, wherein is displayed Lewde Unchristian
Practices of Witchmongers.’ ‘That, Master
Nicholas, is Scot’s Discovery, and a kind of barn where conjurations,
horoscopes, witches’ Sabbaths, necromancies, and the like are
stacked roof high.’ ‘That were an ill barn to sleep in
on an Eve of May. But I have here a book that pleases me, for it is the Prognostications
of Nostradamus, and that, I am sure, must be a
very comfortable book.’ ‘It is so,’ answered the priest; ‘but do not read it, neighbour, for fear you should also begin to prognosticate,
and so turn from an honest barber into a false prophet. Instead read me the
title of that small volume you are handling.’ ‘The Open
Entrance to the Shut Palace of the
King.’ ‘I know the book, and have
read it in the Latin, but can scarce say the entrance is altogether an open
one. Rather it is a wonderful maze, adorned with mystical figures that shadow
forth the Great Work. But what is that chest of books that you have opened?’
‘It seems to me,’ said Master Nicholas, ‘that this chest is full of Magnetisms,
Somnambulisms, and Phrenologies.’
‘I think you are right,’ said the priest, as he picked out one or two of the
volumes, ‘and in the chest they shall for the present time remain, except this Swedenborg and Mesmer, which seem
noteworthy.’ ‘But I wonder by what strange chance this old book called Sciographia, or the Art of Shadows, has got
among these modern tracts on magnetisms, mesmerisms, and somnambulisms.’
(This came from the barber, who should have been an Inquisitor.) ‘It were hard
indeed to say,’ answered the priest, ‘what shadows have to do with such grave
and weighty books; but I see this is a work on making dials, printed in the
seventeenth century, which may be called the age of dials, as this present time
is the age of clocks. But what have we here? by
Virgil’s tomb none less than Delno on Magic, and in
vellum too. These, Master Nicholas, are, I verily believe, the most curious and
wonderful six books in the world, fitted out with all manner of strange stories
and quaint, stupend relations. For, believe me, the
good father Delno was not like one of our modern
scribblers, who pick here and pick there, mingling scraps of all sorts like a
cook making a stew, but rather one of those learned persons called by the
author of Pantagruel quintessencers,
or extractors of fifth essence, who do everything judiciously and admirably. Take
him from my hands and lay him back softly in his stall, for fear he should
fascinate me, and with his incantations root my eyes to his page.’ But as the
barber did this, whether he was over careful, or whether it was so fated, a
whole battalion of books slipped out, and, without crying ‘Santiago,’ came charging on his
skull, like men in mail. ‘Why this,’ said the barber, as he rubbed his pate,
‘is just as if the church tower or some such mass of masonry had fallen on
one.’ ‘You say truly,’ answered the priest, picking up the volumes that had
well-nigh overwhelmed the barber, ‘for here are whole hosts of masonic books concerning the Royal Arch Degree, the Flower Shushan, the Divine name, and the like secret matters of
the Craft. But cheer up, it was not fated you should
die so, as you may see, if you will, in this Complete Book of Knowledge,
showing the Effects of the Planets, also Pythagoras’s Wheel of Fortune,
Palmistry, and the Interpretation of Dreams. But here I see all the wonderful
works of Jacob Behmen, that Prince and Prodigy of all
Theosophers. Here we behold, like Daphnis in Virgil,
both the clouds and the stars, the Aurora, the Tables of Divine Revelation, and
the Discourse of Souls, all irradiated in a wonderful and awful light. But read
on, what have you there?’ ‘Anima Astrologiæ; or a
Guide for Astrologers, by Mr. William Lilly, printed in 1676 ‘I know the
book well,’ answered the Licentiate; ‘in it are the one hundred and forty-six
Considerations of Guido Bonatus, and the Choicest
Aphorisms of the Seven Segments of Jerom Cardan of Milan; but this edition of 1676 I have not seen
before, since it is of the rarest.’ ‘And here, Master Licentiate, is another
book by this same Lilly — namely, his Christian
Astrology, modestly treated of in Three Books; and at hand I see a whole
pile of thick and glossy books called Ephemeris, a word I do not
remember to have heard before.’ ‘It is merely Greek for an Almanack,’
the priest answered, ‘and the plural is Ephemerides, though indeed it is not necessary for you, who
are a barber, to know so much.’ ‘But pray, sir, among so many curious books,
treating of wonderful arts, is there no pleasant and easy work showing a man
how to live his hundred years or so with less trouble than many take now to
live to fifty or sixty?’ ‘We have seen something of this sort already, but I
have here a choicer way,’ answered the priest, ‘namely, Hermippus
Redivivus, and a merry, witty treatise it is. But
I am grievously afraid your wife would mislike the
method, and would have you reinforce your radical heat and moisture after some
other fashion.’ Now, as may be imagined, all this precise scrutiny had not been
done in a moment; and as the barber began to say: ‘I think, Master Licentiate,
we might do worse than cast our eyes over the books in those top-shelves
yonder,’ the housekeeper adjured them from below to come down presently, unless
they both had a mind to pass the rest of the night in cock-loft land. And so,
with many regrets that they could not linger any more in this dusty and
fantastic realm, the Licentiate and the barber went out and left the books in
darkness.
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          When the worthy quintessencer and most respectable traveller
in the subterranean Heaven, Master Beroalde, of fragrant
and delectable memory, had reduced into elemental powder and sophospagyrick dust all his worldly goods and found himself
so sophisticated, metallurgised, suffused, salivated,
and petrobolised that he had not a crown in his
pouch, he cried out without caring who heard him, Accursed be my furnace,
and proceeded to drive his servant away, which was wrong, for he was a canon,
and as such should not have endeavoured to be better
than his neighbours, who were all canons, and who all
kept serving-maids. Hence we may conclude that he was extremely annoyed and
desperately despairing, which indeed was the case, for he had passed the
following articles through the furnace without any result:


             


            Item
— Twelve meadows by the river.Item —
A house, by the same.Item — Three orchards.Item — A vineyard.Item — A medlar tree, bearing one
hundred sacks of medlars every year.Item
— Three cows, whose tails had
been docked as a sign of mortification, to show that they were theological animals.Item —
A house with a garden in the best street of Tours (where can one find in these
days such a house and such a garden as this was?).Item — Three thousand crowns; and there remained not a farthing,
or an apple, or a wine-flask, or a blade of grass, or a medlar.
— Amen.


            The
devil take those who endeavour
to lead us the wrong way and make us meddle with metals, or medals; persons
whose throats are dry with smoke so that they cannot taste good wine! Let us
leave such men and their devices and search for the delectable quintessence of
the true Alchemy and the first matter of the world, which cannot thus be
obtained, since it is mystagorical and resides in the
mountains of the Moon. Be silent! This is the true path, and it was opened to
the Canon Beroaldus that very night in which he cursed
his furnace; and for seven days he was not to be found in his stall, nor anywhere else. At this much popular indignation was
aroused, for his disappearance was connected with his sending away his poor
girl, who had served him well and theologically, and had done her best. But
people said that the produce of his own country was not good enough for Beroaldus, and he was gone to Paris to see what he could find.
There were some in the chapter who said he had thereby offended
ecclesiastically, and should be admonished to be content with what came to his
hand, like the countryman of whom it is said that on whatever, or whomsoever,
he put his hand, he did it with all his might. Some of the canons, however,
thought differently, and a dispute arose concerning warming-pans. (I
make no apology for using theological terms, for the story is a theological
one.)


            Stay!
Let us argue no more, but search for the cause of things, which is to be found
in certain circular vessels well known to œnologists,
and the brethren of the Holy Jar. This treatise teaches the true way of the Spagyrick Quest, and is the most opuscular
of all opusculums, opus-coleorum,
as an old canon used to call it, but he lived in the old scholastic days, when
ecclesiastics could dispute in mode and figure.


            Beroaldus then having foresworn his furnace,
became in a state to receive grace ex congruo;
which is a theological mystery not to be disputed, though some persons have not
been able to understand how he could receive anything ex congruo
after sending away his maid. Peace! do not tamper with the faith, or your fate
will be like that of the student who undertook to see a girl named Faith home
from the fair, and was afterwards burnt alive for heresy: he had tampered with
Faith. Let this be a lesson to you.


            The
Canon sat alone in his room, which smelt like the Bottomless Pit smells on
melting-day when there is a heavy consignment of fat heretics, smug
water-drinkers, and blasphemers of joyous diversions to be boiled down. His
furnace was empty; the room was dark, and the books sat still on the shelves,
looking about as lively as an Œcumenical
Council, a row of empty bottles, or the Three Barbels
on the sign. Thus dark and drear sat Beroalde in his
room, when, as he gazed before him, expecting I do not know what, there rose a
light at the window, which grew brighter and brighter, fumes of sweet-scented vapour, smelling like the incense at the Introit, gathered
below and above and all around the light so glorious, and in the midst and
inmost brightness Beroalde saw written these high and
famous sentences, which are the essence, groundwork, foundation ante sæcula, interior meaning, full commentary, perspicuous
gloss, hypothetical symbol, cabalistic import, and gnostic
mystigorification of all tomes of true science and
registers of ancient wisdom. It is certain that on the Tomb of the Scarab, on
the Gate of the Abyss of Demiourgos, on the tables of
the Sephiroth, near to Ayin-Soph,
in the lightened places of the Subterranean Heaven, and in the Authentic Formula
of the first matter of the world, this magistral breviate is inscribed. For it means — Hush! let
us have it first, and the meaning will become apparent. On the outer circle was
written: — ALGAR + ALGASTNA +++ AMRTET
+. On the inner circle was written: —
TE + DAGIRAM @ ADAM @. And on the inmost circle was written the four letters R
T N T. There! you who have been working at the bellows and calling on Baal, you
who have ridden post through wet and dry, up hill and down dale in Valentine’s
Triumphal Chariot, and have never reached the Mons Magorum Invisibilis, you who have
taken Our Sulphur, Our Salt, Our Earth, and Our
Mercury, you who live on Cabalistic Sauces and drink the juices of the Green
Dragon, you know now how to philosophise to some
purpose, and by philosophise I mean the obtaining of
the Philosophical Stone; the source of which is contained in the letters of the
above juicy inscription or conscription, as the Penitentiarius,
who was noted for beginning everything with con, would have called it.
You ask why I call the above inscription or conscription juicy?
I bid you who ask go and search in that rich treasure-house of conceptions,
interludes, furnaces, fountains, sauces, records, mirrors, high tomes of
weighty meaning, and lamps for sages to lanternise
withal, where our Great Master dispenses wisdom in eternal paraphrases, while
the great golden clouds cease their flight to listen to him. There are stored
in golden vessels those juices which alone avail to the completion of the Spagyrick Quest, which are called in good lingo the Sum of
the Stars. Wait! let us come to our purpose. The Canon
got up from his chair and gazed at the appearance like dogs gaze at the full
moon, and then he saw a hand pointing to a wheel of fire at one side of the
circle, and then another hand beside it, and strange to say he saw two arms
which appeared to pertain to the two hands. ‘Good,’ said he to himself, ‘now we
are getting at it; they will bring you strong wine if you drink all day.’ When
he had gazed till the words of light were deeply printed in the hollows of his
skull, all of a sudden the whole blaze vanished out of sight, and instead of it
there was the sun shining in at the window, though it was an hour after sunset.
Beroalde, the Spagyrist,
stared long enough at this marvel, as he thought somebody must have been saying
mass backwards over him; but his wonder was much increased when he heard a
mellow voice saying ‘Shall we set out now?’ He looked at the place where the
voice came from, and there he saw a short thick-set man, yellow-skinned and
black-haired, with a mouth as large as a cow’s, and eyes of fire. He wore a
square cap and scholar’s gown, and stood just under the window where the vision
had appeared. ‘Who are you, and where should we go?’ said the Canon, in whose
body butter was flowing. ‘I am sent,’ said the short man, ‘to lead you to the
place where what is below is that which is above, where the earth is separated
from the fire, where the brood of the crow change their feathers and are made
like unto doves, where is performed the engendering of the sun from the Philosophal Egg. For know that of your own wit you can
never attain to this work, but in a manner you are found worthy. Follow me.’
Forthwith he touched the window and the glass melted away, and Beroalde followed him, and saw that from the window was
built a very great flight of steps of white marble, that descended and went
down, and was prolonged, extended, pursued, multiplied, and reduplicated, till
it became black and invisible, and (as it was revealed) it consists only of
seven steps added to one another in a certain mystic manner. And the guide said
again, ‘Follow me, but look not to the right or to the left where is the Abyss, but only beyond and above.’ And Beroalde, looking beyond, saw only the stairs, and above he
saw how the heaven was divided, and half of it was night with the moon and
stars, and half of it was light with the sun shining. ‘This is the mystery of
the heaven above the earth called celestial, we seek the mystery of the heaven
below the earth called subterranean,’ said the guide; and forthwith he began to
descend the stairs, Beroalde following closely behind
him. Verily, it seemed as if they would never reach the deepest depth, as the
king once observed on a notorious occasion, which cost some persons who had
pushed the matter on their share of the royal favour.
Well, but all things come to an end at last; wedding-nights, the generating of
fools and of quintessencers, the dreams of dreamers,
organ-sounds and singers’ voices; the pinnacles of the Cloud Castle of Rohalgo and the old Canon’s Easter sermon, and the journey
across the Waste, do they not all cease? Truly they do, and, in one way or
another, sleep. Amen. So then it came to pass that Beroalde
and his guide came at last to the lowest stair, and the man in the scholar’s
gown told the Canon to look round, and there he saw far off as far could be the
top of the stair leading into his house, and the city of Tours with clouds all
around it. This was a marvel, but the guide led him on
through a narrow passage, which was quite dark, but short enough, and
then he knocked at a door five times, and it was opened. And as it was being
opened the guide whispered to Beroalde, ‘Enter into
the Foursquare Garden, where all things are
lawful, and here you shall learn what you desire.’ ‘Here comes the Spagyrist,’ cried out the porter, whom Beroalde
knew very well, for he kept the Three Puddings in Tours; ‘come in, come
in, most worthy sir, there are puddings enough here, and chitterlings, and sauces,
and enough mustard for the Great Master himself, and a puncheonful
of grapeguts. What the devil! Ora
pro nobis in omnia sæcula sæculorum, amen, alleluia,
alleluia; there are girls, too, Deo Gratias, the fields are ready for the harvest, ut bos locutus
est in populo
barbaro, O Domine feliposophidexterando rum.’ Beroalde
made no answer to this intelligible discourse, for he was looking before him,
and turning to his guide said to him, ‘Tell me, most admirable leader, what
these things mean.’ ‘Call me Liripipiastor,’ answered
he; ‘and come forward, and I will show everything to you, as you have indeed
much to learn, and many doctrines wherewith to be indoctrinated. But tell me,
before we go farther, can you answer me this: In quo sit bonum
vinum continendum?’ ‘In
botelus, et flaccis, et barillis, et tonnis,’ answered Beroalde, who was a learned metaphysician and jurist, and
had taken a great part in the trial before the Cathedral Penitentiary of the
woman accused of offending with a wine-skin. This great case, be it added, was
tried before the Penitentiary Raoul de Fermeboise, lasted for two years, and resulted in the
condemnation of the accused, whereby great tumults were excited among the Tourainian women, who considered the sentence as an unjust abbreviature of their liberties. The Canon therefore
answered firmly, and looked the scholar in the face, but Master Liripipiastor said, ‘ ’Tis
answered carnally and according to the wisdom of the flesh, which, as the
Apostle teacheth, is accursed, such answers will not
pass here. Come with me and hear how the matter stands.’ And Beroalde followed him, but what was it that he saw the
meaning of which he craved to know? He saw the four-square garden. What is
that? It is a garden of pleasure, of high discourse, of wisdom, of sages, of
good wine, of philosophising, lanternising,
symbolising, spagyrising,
the garden of the old concoction and the new juice, of songs and melodies,
where there are hundreds piping and hundreds playing on viols; it is a garden
to look for maidens in. Did I say to find them? No; then do not interrupt me.
It is a garden of games and pastimes and joyous diversions, where they play and
extract fifth essence, and toss balls, and drink all day; in fine, it is a
garden whence all good books proceed. What books are good? Why those which
teach us in a thousand ways to laugh, and therefore contain all wisdom; books
of concubines, multiplication, entrances into secret places, books full of
merry demons who dance and twine about every page. It is a garden full of sun
and shade, of groves and lawns, and hedgerows and rivulets, and pools, and
wells; of marble seats and carven stalls, of rich stuffs, of halls, sculptures,
towers, bells, chimes, pinnacles, galleries, courts, cupboards; a garden where
they make green sauce all night. All these circumstances and pursuits made the
Canon Beroalde wish to know about things, and the
scholar Liripipiastor drew him through the throng who
were amusing themselves to a well where the Great Master sat on a marble seat,
and was discoursing to a few apart. And what a man was he, of what a noble
presence, with long white beard and a cassock flowing royally about him like a
king’s robe. He made Beroalde look down, since the
Canon had never met such a gaze before, and he asked, ‘Who is this, Liripipiastor? Is he dogmatised
sufficiently to come here?’ ‘He is the alchemist Beroalde,
whom I led down the stairs to-night as he desires to attain the spagyrick quest.’ ‘Ha! ha! he
comes from Tours, I swear, his father sold onions in the Rue Chaude; well, son, do you know in what good wine should be
contained, or, in other words, what is the temple of good wine?’ ‘He lacks
right knowledge on that point,’ said Liripipiastor,
‘for he says it is contained in botelus, et flaccis, et barillis, et tonnis; wherefore I have brought him to you to be
instructed.’ ‘Listen, then, Beroalde, and you Liripipiastor, Grobiscornus, Rotifuntulus, and Patuloformus,
and you other wenches. What, there are no wenches; well, bottles then, and let
us see whether they are not ejusdem substantiæ. Sic probatur!
What would be the use of bottles without openings? The wine would have to be
drunk inclusivè; that is to say, it would be
included in the bottles and secluded from you, therefore it would not be drunk
at all; or, better still, it would be drunk, and not drunk, ut
probatum est, which is
a contradiction, ergo non esse Deum. What do
you say to this, philosophasters and lanternisers? But let us return to our potage, or rather
our potus. Bottles must have openings, ut probatum est, and so must girls, for if they had not openings
they could not eat; therefore bottles and wenches are of the same substance, ut probatum est.
Listen to that, you doggrelisers of good logic, and
learn what it is to conclude in primâ figurâ, modo Bacchi.
As I was saying, listen, you other bottles, and learn what is the temple of
good wine. What is wine? It is the true primum
mobile which turns the spheres. You will see that proved in Raymond Lully and Bernard of Trevisan,
and Arnold de Villa Nova and Aristotle De Gluc,
chapter three. Wine therefore contains the universe, and makes the planets
dance and engender stars; and how can anything contain that which contains all
things? Listen: this is a great mystery, not to be revealed to the vulgar, but
only to the true tosspots of true poculations, who
live vivified and permeated with right doctrine. Matter is contained in space,
but the soul contains space, the clouds, the sun and the stars, the oceans, and
the heavens. Ergo, the soul contains bonum
vinum, and by soul I mean the belly; therefore
the sage’s belly is the temple of good wine, ut
probatum est. And the
corollary of this fundamental dogma is that the soul must be purged and
prepared, cleansed, sanctified, mystagorified, and
enlightened by the mystagorical preparation, which is
mustard. Now you have heard the reason of these things; and we will now
sanctify our souls, I mean drink good wine, or rather make that which is above
descend to that which is below, or perform the transmutation of juice into
laughter, or what you please.’ ‘Master,’ said Liripipiastor,
‘I heard a bottle chink from the well.’ ‘Hush, it is an oracle, a globular
omen, a regurgitation, an influence from the spheres.
Stoop down, Rotifuntulus, and listen to the voice
from the well of science.’ The young man, Rotifuntulus,
who looked to Beroalde an angel of beauty, stooped
down and put his ear to the bubbling well, and listened, but not a sound did Beroalde hear except the noise of the water. But the
listener presently got up and said, ‘The holy and omniscient oracle has been
delivered in my ear of the word Algarum, and
from inspection of the well I foresee that a transmutation is at hand.’ ‘Son,’
said the Master to the alchemist, ‘this is a word for you, and you are now
about to learn the First Matter of the work. (Give me some more wine, for I am
dry. Ah, ha! that smacks well, nota
bene.) Know that the interpretation of the
mystical and regenerating symbol and allegorised
paraphrase Algarum (a word well known to the
magicians, who make children with it; ask again how it is done) is as follows:
IN THE FRUIT OF THE TREE OF THE SECOND JUICE, which indeed is evident, as in
the word there are seven letters, which render these paraphrases so mystagorical that mixed with water they turn into wine. Let
him listen to me if any sophister or spagyrist desire to know how to turn water into wine by the
addition of paraphrases, since the method is contained in these discourses. But
I have spoken enough: go, son, and seek for that which is in the fruit of the
tree of the second juice.’ ‘Who will show me how this is to be performed?’ said
the Canon. ‘Go, go, get into the midst of the garden and ask for the tree and
it will be shown to you and everything else. Pax
vobiscum amen, venite compotemus.’ At this Beroalde
was compelled to depart, and, as it is related, he turned now to the right and
now to the left and became entangled in a Labyrinth (for he was now
without a guide) which would have put Dædalus to
shame; it turned and returned a thousand times upon itself, and was so dark and
vast a place that the Canon grew near to despair. But at last he came to a
place where lamps were set, each lamp hanging by a golden chain, as it seemed,
from empty space, and the light they gave him showed what was painted on the
wall. And there was delineated in the most admirable colours
and the most glorious gold the whole Operation of the Sons of Wisdom, or the
Heavenly Marriage; proceeding from the First Concoction, the Birth of the
Eagle, the Engendering of the Crow, the Balneum
Solis, the Great Procession, the Torchbearers, the Storm at Night, the White
Woman in the Purple Field, and the Son blessed of the Fire, so that Beroalde was utterly amazed, but yet without understanding,
since he knew not the First Matter of the Work, nor how the White Woman could
have copulation with the Red Man. So he wandered around and around in this
Labyrinth, passing from Light to Dark and from Dark to Light, seeing now and
again Pictures at the lasciviousness of which he was astonished, for he did not
understand the spirit but only the letter. At last, weary and sick of all, he
cried out, ‘O Domine Deus, if I could have a seat in
the sun and a flask of wine I should be content, for this labyrinth is toil
without knowledge.’ No sooner had he said this than he beheld a little door in
the wall, and over it was written SOLUS INTROITUS IN V. S. D. M., and Beroalde lifted up the latch and passed through, and from
black his garments had turned to white, and his hand feeling in the air closed
upon a wine flask. Now, indeed, he had attained through the Labyrinth to the
place called the Magician’s Heavenly Chaos, where the subterranean sun shines
eternally, bringing the magic fruit to perfection. It was surrounded with a
wall of trees, thick, high, and dark; it was a green meadow of the softest
grass, with banks whereon to lie in the sunlight. In the midst Beroalde beheld the so famous Seven Fountains which are set
about the Tree of the Second Juice, and are as follows, according to the description
of the best authors.


            The
First is the fountain of the Spiritual Sol; it is a golden bowl, having carven
on it the thousand names, the Process, the Multiplication, the Colour, the Immensity, the Depth, the Sound, the Voice, in
short what is whispered at the Door. You understand what I mean; silence! This
bowl is immeasurable, no one can say how broad it is; it is, in fact, a golden
sea, welling up with an eternal spring; in the depths of its waters are all
things reflected, the water is magical, a fluid in which to bathe most of the
volumes that have been written.


            The
Second is the fountain of the Spiritual Luna, and contains the liquid from
which beautiful girls with enticing shapes are produced by a quintessential
process. In shape it is a spire of light, continually ascending, pointed like a
spear, and having its base in the floods and waters. With a drop of this liquid
of Luna a philosopher once anointed his flagon, and ever after it was full of
wine.


            The
Third is the fountain of the Spiritual Venus, in shape a sphere, abounding and
glowing with ruddy light. In the liquid of this sphere the Great Master beheld
his Voyages and discovered the Way to Attain, for it contains all philosophies:
in it may be seen the flights of all the Stars and the most precious secret of
the Generation of Fools; a mystic matter; in it is delivered the sense of the
words Kogx dmpax.


            The
Fourth is the fountain of the Spiritual Mercurius,
the Argent Vive, full of a thick viscid and spermatic fluid which runs a
race round a Bowl of Earth, and from it doves rise up continually and fly away
into the heaven. I read in an ancient book that this liquor is the seed of the
world and makes everything fertile; it was symbolised
in those mysteries of Priapus, the Father of the Chitterlings,
now counted obscene.


            The
Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh are not, as might be thought, Fountains of Saturn,
Jupiter, and Mars, but are Mirrors in which each man sees what he desires; in
them are cities, maidens, dances, clouds, stars, spires, phrases, allegories,
treatises, breviates, tomes, songs and chanting,
hieroglyphics, visions, and tennis-balls. Look in them for facetious sayings,
you whose brains run dry; look for sunlight in the dark days, when a fine rain
falls continually, these mirrors are magistral and
enigmatical, fit only for sages.


            While
Beroalde was busily engaged in sucking in all these
mysteries, without lifting an eye to what stood in the midst, he heard a voice
saying, ‘First drink, and then demand what you will,’ and Beroalde
saw an old man standing beside him, in a robe of ash-grey. ‘What shall I
drink?’ asked the Canon. ‘Drink the volume of delectation in your hand; it is
the true wine, the comfortable potation, the orthodox commentary; it is full of
reasons of everything, it warms the skull, and fills its dark places with the
sun.’ So Beroalde drank and became full of boldness,
and said with great courage, ‘I come here in search of Algarum;
otherwise what is contained in the fruit of the tree of the Second Juice.’
‘Where do you come from?’ ‘The World.’ ‘What is the
World?’ ‘Listen; for I am drunk and full of reasons. Once there was a true
world, a holy, spiritual city; but long ago, before the secrets of hot sauces
were discovered, the Arch Concocter of Bad Productions dreamt an ill dream
which we now call the world.’ ‘Well answered. How came you?’ ‘By
the Seven Stairs, and through the Four-square Garden, to the
presence of the Master and to the Oracular Well. Hence I came through the
Labyrinth, fortified with the word of Algarum, a
paraphrase which turns water into wine.’ ‘Then behold, son of regeneration, the
Tree of the Second Juice, and the fruit thereof.’ And Beroalde
lifted up his face, and beheld in the midst of the fountains the mightiest tree
he had ever seen, so lofty that the clouds swam across its top, and in breadth
a day’s journey, covered with dark green leaves from which is prepared the
Green Sauce of the Philosophers, and with the golden fruit, somewhat like an
apple, which the world desires in vain. And amidst the branches were cities,
and castles, and golden spires, inhabited by the Homunculi; and Beroalde was bidden to climb this tree if he would gain the
fruit. He therefore took of the Spiritual Mercurius
and the Spiritual Sol from the fountains, and anointing himself, was carried on
high into the tree, where he underwent the seven transmutations. He became a
volume, a cloud, a star, a pinnacle, a faun, a song, a dream; he ate the fruit
and drank the mixed draught, and was wedded to the Queen Soteris
in the mystical marriage. And when he returned to the ground, he carried with
him a book containing one leaf, and in it written: ‘IN THE SIXTH HOUR OF THE
NIGHT SEARCH NOTHING BUT THYSELF, AND THOU SHALT FIND THE FIRST MATTER OF THE
STONE, AND IN NO OTHER PLACE IN THE WHOLE WIDE WORLD SHALT THOU FIND IT.’












        [bookmark: _Toc407891319]A Wonderful Woman


 


 
          On an isle of refuge, a Patmos mercifully set in the midst
of an ever-roaring torrent of hansoms going from the north to the south of London and vice versa, two
men, who had not seen each other for many years, met face to face one sultry
afternoon in early autumn. They recognised each other
simultaneously, and shook hands.


            ‘My
dear Villiers,’ said the elder of the two, a grizzled
man of forty, ‘it must be seven or eight years since we have seen anything of
each other. I am glad to meet you —
extremely glad to meet you again.’


            ‘You
are very kind, Richardson. As you say, we managed to
lose sight of each other. One does in London, I think, almost without
knowing it. And how are you getting on?’


            ‘Thank
you, moderately well, I am happy to say. As you know, I am in the India trade, and of late years I
have managed to increase my connection to a great extent. At present we are
doing, I think I may say, respectably. Have you entered any business?’


            Villiers laughed; merrily, like a boy. ‘No, Richardson. I
have no time for business; I have definitely chosen a great subject, the study
of which will occupy me for the rest of my life.’


            ‘Indeed!
A scientific subject, I presume?’


            ‘Yes;
the fact is I am a student of London; I survey mankind from Cricklewood to Tooting, from Turnham Green to the Isle of
Dogs. Can you speak the French of Soho? Do you
understand Yiddish?’


            ‘Certainly not. Mr Jones, our
corresponding clerk, is a good linguist, but I do not remember his speaking of
the dialects you mention. I am afraid, Villiers, you
are still rather an idler; I had hoped that when your poor father died you
would have entered the China trade.’


            ‘No,
I sold my interest in the business. In one sense my interest in it was very
small indeed, but from a practical point of view it yields me a good income.
Have you still got your rooms at Clement’s Inn?’


            Mr Richardson blushed. He was rather a grim-looking man,
with a straight mouth and a forbidding whisker. He was thoroughly good natured,
but dry and devoid of humour. But he blushed and a
queer, sly smile played about his lips.


            ‘No,
Villiers, I don’t live in Clement’s
Inn now. I am married.’


            ‘You, Richardson! You married! You really astonish me. I thought
you were the typical bachelor. I must congratulate you. When did the event take
place?’


            ‘We
were married three months ago. My wife and I met quite by accident; in fact, I
was enabled to render her some assistance in a dispute with an insolent cab-driver;
and the acquaintance ripened into affection. I am a very happy man, Villiers.’


            ‘You
deserve to be, Richardson, you are a good fellow. I
should like to meet your wife.’


            ‘So
you shall. Are you free tomorrow? Good! Then come down and dine with us at
seven. Here is my card.’


            The
two friends parted, each darting through a momentary gap in the race of cabs. Villiers looked at the card; it referred him to ‘The Limes,
Angelina Terrace, Clapham.’
He wondered exceedingly what manner of wife this good-hearted, dry, city man
had found for himself; and his wonder sharpened the sauces at his little dinner
at the Italian Restaurant in Regent Street and gave additional zest to
the Falerno. He was still wondering as he walked out
of Clapham station the next day.


            Villiers was some time in finding Angelina Terrace. The neighbourhood was a very new one; two or three old
mansions, with their pleasant lawns and cedars, had been ‘developed’; the
result was a maze of brand-new streets and terraces, street like to street, and
terrace to terrace, and every house built after the same pattern in blinding
white brick, with red facings and green Venetian blinds. The inhabitants
thought it a cheerful neighbourhood, artists swore at
it, and Villiers accepted it as a fresh chapter in
his great study. He found the desired terrace at last, and was shown into the
drawing-room at The Limes. He had barely time to notice that the most prominent
work on the polished round table was a ‘Memoir of the Rev. Alex. Macaw, of Dunblather,’ when Richardson came in, beaming with
pleasure.


            ‘That’s
right,’ he said; ‘you have broken the ice, and I hope we shall often see you.
Nice cheerful place, isn’t it? Better than the dingy old red-brick inn, eh?
Here’s my wife. This is my old friend, Villiers, my
dear; I was just saying that I hoped he would come down often.’


            Villiers had started as if he had received an electric
shock, as the pretty, though demure-looking woman entered the room. He managed
to join pretty well in the indifferent conversation which Richardson kept up during the dinner. Mrs Richardson was silent; indeed, her manner to Villiers was remarkably cold. Her husband addressed himself
to her now and again, calling her ‘my dear Agnes,’ but Villiers
was thinking all the while of one Mary Reynolds; of certain merry dinners at
this or that restaurant; of little trips to Hampton and Richmond; of the scent
of patchouli, and the green-room at the Gaiety. He seemed to hear the popping
of champagne corks (Mrs Richardson drank a little
water from a wine-glass) and certain strains of French songs of a fin de
siècle character; Richardson’s quiet stream of talk sounded idly in his
ears, like a brook murmuring far away. Villiers
looked furtively at the grave lady at the head of the table; she was wearing a
diamond brooch he himself had given to Mary Reynolds. He gasped for breath.


            ‘Yes,’
Richardson was saying, ‘my wife has
some really beautiful jewellery, which she inherited
from a distant cousin: Sir Lawrence Buller of
Beaulieu Park, in Norfolk. That brooch, which I
perceive you are admiring, is by no means the finest piece. After dinner, my
dear, you must show Villiers your jewellery;
those pearl necklaces are truly magnificent.’


            ‘I
don’t think Mr Villiers
takes much interest in such matters.’


            The
tone was hard and threatening. Villiers bowed and
smiled in a dazed sort of way; the champagne, foaming bright in the glasses,
danced before his eyes, and his ears were ringing with the daring chanson.
What a strong scent of patchouli there was in the room; he felt stifled.


            *
* * * *


 


 
          ‘You don’t seem quite the thing
tonight, Villiers,’ said Mr
Richardson, as he showed his guest out. ‘Take care of the steps.’


            ‘Thanks,
I’m all right now; I think the heat has been too much for me. Trying weather,
isn’t it? Good night, Richardson.’


            Villiers went home in a kind of stupor; he felt sure he had
not been misled by a chance likeness. He remembered the brooch too well. A few
days later an irresistible impulse made him find out Mr
Richardson’s city address and call upon him there. The worthy man seemed
constrained in his manner; he was kind, but looked anxious, like a man charged
with some unpleasant duty. The climax came when Villiers
proposed to accompany him home and take ‘pot-luck.’


            ‘My
dear Villiers, you know I always liked you very much;
your poor father was very kind to me; it’s a great pity. But, to tell the
truth, Agnes is very particular; she has evidently heard some stories about you
(I am afraid, Villiers, you have never lived a very
strict life), and she says that as a married woman, she would not care to meet
you again. It grieves me, I assure you, to have to say this; but, after all,
one would not wish one’s wife . . .’


            Villiers had been staring in stupid astonishment, but at
this point he burst into a wild peal of laughter, which echoed above the clamour of Cornhill. He roared
and roared again, till the tears ran down his cheeks.


            ‘My
dear Richardson,’ he said at last, ‘I
congratulate you again; you have married a wonderful woman. Goodbye.’


            Villiers went on his way, and as he disappeared into a
hansom he was still bubbling over with unconquerable mirth.
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          One hot afternoon in August a
gorgeous young gentleman, one would say the last of his race in London, set out from the Circus
end, and proceeded to stroll along the lonely expanse of Piccadilly Deserta. True to the traditions of his race, faithful even
in the wilderness, he had not bated one jot or tittle
of his regulation equipage; a glorious red and yellow blossom in his wholly and
exquisitely-cut frock coat proclaimed him a true son of the carnation; hat and
boots and chin were all polished to the highest pitch; though there had not
been rain for many weeks his trouser-ends were duly turned up, and the poise of
the gold-headed cane was in itself a liberal education. But ah! the heavy changes since June, when the leaves glanced green
in the sunlit air, and the club windows were filled, and the hansoms flashed in
long processions through the streets, and girls smiled from every carriage. The
young man sighed; he thought of the quiet little evenings at the Phoenix, of encounters of the Row,
of the drive to Hurlingham, and many pleasant dinners
in joyous company. Then he glanced up and saw a bus, half empty, slowly lumbering
along the middle of the street, and in front of the White Horse Cellars a
four-wheeler had stopped still (the driver was asleep on his seat), and in the
Badminton the blinds were down. He half expected to see the Briar Rose trailing
gracefully over the Hotel Cosmopole; certainly the
Beauty, if such a thing were left in Piccadilly, was fast asleep.


            Absorbed
in these mournful reflections the hapless Johnny strolled on without observing
that an exact duplicate of himself was advancing on
the same pavement from the opposite direction; save that the inevitable
carnation was salmon colour, and the cane a
silver-headed one, instruments of great magnifying power would have been
required to discriminate between them. The two met; each raised his eyes
simultaneously at the strange sight of a well-dressed man, and each adjured the
same old-world deity.


            ‘By Jove! old man, what the deuce
are you doing here?’


            The
gentleman who had advanced from the direction of Hyde Park Corner was the first
to answer.


            ‘Well,
to tell the truth, Austin, I am detained in town on — ah — legal business. But how is
it you are not in Scotland?’


            ‘Well,
it’s curious; but the fact is, I have legal business in town also.’


            ‘You
don’t say so? Great nuisance, ain’t it? But these
things must be seen to, or a fellow finds himself in no end of a mess, don’t
you know?’


            ‘He
does, by Jove! That’s what I thought.’


            Mr Austin relapsed into silence for a few moments.


            ‘And
where are you off to, Phillipps?’


            The
conversation had passed with the utmost gravity on both sides; at the joint
mention of legal business, it was true, a slight twinkle had passed across
their eyes, but the ordinary observer would have said that the weight of ages
rested on those unruffled brows.


            ‘I
really couldn’t say. I thought of having a quiet dinner at Azario’s.
The Badminton is closed, you know, for repairs or somethin’,
and I can’t stand the Junior Wilton. Come along with me, and let’s dine
together.’


            ‘By Jove! I think I will. I thought of calling on my solicitor,
but I dare say he can wait.’


            ‘Ah!
I should think he could. We’ll have some of that Italian wine — stuff in salad-oil flasks —
you know what I mean.’


            The
pair solemnly wheeled around, and solemnly paced towards the Circus,
meditating, doubtless, on many things. The dinner in the little restaurant
pleased them with a grave pleasure, as did the Chianti, of which they drank a
good deal too much; ‘quite a light wine, you know,’ said Phillipps,
and Austin agreed with him, so they emptied a quart flask between them and
finished up with a couple of glasses apiece of Green Chartreuse. As they came
out into the quiet street smoking vast cigars, the two slaves to duty and
‘legal business’ felt a dreamy delight in all things, the streets seemed full
of fantasy in the dim light of the lamps, and a single star shining in the
clear sky above seemed to Austin exactly of the same colour
as Green Chartreuse. Phillipps agreed with him. ‘You
know, old fellow,’ he said, ‘there are times when a fellow feels all sorts of
strange things — you know, the sort of
things they put in magazines, don’t you know, and novels. By Jove, Austin, old
man, I feel as if I could write a novel myself.’


            The
pair wandered aimlessly on, not quite knowing where they were going, turning
from one street to another, and discoursing in a maudlin strain. A great cloud
had been slowly moving up from the south, darkening the sky, and suddenly it
began to rain, at first slowly with great heavy drops, and then faster and
faster in a pitiless, hissing shower; the gutters flooded over, and the furious
drops danced up from the stones. The two Johnnies walked on as fast as they
could, whistling and calling ‘Hansom!’ in vain; they were really getting very
wet.


            ‘Where
the dickens are we?’ said Phillipps. ‘Confound it
all, I don’t know. We ought to be in Oxford Street.’


            They
walked on a little farther, when suddenly, to their great joy,
they found a dry archway, leading into a dark passage or courtyard. They took
shelter silently, too thankful and too wet to say anything. Austin looked at his hat; it was a
wreck; and Phillipps shook himself feebly, like a
tired terrier.


            ‘What
a beastly nuisance this is,’ he muttered: ‘I only wish I could see a hansom.’


            Austin looked into the street; the
rain was still falling in torrents; he looked up the passage, and noticed for
the first time that it led to a great house, which towered grimly against the
sky. It seemed all dark and gloomy, except that from some chink in a shutter a
light shone out. He pointed it out to Phillipps, who
stared vacantly about him, then exclaimed:


            ‘Hang
it! I know where we are now. At least, I don’t exactly know, you know, but I
once came by here with Wylliams, and he told me there
was some club or somethin’ down this passage; I don’t
recollect exactly what he said. Hullo! why there goes Wylliams. I say, Wylliams, tell
us where we are!’


            A
gentleman had brushed past them in the darkness and was walking fast down the
passage. He heard his name and turned round, looking rather annoyed.


            ‘Well,
Phillipps, what do you want? Good evening, Austin; you seem rather wet, both
of you.’


            ‘I
should think we were wet; got caught in the rain. Didn’t you tell me once there
was some club down here? I wish you’d take us in, if you’re a member.’


            Mr Wylliams looked steadfastly at
the two forlorn young men for a moment, hesitated, and said:


            ‘Well,
gentlemen, you may come with me if you like. But I must impose a condition;
that you both give me your word of honour never to
mention the club, or anything that you see while you are in it, to any
individual whatsoever.’


            ‘Certainly
not,’ replied Austin; ‘of course we shouldn’t
dream of doing so, should we, Phillipps?’


            ‘No,
no; go ahead, Wylliams, we’ll keep it dark enough.’


            The
party moved slowly down the passage till they came to the house. It was a very
large house and very old; it looked as though it might have been an embassy of
the last century. Wylliams whistled, knocked twice at
the door, and whistled again, and it was opened by a man in black.


            ‘Friends of yours, Mr Wylliams?’


            Wylliams nodded and they passed on.


            ‘Now
mind,’ he whispered, as they paused at a door, ‘you are not to recognise anybody, and nobody will recognise
you.’


            The
two friends nodded, and the door was opened, and they entered a vast room,
brilliantly lighted with electric lamps. Men were standing in knots, walking up
and down, and smoking at little tables; it was just like any club smoking room.
Conversation was going on, but in a low murmur, and every now and then someone
would stop talking, and look anxiously at the door at the other end of the
room, and then turn round again. It was evident that they were waiting for
someone or somebody. Austin and Phillipps were
sitting on a sofa, lost in amazement; nearly every face was familiar to them.
The flower of the Row was in that strange club room; several young noblemen, a
young fellow who had just come into an enormous fortune, three or four
fashionable artists and literary men, an eminent actor, and a well-known canon.
What could it mean? They were all supposed to be scattered far and wide over
the habitable globe, and yet here they were. Suddenly there came a loud knock
at the door; and every man started, and those who were sitting got up. A
servant appeared.


            ‘The
President is awaiting you, gentlemen,’ he said, and vanished.


            One
by one the members filed out, and Wylliams and the
two guests brought up the rear. They found themselves in a room still larger
than the first, but almost quite dark. The President sat at a long table and
before him burned two candles, which barely lit up his face. It was the famous
Duke of Dartington, the largest landowner in England. As soon as the members had
entered he said in a cold, hard voice, ‘Gentlemen, you know our rules; the book
is prepared. Whoever opens it at the black page is at the disposal of the
committee and myself. We had better begin.’ Someone
began to read out the names in a low distinct voice, pausing after each name,
and the member called came up to the table and opened at random the pages of a
big folio volume that lay between the two candles. The gloomy light made it
difficult to distinguish features, but Phillipps
heard a groan beside him, and recognised an old
friend. His face was working fearfully, the man was
evidently in an agony of terror. One by one the members opened the book; as
each man did so he passed out by another door. At last there was only one left;
it was Phillipps’s friend. There was foam upon his
lips as he passed up the table, and his hand shook as he opened up the leaves. Wylliams had passed out after whispering to the President,
and had returned to his friends’ side. He could hardly hold them back as the
unfortunate man groaned in agony and leant against the table; he had opened the
book at the black page. ‘Kindly come with me, Mr D’Aubigny,’ said the President, and they passed out
together.


            ‘We
can go now,’ said Wylliams, ‘I think the rain has
gone off. Remember your promise, gentlemen. You have been at a meeting of the
Lost Club. You will never see that young man again. Good night.’


            ‘It
isn’t murder, is it?’ gasped Austin.


            ‘Oh no, not at all. Mr D’Aubigny will, I hope, live for many years; he has
disappeared, merely disappeared. Good night; there’s a hansom that will do for
you.’


            The
two friends went to their homes in dead silence. They did not meet again for
three weeks, and each thought the other looked ill and shaken. They walked
drearily, with grave averted faces, down Piccadilly, each afraid to begin the
recollection of the terrible club. Of a sudden Phillipps
stopped as if he had been shot. ‘Look there, Austin,’ he muttered, ‘look at
that.’ The posters of the evening papers were spread out beside the pavement,
and on one of them Austin saw in large blue letters,
‘Mysterious disappearance of a Gentleman’. Austin bought a copy and turned
over the leaves with shaking fingers till he found the brief paragraph:


             


            Mr St John D’Aubigny, of Stoke D’Aubigny, in Sussex, has disappeared under
mysterious circumstances. Mr D’Aubigny
was staying at Strathdoon, in Scotland, and came up to London, as is stated, on business,
on August 16th. It has been ascertained that he arrived safely at King’s Cross,
and drove to Piccadilly
 Circus,
where he got out. It is said that he was last seen at the corner of Glass House Street, leading from Regent Street into Soho. Since the above date the
unfortunate gentleman, who was much liked in London society, has not been heard
of. Mr D’Aubigny was to
have been married in September. The police are extremely reticent.


            ‘Good
God! Austin, this is dreadful. You
remember the date. Poor fellow, poor fellow!’


            ‘Phillipps, I think I shall go home, I feel sick.’


            D’Aubigny was never heard of again. But the strangest part
of the story remains to be told. The two friends called upon Wylliams, and charged him with being a member of the Lost
Club, and an accomplice in the fate of D’Aubigny. The
placid Mr Wylliams at first
stared at the two pale, earnest faces, and finally roared with laughter.


            ‘My
dear fellows, what on earth are you talking about? I never heard such a
cock-and-bull story in my life. As you say, Phillipps,
I once pointed out to you a house said to be a club, as we were walking through
Soho; but that was a low
gambling club, frequented by German waiters. I am afraid the fact is that Azario’s Chianti was rather too strong for you. However, I
will try to convince you of your mistake.’


            Wylliams forthwith summoned his man, who swore that he and
his master were in Cairo during the whole of August,
and offered to produce the hotel bills. Phillipps
shook his head, and they went away. Their next step was to try and find the
archway where they had taken shelter, and after a good deal of trouble they
succeeded. They knocked at the door of the gloomy house, whistling as Wylliams had done. They were admitted by a respectable
mechanic in a white apron, who was evidently astonished at the whistle; in fact
he was inclined to suspect the influence of a ‘drop too much’. The place was a
billiard table factory, and had been so (as they learnt in the neighbourhood) for many years. The rooms must once have
been large and magnificent, but most of them had been divided into three or
four separate workshops by wooden partitions.


            Phillipps sighed; he could do no more for his lost friend;
but both he and Austin remained unconvinced. In justice to Mr
Wylliams, it must be stated that Lord Henry Harcourt
assured Phillipps that he had seen Wylliams in Cairo about the middle of August; he thought,
but could not be sure, on the 16th; and also, that the recent disappearances of
some well known men about town are patient of explanations which would exclude
the agency of the Lost Club.
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          ‘And there was a broad level by
the river,’ Julian went on, telling the story of his holiday. ‘A broad level of misty meadows, divided by low banks, between the
hills and the river. They say the Roman world is lost beneath the turf, that a whole city sleeps there, gold and marble and
amber all buried for ever.’


            ‘You
did not see anything?’


            ‘No,
I suppose not. I used to get up early, and go out, and leave the little modern
village behind me, hidden in the hot haze. And then I would stand in the misty
meadows, and watch the green turf shimmer and lighten, as the grey halo rolled
away. Oh! the silence. There was no sound except the
lapping of the river, the wash of the water on the reeds.


            ‘The
banks are yellow mud,’ he went on, ‘but in the early morning, as the sun began
to shine in the mist, they pearled and grew like silver. There was a low mound
that hid something, and on it an old thorn tree bent towards the east; it was a
little way from the tide’s brim. I stood there and saw the woods swell out of
the haze in the early morning, and that white sun seemed to encompass the town
with gleaming walls. If I had stayed still, I think I should have seen the
glittering legion and the eagles, I should have heard the sonorous trumpets
pealing from the walls.’


            ‘I
expect you have seen and heard more than that,’ said his friend. ‘I always told
you that the earth too, and the hills, and even the old walls are a language,
hard to translate.’


            ‘And
I came upon a place that made me think of that,’ said Julian. ‘It was far from
the town; I lost my way amongst those rolling hills, and strayed by footpaths
from field to wood, and all that I saw of man was here and there a blue smoke
that crawled up from the earth, from the tree, it might be, or the brook, for I
could see no house. I went on, always with the sense that I was following an
unknown object, and, suddenly, a shape rose from forgotten dreams. An old
farm-house, built of grey, silvering stones; a long barn wavering and dipping
down to a black pool, pine trees overhanging the roof. It was all dim, as if it
had been seen reflected in water. I went a little nearer, and I found that I
was lifted free of the maze of hills. I fronted the mountain, looking across a
deep broad valley, and all the year the mountain winds must blow upon the
porch; they look from their deep windows and see the fleeting of the clouds and
the sun, on that vast green hillside. Yellow flowers were shaking in the
garden, for even on that still day the mountain wind swept across the valley.
But those grey glistening walls! A light flowed from them, and they spoke of
something beyond thought.


            ‘I
visited, too, the river valley, passing out to the north. The town was soon
hidden behind trees, behind a curtain of Lombardy poplars, whispering of Italy, of the vine, the olive
garden. The curving lane led me beneath orchards, their under-boughs
dark-green, almost black, in the shadow, and the road winding between orchard
and river led me into the long valley, where the forest is as a cloud upon the
hill. I watched the yellow tide cease, and the water flow clear, and the breath
of the wind was unearthly. It was there that I saw the burning pools.’


            ‘You
stayed for the sunset?’


            ‘Yes,
I stayed all the day within the valley. The sky was grey, but not cloudy;
rather it was a glowing of silver light that made the earth seem dim and yet shining.
Indeed, I say that though the sun was hidden, you would have dreamed that white
moons were floating through the air, for now and again I saw the misty hillside
pale and lighten, and a tree would appear suddenly in mid-forest, and glitter
as if it blossomed. Yes, and in the calm meadows by the riverside there were
little points of brightness, as if tongues of white fire sparkled in the grey
grass.’


            ‘And the river itself?’


            ‘It
was all the day a hieroglyphic, winding in esses
beneath those haunting banks, colourless, and yet
alight like all the world around. At last, in the
evening, I sat down beneath a wych-elm on the slope,
where I breathed the scent and knew the heavy stillness of the wood. Then a
strong wind blew, high up in heaven, and the grey veil vanished. The sky was
clear pale blue; in the west there was exhibited an opal burning green, and
beneath a purple wall. Then, in the middle of the purple, a rent opened; there
was a red glint, and red momentary rays, as if rose-hot metal were beaten and
dinted on the anvil, and the sparks fled abroad. So the sun sank.


            ‘I
thought I would wait and see all the valley, the
river, and the level, and the woods sink into twilight, become sombre, formless. The light went out from the river, the
water paled as it flowed between the sad reeds and grasses. I heard a harsh,
melancholy cry, and above, in the dusky air, a flight of great birds passed
seaward in changing, hieroglyphic order. The keen line of the hills by sunset
home seemed to melt away, to become vague.


            ‘Then
I saw the sky was blossoming in the north. Rose gardens appeared there, with
golden hedges, and bronze gates, and the great purple wall caught fire as it
grew leaden. The earth was lit again, but with unnatural jewelled
colours; the palest light was sardonyx,
the darkness was amethyst. And then the valley was aflame. Fire
in the wood, the fire of a sacrifice beneath the oaks. Fire in the level
fields, a great burning in the north, and vehement flame to the south, above
the town. And in the still river the very splendour
of fire, yes, as if all precious things were cast into its furnace pools, as if
gold and roses and jewels became flame.’


            ‘And
then?’


            ‘Then, the shining of the evening star.’


            ‘And
you,’ said his friend, ‘perhaps without knowing, have told me the story of a
wonderful and incredible passion.’


            Julian
stared at him, in amazement.


            ‘You
are quite right,’ he said at length.
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          We wake sometimes from dreams
uttering strange phrases, murmuring incredible things. At the moment of waking,
for some ineffable instant of time, the words we speak, or perhaps think we
speak, seem to us full of illumination. To everyone who speculates at all as to
the heights and depths of the soul, there comes at very rare moments — there are not, perhaps, more than half a dozen such
experiences given to any man’s life-time —
the sense of the true world which lies beyond this dark place of images and
shadows; a world that is full of light and glory, a world where our dim desires
are interpreted and fulfilled. It is as if we stood among shadows before a
black curtain, as if for one moment a fold were caught
back and we saw that which we can never utter: but never deny.


            In
dreams and waking and in waking dreams, most of us, I suppose, penetrate into
this other world, the world beyond the black curtain. But we are not suffered
to make any report of it; the secret, it seems, must be kept fast. And this is
one of the reasons why I am usually inclined to disbelieve most stories of the
communicating spirits of the dead. Their messages are, to my judgement, altogether too lucid, too comfortably and easily
and clearly set forth. There is no obscurity in the interpretation of their
sentences, no impression as of a great gulf of the spirit which has been
traversed with the utmost difficulty. And if we, still in the flesh, cannot
utter to ourselves our own visions, it scarcely seems likely that those who
have passed beyond the flaming ramparts of the world should be able to chatter
to us so easily and colloquially of the regions of their dwelling.


            The
speech of that far land, if any speech there be, will, I think, be delivered
rather in sensible images than in logical and grammatical utterance. And it is
only the unspiritual who can discern nothing of the spirit in sensible images
and symbols.


            Here
is the true meaning of such a presentation.


            On
the 11th of November, 1918, the armistice between the
Allies and the German Empire was signed. This meant that the incredible had
happened. A few months before we had all been in terror of a Power that seemed
capable of fighting all the world. Now, in a moment,
as if by enchantment, that Power had ceased to exist. The armistice terms were,
most justly and wisely, rigorous, and on November 21st.,
1918, it was appointed that practically the whole German fleet should surrender
to the British. I said that the event was incredible, and so true is this that
the British Navy could scarce believe that the surrender would be accomplished
peacefully. Sailors are generous men to all, but more especially to other
sailors. There is a brotherhood of the deep, which surpasses the bounds of
nations, and our Navy could not believe that the German sailors would give up
their ships without fighting; even though the fight might be a hopeless one for
them. Consequently, on the morning of November 21st.,
1918, the British Navy awaited the enemy in a state of mind that is hard to
describe. The surrender of the German fleet, they all knew, had been demanded
and granted; but at the last moment, our men thought, the unutterable disgrace
must boil in the veins of those German sailors, and the guns of their great
ships must speak their final word of fire before they sank beneath the water.
Every preparation was made for the fight. The ships were cleared. The men were
at ‘action stations’. Naval discipline was at its strictest. Every man on board
every ship knew his place to an inch, his duty to the most
minute detail. The King’s ships had made them ready for battle; it is
hard for a landsman to realise the awful and
inexorable import of such an array.


            The
Fleet steamed to the appointed rendezvous, waited, and looked eastward. It was
a misty morning with a gentle breeze.


            One
of the ships was the Royal Oak, chiefly manned by sailors
of Devonshire. She was flying on that day
a magnificent silk ensign, made for her by Devonshire ladies. On her bridge,
sixty feet above the top deck was a group of officers: Admiral Grant, Captain MacLachlan, of the Royal Oak, the Commander, and others.
It was soon after nine o’clock in the morning when the German fleet appeared, looming
through the mist. Admiral Grant saw them and waited; he could scarcely believe, he says, that they would not instantly open fire.


            Then
the drum began to beat on the Royal Oak. The sound was
unmistakable; it was that of a small drum being beaten ‘in rolls’. At first,
the officers on the bridge paid little attention, if any, to the sound; so
intent were they on the approaching enemy. But when it became evident that the
Germans were not to show fight, Admiral Grant turned to the Captain of the Royal Oak, and remarked on the
beating of the drum. The Captain said that he heard it, but could not
understand it, since the ship was cleared for action,
and every man on board was at his battle station. The Commander also heard, but
was perplexed, and sent messengers all over the ship to investigate. Twice the
messengers were sent about the ship, about all the decks. They reported that
every man was at his station. Yet the drum continued to beat. Then the
Commander himself made a special tour of investigation through the Royal Oak. He, too, found that every
man was at his station.


            It
must be noted, by the way, that if someone, playing a practical joke, had been
beating a drum between decks, the sound would have
been inaudible to the officers on the bridge. Again, when a ship is cleared for
action, the members of the band have specially
important duties in connection with the fire-control apparatus assigned to
them. The band instruments are all stored away in the band room, right aft, and
below decks.


            All
the while the British fleet was closing round the German fleet, coming to
anchor in a square about it so that the German ships were hemmed in. And all the while that this was being done, the noise of the drum
was heard at intervals, beating in rolls. All who heard it are convinced
that it was no sound of flapping stays or any such accident. The ear of the
naval officer is attuned to all the noises of his ship in fair weather and in
foul; it makes no mistakes. All who heard knew that they heard the rolling of a
drum.


            At
about two o’clock in the afternoon the German fleet was enclosed and
helpless, and the British ships dropped anchor, some fifteen miles off the
Firth of Forth. The utter, irrevocable ruin and disgrace of the German Navy was
consummated. And at that moment the drum stopped beating and was no more heard.


            But
those who had heard it — Admiral, Captain,
Commander, other officers and men of all ratings —
held then and hold now one belief as to the rolling music. They believe that
the sound they heard was that of ‘Drake’s Drum’: the audible manifestation of
the spirit of the great sea captain, present at this hour of the tremendous
triumph of Britain on the seas. This is the
firm belief of them all.


            It
may be so. It may be that Drake did quit the port of Heaven in a ship of fire, and
driving the Germans across the sea with the flame of his spirit, drummed them
down to their pitiful and shameful doom.
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          “Haunted, you said?”


            “Yes,
haunted. Don’t you remember, when I saw you three years ago, you told me about
your place in the west with the ancient woods hanging all about it, and the
wild, domed hills, and the ragged land? It has always remained a sort of
enchanted picture in my mind as I sit at my desk and hear the traffic rattling
in the Street in the midst of whirling London. But when did you come up?”


            “The
fact is, Dyson, I have only just got out of the train. I drove to the station
early this morning and caught the 10.45.”


            “Well,
I am very glad you looked in on me. How have you been getting on since we last
met? There is no Mrs. Vaughan, I suppose?”


            “No,”
said Vaughan, “I am still a hermit, like
yourself. I have done nothing but loaf about.”


            Vaughn
had lit his pipe and sat in the elbow chair, fidgeting and glancing about him
in a somewhat dazed and restless manner. Dyson had wheeled round his chair when
his visitor entered and sat with one arm fondly reclining on the desk of his
bureau, and touching the litter of manuscript.


            “And
you are still engaged in the old task?” said Vaughan, pointing to the pile of
papers and the teeming pigeon-holes.


            “Yes, the vain pursuit of literature, as idle as alchemy, and as
entrancing. But you have come to town for some time I suppose; what
shall we do to-night?”


            “Well,
I rather wanted you to try a few days with me down in the west. It would do you
a lot of good. I’m sure.”


            “You
are very kind, Vaughan, but London in September is hard to
leave. Doré could not have designed anything more
wonderful and mystic than Oxford Street as I saw it the other
evening; the sunset flaming, the blue haze transmuting the plain street into a
road ‘far in the spiritual city.’”


            “I
should like you to come down though. You would enjoy roaming over our hills.
Does this racket go on all day and night? It quite bewilders me; I wonder how
you can work through it. I am sure you would revel in the great peace of my old
home among the woods.”


            Vaughan lit his pipe again, and
looked anxiously at Dyson to see if his inducements had had any effect, but the
man of letters shook his head, smiling, and vowed in his heart a firm
allegiance to the streets.


            “You
cannot tempt me,” he said.


            ‘Well,
you may be right. Perhaps, after all, I was wrong to speak of the peace of the
country. There, when a tragedy does occur, it is like a stone thrown into a
pond; the circles of disturbance keep on widening, and it seems as if the water
would never be still again.”


            “Have
you ever any tragedies where you are?”


            “I
can hardly say that. But I was a good deal disturbed about a month ago by
something that happened; it may or may not have been a tragedy in the usual
sense of the word.”


            “What
was the occurrence?”


            “Well,
the fact is a girl disappeared in a way which seems highly mysterious. Her
parents, people of the name of Trevor, are well-to-do farmers, and their eldest
daughter Annie was a sort of village beauty; she was really remarkably
handsome. One afternoon she thought she would go and see her aunt, a widow who
farms her own land, and as the two houses are only about five or six miles
apart, she started off, telling her parents she would take the short cut over
the hills. She never got to her aunt’s, and she never was seen again. That’s
putting it in a few words.”


            “What
an extraordinary thing! I suppose there are no disused mines, are there, on the
hills? I don’t think you quite run to anything so
formidable as a precipice?”


            “No;
the path the girl must have taken had no pitfalls of any description; it is
just a track over wild, bare hillside, far, even from a byroad. One may walk
for miles without meeting a soul, but it is perfectly safe.”


            “And
what do people say about it?”


            “Oh,
they talk nonsense — among themselves. You have
no notion as to how superstitious English cottagers are in out-of-the-way parts
like mine. They are as bad as the Irish, every whit, and even more secretive.”


            “But
what do they say?”


            “Oh,
the poor girl is supposed to have ‘gone with the fairies,’
or to have been ‘taken by the fairies.’ Such stuff!” he went on, “one would
laugh if it were not for the real tragedy of the case.”


            Dyson
looked somewhat interested.


            “Yes,”
he said, “‘fairies’ certainly strike a little curiously on the ear in these
days. But what do the police say? I presume they do not accept the fairy-tale
hypothesis?”


            “No;
but they seem quite at fault. What I am afraid of is that Annie Trevor must
have fallen in with some scoundrels on her way. Castletown
is a large seaport, you know, and some of the worst of the foreign sailors
occasionally desert their ships and go on the tramp up and down the country.
Not many years ago a Spanish sailor named Garcia murdered a whole family for
the sake of plunder that was not worth sixpence. They are hardly human, some of
these fellows, and I am dreadfully afraid the poor girl must have come to an
awful end.”


            “But
no foreign sailor was seen by anyone about the country?”


            “No;
there is certainly that; and of course country people are quick to notice
anyone whose appearance and dress are a little out of the common. Still it seems
as if my theory were the only possible explanation.”


            “There
are no data to go upon,” said Dyson, thoughtfully. “There was no question of a
love affair, or anything of the kind, I suppose?”


            “Oh, no, not a hint of such a thing. I am sure if Annie were
alive she would have contrived to let her mother know of her safety.”


            “No
doubt, no doubt. Still it is barely possible that she is alive and yet unable
to communicate with her friends. But all this must have disturbed you a good
deal.”


            “Yes,
it did; I hate a mystery, and especially a mystery which is probably the veil
of horror. But frankly, Dyson, I want to make a clean breast of it; I did not
come here to tell you all this.”


            “Of
course not,” said Dyson, a little surprised at Vaughan’s uneasy manner. “You came
to have a chat on more cheerful topics.”


            “No,
I did not. What I have been telling you about happened a month ago, but
something which seems likely to affect me more personally has taken place
within the last few days, and to be quite plain, I came up to town with the
idea that you might be able to help me. You recollect that curious case you
spoke to me about on our last meeting; something about a spectacle-maker.”


            “Oh,
yes, I remember that. I know I was quite proud of my acumen at the time; even
to this day the police have no idea why those peculiar yellow spectacles were
wanted. But, Vaughan, you really look quite put
out; I hope there is nothing serious?”


            “No,
I think I have been exaggerating, and I want you to reassure me. But what has
happened is very odd.”


            “And
what has happened?”


            “I
am sure that you will laugh at me, but this is the story. You must know there
is a path, a right of way, that goes through my land,
and to be precise, close to the wall of the kitchen garden. It is not used by
many people; a woodman now and again finds it useful, and five or six children
who go to school in the village pass twice a day. Well, a few days ago I was
taking a walk about the place before breakfast, and I happened to stop to fill
my pipe just by the large doors in the garden wall. The wood, I must tell you,
comes to within a few feet of the wall, and the track I spoke of runs right in
the shadow of the trees. I thought the shelter from a brisk wind that was
blowing rather pleasant, and I stood there smoking with my eyes on the ground.
Then something caught my attention. Just under the wall, on the short grass; a
number of small flints were arranged in a pattern; something like this”: and
Mr. Vaughan caught at a pencil and piece of paper, and dotted down a few
strokes.


            “You
see,” he went on, “there were, I should think, twelve little stones neatly
arranged in lines, and spaced at equal distances, as I have shown it on the
paper. They were pointed stones, and the points were very carefully directed
one way.”


            “Yes,”
said Dyson, without much interest, “no doubt the children you have mentioned
had been playing there on their way from school. Children, as you know, are
very fond of making such devices with oyster shells or flints or flowers, or with
whatever comes in their way.”


            “So
I thought; I just noticed these flints were arranged in a sort of pattern and
then went on. But the next morning I was taking the same round, which, as a
matter of fact, is habitual with me, and again I saw at the same spot a device
in flints. This time it was really a curious pattern; something like the spokes
of a wheel, all meeting at a common centre, and this centre formed by a device
which looked like a bowl; all, you understand done in flints.”


            “You
are right,” said Dyson, “that seems odd enough. Still it is reasonable that
your half-a-dozen school children are responsible for these fantasies in
stone.”


            “Well,
I thought I would set the matter at rest. The children pass the gate every
evening at half-past five, and I walked by at six, and
found the device just as I had left it in the morning. The next day I was up
and about at a quarter to seven, and I found the whole thing had been changed. There was a
pyramid outlined in flints upon the grass. The children I saw going by an hour
and a half later, and they ran past the spot without glancing to right or left.
In the evening I watched them going home, and this morning when I got to the
gate at six o’clock there was a thing like a half moon waiting for me.”


            “So
then the series runs thus: firstly ordered lines, then, the device of the
spokes and the bowl, then the pyramid, and finally, this morning, the half
moon. That is the order, isn’t it?”


            “Yes;
that is right. But do you know it has made me feel very uneasy? I suppose it
seems absurd, but I can’t help thinking that some kind of signalling
is going on under my nose, and that sort of thing is disquieting.”


            “But
what have you to dread? You have no enemies?”


            “No;
but I have some very valuable old plate.”


            “You
are thinking of burglars then?” said Dyson, with an accent of considerable
interest, “but you must know your neighbours. Are
there any suspicious characters about?”


            “Not
that I am aware of. But you remember what I told you of the sailors.”


            “Can
you trust your servants?”


            “Oh, perfectly. The plate is preserved in a strong room; the
butler, an old family servant, alone knows where the key is kept. There is
nothing wrong there. Still, everybody is aware that I have a lot of old silver,
and all country folks are given to gossip. In that way information may have got
abroad in very undesirable quarters.”


            “Yes,
but I confess there seems something a little unsatisfactory in the burglar
theory. Who is signalling to whom? I cannot see my
way to accepting such an explanation. What put the plate into your head in
connection with these flints signs, or whatever one may call them?”


            “It
was the figure of the Bowl,” said Vaughan. “I happen to possess a
very large and very valuable Charles II punch-bowl. The chasing is really
exquisite, and the thing is worth a lot of money. The sign I described to you
was exactly the same shape as my punch-bowl.”


            “A queer coincidence certainly. But the other figures or
devices: you have nothing shaped like a pyramid?”


            “Ah,
you will think that queerer. As it happens, this punch-bowl of mine, together
with a set of rare old ladles, is kept in a mahogany chest of a pyramidal
shape. The four sides slope upwards, the narrow towards the top.”


            “I
confess all this interests me a good deal,” said Dyson. “let
us go on then. What about the other figures; how about the
Army, as we may call the first sign, and the Crescent or Half moon?”


            “Ah,
there is no reference that I can make out of these two. Still, you see I have
some excuse for curiosity at all events. I should be very vexed to lose any of
the old plate; nearly all the pieces have been in the family for generations.
And I cannot get it out of my head that some scoundrels mean to rob me, and are
communicating with one another every night.”


            “Frankly,”
said Dyson, “I can make nothing of it; I am as much in the dark as yourself. Your theory seems certainly the only possible
explanation, and yet the difficulties are immense.”


            He
leaned back in his chair, and the two men faced each other, frowning, and
perplexed by so bizarre a problem.


            “By
the way,” said Dyson, after a long pause, “what is your geological formation
down there?”


            Mr.
Vaughan looked up, a good deal surprised by the question.


            “Old
red sandstone and limestone, I believe,” he said. “We are just beyond the coal
measures, you know.”


            “But
surely there are no flints either in the sandstone or the limestone?”


            “No,
I never see any flints in the fields. I confess that did strike me as a little
curious.”


            “I
should think so! It is very important. By the way, what size were the flints
used in making these devices?”


            “I
happen to have brought one with me; I took it this morning.”


            “From the Half moon?”


            “Exactly. Here it is.”


            He
handed over a small flint, tapering to a point, and about three inches in
length.


            Dyson’s
face blazed up with excitement as he took the thing from Vaughan.


            “Certainly,”
he said, after a moment’s pause, “you have some curious neighbours
in your country. I hardly think they can harbour any
designs on your punch-bowl. Do you know this is a flint arrowhead of vast
antiquity, and not only that, but an arrow-head of a unique kind? I have seen
specimens from all parts of the world, but there are features about this thing
that are quite peculiar.” He laid down his pipe, and took out a book from a
drawer.


            “We
shall just have time to catch the 5.45 to Castletown,”
he said.
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          Mr. Dyson drew in a long breath
of the air of the hills and felt all the enchantment of the scene about him. It
was very early morning, and he stood on the terrace in the front of the house.


            Vaughan’s
ancestor had built on the lower slope of a great hill, in the shelter of a deep
and ancient wood that gathered on three sides about the house, and on the
fourth side, the southwest, the land fell gently away and sank to the valley,
where a brook wound in and out in mystic esses, and
the dark and gleaming alders tracked the stream’s course to the eye. On the
terrace in the sheltered place no wind blew, and far beyond, the trees were
still. Only one sound broke in upon the silence, and Dyson heard the noise of
the brook singing far below, the song of clear and shining water rippling over
the stones, whispering and murmuring as it sank to dark deep pools.


            Across
the stream, just below the house, rose a grey stone bridge, vaulted and
buttressed, a fragment of the Middle Ages, and then beyond the bridge the hills
rose again, vast and rounded like bastions, covered here and there with dark
woods and thickets of undergrowth, but the heights were all bare of trees,
showing only grey turf and patches of bracken, touched here and there with the
gold of fading fronds; Dyson looked to the north and south, and still he saw
the wall of the hills, and the ancient woods, and the stream drawn in and out
between them; all grey and dim with morning mist beneath a grey sky in a hushed
and haunted air.


            Mr.
Vaughan’s voice broke in upon the silence.


            “I
thought you would be too tired to be about so early,” he said. “I see you are
admiring the view. It is very pretty, isn’t it, though I suppose old Meyrick Vaughan didn’t think much about the scenery when he
built the house. A queer grey, old place, isn’t it?”


            “Yes, and how it fits into the surroundings; it seems of a
piece with the grey hills and the grey bridge below.”


            “I
am afraid I have brought you down on false pretences, Dyson,” said Vaughan, as they began to walk up
and down the terrace. “I have been to the place, and there is not a sign of
anything this morning.”


            “Ah,
indeed. Well, suppose we go round together.”


            They
walked across the lawn and went by a path through the ilex shrubbery to the
back of the house. There Vaughan pointed out the track
leading down to the valley and up to the heights above the wood, and presently
they stood beneath the garden wall, by the door.


            “Here,
you see, it was,” said Vaughan, pointing to a spot on the
turf. “I was standing just where you are now that morning I first saw the
flints.”


            “Yes, quite so. That morning it was the Army, as I call it;
then the Bowl, then the Pyramid, and, yesterday, the Half moon. What a queer
old stone that is,” he went on, pointing to a block of limestone rising out of
the turf just beneath the wall. ‘It looks like a sort of dwarf pillar, but I
suppose it is natural.”


            “Oh,
yes, I think so. I imagine it was brought here, though, as we stand on the red
sandstone. No doubt it was used as a foundation stone for some older building.”


            “Very
likely,” Dyson was peering about him attentively, looking from the ground to
the wall, and from the wall to the deep wood that hung
almost over the garden and made the place dark even in the morning.


            “Look
here,” said Dyson at length, “it is certainly a case of children this time.
Look at that.” He was bending down and staring at the dull red surface of the
mellowed bricks of the wall.


            Vaughan came up and looked hard
where Dyson’s finger was pointing, and could scarcely distinguish a faint mark
in deeper red.


            “What
is it?” he said. “I can make nothing of it.”


            “Look
a little more closely. Don’t you see it is an attempt to draw the human eye?”


            “Ah,
now I see what you mean. My sight is not very sharp. Yes, so it is, it is meant
for an eye, no doubt, as you say. I thought the children learnt drawing at
school.”


            “Well,
it is an odd eye enough. Do you notice the peculiar almond shape; almost like
the eye of a Chinaman?”


            Dyson
looked meditatively at the work of the undeveloped artist, and scanned the wall
again, going down on his knees in the minuteness of his inquisition.


            “I
should like very much,” he said at length, “to know how a child in this out of
the way place could have any idea of the shape of the Mongolian eye. You see
the average child has a very distinct impression of the subject; he draws a circle, or something like a circle, and put a dot in the
centre. I don’t think any child imagines that the eye is really made like that;
it’s just a convention of infantile art. But this almond-shaped thing puzzles
me extremely. Perhaps it may be derived from a gilt Chinaman on a tea-canister
in the grocer’s shop. Still that’s hardly likely.”


            “But
why are you so sure it was done by a child?”


            “Why!
Look at the height. These old-fashioned bricks are little more than two inches
thick; there are twenty courses from the ground to the sketch if we call it so;
that gives a height of three and a half feet. Now, just imagine you are going
to draw something on this wall. Exactly; your pencil, if you had one, would
touch the wall somewhere on the level with your eyes, that is, more than five
feet from the ground. It seems, therefore, a very simple deduction to conclude
that this eye on the wall was drawn by a child about ten years old.”


            “Yes,
I had not thought of that. Of course one of the children must have done it.”


            “I
suppose so; and yet as I said, there is something singularly unchildlike about those two lines, and the eyeball itself,
you see, is almost an oval. To my mind, the thing has an odd, ancient air; and
a touch that is not altogether pleasant. I cannot help fancying that if we
could see a whole face from the same hand it would not be altogether agreeable.
However, that is nonsense, after all, and we are not getting farther in our
investigations. It is odd that the flint series has come to such an abrupt
end.”


            The
two men walked away towards the house, and as they went in at the porch there
was a break in the grey sky, and a gleam of sunshine on the grey hill before
them.


            All
the day Dyson prowled meditatively about the fields and woods surrounding the
house. He was thoroughly and completely puzzled by the trivial circumstances he
proposed to elucidate, and now he again took the flint arrow-head from his
pocket, turning it over and examining it with deep attention. There was
something about the thing that was altogether different from the specimens he
had seen at the museums and private collections; the shape was of a distinct
type, and around the edge there was a line of little punctured dots, apparently
a suggestion of ornament. Who, thought Dyson, could possess such things in so
remote a place; and who, possessing the flints, could have put them to the
fantastic use of designing meaningless figures under Vaughan’s garden wall? The rank
absurdity of the whole affair offended him unutterably; and as one theory after
another rose in his mind only to be rejected, he felt strongly tempted to take
the next train back to town. He had seen the silver plate which Vaughan treasured, and had
inspected the punch-bowl, the gem of the collection, with close attention; and
what he saw and his interview with the butler convinced him that a plot to rob
the strong box was out of the limits of enquiry. The chest in which the bowl
was kept, a heavy piece of mahogany, evidently dating from the beginning of the
century, was certainly strongly suggestive of a pyramid, and Dyson was at first
inclined to the inept manoeuvres of the detective,
but a little sober thought convinced him of the impossibility of the burglary
hypothesis, and he cast wildly about for something more satisfying. He asked Vaughan if there were any gipsies in the neighbourhood, and
heard that the Romany had not been seen for years. This dashed him a good deal,
as he knew the gipsy habit of leaving queer hieroglyphics on the line of march, and had been much elated when the thought occurred to
him. He was facing Vaughan by the old-fashioned hearth
when he put the question, and leaned back in his chair in disgust at the
destruction of his theory.


            “It
is odd,” said Vaughan, “but the gipsies never trouble us here. Now and then the farmers
find traces of fires in the wildest part of the hills, but nobody seems to know
who the fire-lighters are.”


            “Surely
that looks like gipsies?”


            “No, not in such places as those. Tinkers and gipsies and wanderers of all sorts stick to the roads and
don’t go very far from the farmhouses.”


            “Well,
I can make nothing of it. I saw the children going by this afternoon, and, as
you say, they ran straight on. So we shall have no more eyes on the wall at all
events.”


            “No,
I must waylay them one of these days and find out who is the artist.”


            The
next morning when Vaughan strolled in his usual
course from the lawn to the back of the house he found Dyson already awaiting
him by the garden door, and evidently in a state of high excitement, for he
beckoned furiously with his hand, and gesticulated violently.


            “What
is it?” asked Vaughan. “The
flints again?”


            “No;
but look here, look at the wall. There; don’t you see it?”


            “There’s
another of those eyes!”


            “Exactly. Drawn, you see, at a little distance from the
first, almost on the same level, but slightly lower.”


            “What
on earth is one to make of it? It couldn’t have been done by the children; it
wasn’t there last night, and they won’t pass for another hour. What can it
mean?”


            “I
think the very devil is at the bottom of all this,” said Dyson. “Of course, one
cannot resist the conclusion that these infernal almond eyes are to be set down
to the same agency as the devices in the arrow-heads; and where that conclusion
is to lead us is more than I can tell. For my part, I have to put a strong
check on my imagination, or it would run wild.”


            “Vaughan,” he said, as they turned
away from the wall, “has it struck you that there is one point — a very curious point —
in common between the figures done in flints and the eyes drawn on the wall?”


            “What
is that?” asked Vaughan, on whose face there had fallen a certain shadow of indefinite dread.


            “It
is this. We know that the signs of the Army, the Bowl, the Pyramid, and the
Half moon must have been done at night. Presumably they were meant to be seen
at night. Well, precisely the same reasoning applies to those eyes on the
wall.”


            “I
do not quite see your point.”


            “Oh, surely. The nights are dark just now, and have been
very cloudy, I know, since I came down. Moreover, those overhanging trees would
throw that wall into deep shadow even on a clear night.”


            “Well?”


            “What
struck me was this. What very peculiarly sharp eyesight, they, whoever ‘they’
are, must have to be able to arrange arrow-heads in intricate order in the
blackest shadow of the wood, and then draw the eyes on the wall without a trace
of bungling, or a false line.”


            “I
have read of persons confined in dungeons for many years who have been able to
see quite well in the dark,” said Vaughan.


            “Yes,”
said Dyson, “there was the abbé in Monte Cristo. But it is a singular point.”
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          “Who was that old man that
touched his hat to you just now?” said Dyson, as they came to the bend of the
lane near the house.


            “Oh,
that was old Trevor. He looks very broken, poor old fellow.”


            “Who
is Trevor?”


            “Don’t
you remember? I told you the story that afternoon I came to your rooms — about a girl named Annie Trevor, who disappeared in the
most inexplicable manner about five weeks ago. That was her father.”


            “Yes,
yes, I recollect now. To tell the truth I had forgotten all about it. And
nothing has been heard of the girl?”


            “Nothing whatever. The police are quite at fault.”


            “I
am afraid I did not pay very much attention to the details you gave me. Which
way did the girl go?”


            “Her
path would take her right across those wild hills above the house: the nearest
point in the track must be about two miles from here.”


            “Is
it near that little hamlet I saw yesterday?”


            “You
mean Croesyceiliog, where the children came from? No;
it goes more to the north.”


            “Ah,
I have never been that way.”


            They
went into the house, and Dyson shut himself up in his room, sunk deep in
doubtful thought, but yet with the shadow of a suspicion growing within him
that for a while haunted his brain, all vague and fantastic, refusing to take
definite form. He was sitting by the open window and looking out on the valley
and saw, as if in a picture, the intricate winding of the brook, the grey
bridge, and the vast hills rising beyond; all still and without a breath of
wind to stir the mystic hanging woods, and the evening sunshine glowed warm on
the bracken, and down below a faint mist, pure white, began to rise from the
stream. Dyson sat by the window as the day darkened and the huge bastioned
hills loomed vast and vague, and the woods became dim and more shadowy: and the
fancy that had seized him no longer appeared altogether impossible. He passed
the rest of the evening in a reverie, hardly hearing what Vaughan said; and when he took his
candle in the hall, he paused a moment before bidding his friend good-night.


            “I
want a good rest,” he said. “I have got some work to do to-morrow.”


            “Some
writing, you mean?”


            “No.
I am going to look for the Bowl.”


            “The Bowl! If you mean my punch-bowl, that
is safe in the chest.”


            “I
don’t mean the punch-bowl. You may take my word for it that your plate has
never been threatened. No; I will not bother you with any suppositions. We
shall in all probability have something much stronger than suppositions before
long. Good-night, Vaughan.”


            The
next morning Dyson set off after breakfast. He took the path by the garden
wall, and noted that there were now eight of the weird
almond eyes dimly outlined on the brick.


            “Six
days more,” he said to himself, but as he thought over the theory he had
formed, he shrank, in spite of strong conviction, from such a wildly incredible
fancy. He struck up through the dense shadows of the wood, and at length came
out on the bare hillside, and climbed higher and higher over the slippery turf,
keeping well to the north, and following the indications given him by Vaughan. As he went on, he seemed
to mount ever higher above the world of human life and customary things; to his
right he looked at a fringe of orchard and saw a faint blue smoke rising like a
pillar; there was the hamlet from which the children came to school, and there
the only sign of life, for the woods embowered and concealed Vaughan’s old grey
house. As he reached what seemed the summit of the hill, he realized for the
first time the desolate loneliness and strangeness of the land; there was
nothing but grey sky and grey hill, a high, vast plain that seemed to stretch
on for ever and ever, and a faint glimpse of a blue-peaked mountain far away
and to the north. At length he came to the path, a slight track scarcely
noticeable, and from its position and by what Vaughan had told him he knew that
it was the way the lost girl, Annie Trevor, must have taken. He followed the
path on the bare hill-top, noticing the great limestone rocks that cropped out
of the turf, grim and hideous, and of an aspect as forbidding as an idol of the
South Seas; and suddenly he halted, astonished, although he had found what he
searched for.


            Almost
without warning the ground shelved suddenly away on all sides, and Dyson looked
down into a circular depression, which might well have been a Roman
amphitheatre, and the ugly crags of limestone rimmed it round as if with a
broken wall. Dyson walked round the hollow, and noted the position of the
stones, and then turned on his way home.


            “This,”
he thought to himself, “is more than curious. The Bowl is discovered, but where
is the Pyramid?”


            “My
dear Vaughan,” he said, when he got
back, “I may tell you that I have found the Bowl, and that is all I shall tell
you for the present. We have six days of absolute inaction before us; there is
really nothing to be done.”
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          “I have just been round the
garden,” said Vaughan one morning. “I have been
counting those infernal eyes, and I find there are fourteen of them. For
heaven’s sake, Dyson, tell me what the meaning of it all is.”


            “I
should be very sorry to attempt to do so. I may have guessed this or that, but
I always make it a principle to keep my guesses to myself. Besides, it is
really not worth while anticipating events; you will remember my telling you
that we had six days of inaction before us? Well, this is the sixth day, and
the last of idleness. To-night, I propose we take a stroll.”


            “A stroll! Is that all the action you mean to take?”


            “Well,
it may show you some very curious things. To be plain, I want you to start with
me at nine o’clock this evening for the hills. We may have to be out all
night, so you had better wrap up well, and bring some of that brandy.”


            “Is
it a joke?” asked Vaughan, who was bewildered with strange events and strange
surmises.


            “No,
I don’t think there is much joke in it. Unless I am much mistaken we shall find
a very serious explanation of the puzzle. You will come with me, I am sure?”


            “Very good. Which way do you want to go?”


            “By
the path you told me of; the path Annie Trevor is supposed to have taken.”


            Vaughan looked white at the mention
of the girl’s name.


            “I
did not think you were on that track,” he said. “I thought it was the affair of
those devices in flint and of the eyes on the wall that you were engaged on.
It’s no good saying any more, but I will go with you.”


            At
a quarter to nine that evening the two men set out, taking the path through
the wood, and up the hill-side. It was a dark and heavy night, the sky was
thick with clouds, and the valley full of mist, and all the way they seemed to
walk in a world of shadow and gloom, hardly speaking, and afraid to break the
haunted silence. They came out at last on the steep hill-side, and instead of
the oppression of the wood there was the long, dim sweep of the turf, and
higher, the fantastic limestone rocks hinted horror through the darkness, and
the wind sighed as it passed across the mountain to the sea, and in its passage
beat chill about their hearts. They seemed to walk on and on for hours, and the
dim outline of the hill still stretched before them, and the haggard rocks
still loomed through the darkness, when suddenly Dyson whispered, drawing his
breath quickly, and coming close to his companion:


            “Here,”
he said, “we will lie down. I do not think there is anything yet.”


            “I
know the place,” said Vaughan, after a moment. “I have
often been by in the daytime. The country people are afraid to come here, I
believe; it is supposed to be a fairies’ castle, or something of the kind. But
why on earth have we come here?”


            “Speak
a little lower,” said Dyson. “It might not do us any good if we are overheard.”


            “Overheard here! There is not a soul within three miles of
us.”


            “Possibly not; indeed, I should say certainly not. But there
might be a body somewhat nearer.”


            “I
don’t understand you in the least,” said Vaughan, whispering to humour Dyson, “but why have we come here?”


            “Well,
you see this hollow before us is the Bowl. I think we had better not talk even
in whispers.”


            They
lay full length upon the turf; the rock between their faces and the Bowl, and
now and again, Dyson, slouching his dark, soft hat
over his forehead, put out the glint of an eye, and in a moment drew back, not
daring to take a prolonged view. Again he laid an ear to the ground and
listened, and the hours went by, and the darkness seemed to blacken, and the
faint sigh of the wind was the only sound.


            Vaughan grew impatient with this
heaviness of silence, this watching for indefinite terror; for to him there was
no shape or form of apprehension, and he began to think the whole vigil a
dreary farce.


            “How
much longer is this to last?” he whispered to Dyson, and Dyson who had been
holding his breath in the agony of attention put his mouth to Vaughan’s ear and said:


            “Will
you listen?” with pauses between each syllable, and in the voice with which the
priest pronounces the awful words.


            Vaughan caught the ground with his
hands, and stretched forward, wondering what he was to hear. At first there was
nothing, and then a low and gentle noise came very softly from the Bowl, a
faint sound, almost indescribable, but as if one held the tongue against the
roof of the mouth and expelled the breath. He listened eagerly and presently
the noise grew louder, and became a strident and horrible hissing as if the pit
beneath boiled with fervent heat, and Vaughan, unable to remain in suspense any
longer, drew his cap half over his face in imitation of Dyson, and looked down
to the hollow below.


            It
did, in truth, stir and seethe like an infernal caldron. The whole of the sides
and bottom tossed and writhed with vague and restless forms that passed to and
fro without the sound of feet, and gathered thick here and there and seemed to
speak to one another in those tones of horrible sibilance, like the hissing of
snakes, that he had heard. It was as if the sweet turf and the cleanly earth
had suddenly become quickened with some foul writhing growth. Vaughan could not
draw back his face, though he felt Dyson’s finger touch him, but he peered into
the quaking mass and saw faintly that there were things like faces and human
limbs, and yet he felt his inmost soul chill with the sure belief that no
fellow soul or human thing stirred in all that tossing and hissing host. He
looked aghast, choking back sobs of horror, and at length the loathsome forms
gathered thickest about some vague object in the middle of the hollow, and the
hissing of their speech grew more venomous, and he saw in the uncertain light
the abominable limbs, vague and yet too plainly seen, writhe and intertwine,
and he thought he heard, very faint, a low human moan striking through the
noise of speech that was not of man. At his heart something seemed to whisper
ever “the worm of corruption, the worm that dieth
not,” and grotesquely the image was pictured to his imagination of a piece of
putrid offal stirring through and through with bloated and horrible creeping
things. The writhing of the dusky limbs continued, they seemed clustered round
the dark form in the middle of the hollow, and the sweat dripped and poured off
Vaughan’s forehead, and fell cold
on his hand beneath his face.


            Then,
it seemed done in an instant, the loathsome mass melted and fell away to the
sides of the Bowl, and for a moment Vaughan saw in the middle of the
hollow the tossing of human arms.


            But
a spark gleamed beneath, a fire kindled, and as the voice of a woman cried out
loud in a shrill scream of utter anguish and terror, a great pyramid of flame spired up like a bursting of a pent fountain, and threw a
blaze of light upon the whole mountain. In that instant Vaughan saw the myriads
beneath; the things made in the form of men but stunted like children hideously
deformed, the faces with the almond eyes burning with evil and unspeakable
lusts; the ghastly yellow of the mass of naked flesh and then as if by magic
the place was empty, while the fire roared and crackled, and the flames shone
abroad.


            “You
have seen the Pyramid,” said Dyson in his ear, “the Pyramid of fire.”
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          “Then you recognize the thing?”


            “Certainly. It is a brooch that Annie Trevor used to wear on
Sundays; I remember the pattern. But where did you find it? You don’t mean to
say that you have discovered the girl?”


            “My
dear Vaughan, I wonder you have not
guessed where I found the brooch. You have not forgotten last night already?”


            “Dyson,”
said the other, speaking very seriously, “I have been turning it over in my
mind this morning while you have been out. I have thought about what I saw, or
perhaps I should say about what I thought I saw, and the only conclusion I can
come to is this, that the thing won’t bear recollection. As men live, I have
lived soberly and honestly, in the fear of God, all my days, and all I can do
is believe that I suffered from some monstrous delusion, from some
phantasmagoria of the bewildered senses. You know we went home together in
silence, not a word passed between us as to what I fancied I saw; had we not
better agree to keep silence on the subject? When I took my walk in the
peaceful morning sunshine, I thought all the earth seemed full of praise, and
passing by that wall I noticed there were no more signs recorded, and I blotted
out those that remained. The mystery is over, and we can live quietly again. I
think some poison has been working for the last few weeks; I have trod on the
verge of madness, but I am sane now.”


            Mr.
Vaughan had spoken earnestly, and bent forward in his chair and glanced at
Dyson with something of entreaty.


            “My
dear Vaughan,” said the other, after a
pause, “what’s the use of this? It is much too late to take that tone; we have
gone too deep. Besides you know as well as I that there is no delusion in the
case; I wish there were with all my heart. No, in justice to myself I must tell
you the whole story, so far as I know it.”


            “Very
good,” said Vaughan with a sigh, “if you must,
you must.”


            “Then,”
said Dyson, “we will begin with the end if you please.
I found this brooch you have just identified in the place we have called the
Bowl. There was a heap of grey ashes, as if a fire had been burning, indeed,
the embers were still hot, and this brooch was lying on the ground, just
outside the range of the flame. It must have dropped accidentally from the
dress of the person who was wearing it. No, don’t interrupt me; we can pass now
to the beginning, as we have had the end. Let us go back to that day you came
to see me in my rooms in London. So far as I can remember,
soon after you came in you mentioned, in a somewhat casual manner, that an
unfortunate and mysterious incident had occurred in your part of the country; a
girl named Annie Trevor had gone to see a relative, and had disappeared. I
confess freely that what you said did not greatly interest me; there are so
many reasons which may make it extremely convenient for a man and more
especially a woman to vanish from the circle of their relations and friends. I
suppose, if we were to consult the police, one would find that in London somebody disappears
mysteriously every other week, and the officers would, no doubt, shrug their
shoulders, and tell you that by the law of averages it could not be otherwise.
So I was very culpably careless to your story, and besides, here is another
reason for my lack of interest; your tale was inexplicable. You could only
suggest a blackguard sailor on the tramp, but I discarded the explanation
immediately.


            “For many reasons, but chiefly because the occasional criminal, the
amateur in brutal crime, is always found out, especially if he selects the
country as the scene of his operations. You will remember the case of
that Garcia you mentioned; he strolled into a railway station the day after the
murder, his trousers covered with blood, and the works of the Dutch clock, his
loot, tied in a neat parcel. So rejecting this, your only suggestion, the whole
tale became, as I say, inexplicable, and, therefore, profoundly uninteresting.
Yes, therefore, it is a perfectly valid conclusion. Do you ever trouble your
head about problems which you know to be insoluble? Did you ever bestow much
thought on the old puzzle of Achilles and the tortoise? Of course not, because
you knew it was a hopeless quest, and so when you told me the story of a country
girl who had disappeared I simply placed the whole
thing down in the category of the insoluble, and thought no more about the
matter. I was mistaken, so it has turned out; but if you remember, you
immediately passed on to an affair which interested you more intensely, because
personally, I need not go over the very singular narrative of the flint signs,
at first I thought it all trivial, probably some children’s game, and if not
that a hoax of some sort; but your showing me the arrow-head awoke my acute
interest. Here, I saw, there was something widely removed from the commonplace, and matter of real curiosity; and as soon as I
came here I set to work to find the solution, repeating to myself again and
again the signs you had described. First came the sign
we have agreed to call the Army; a number of serried lines of flints, all
pointing in the same way. Then the lines, like the spokes of
a wheel, all converging towards the figure of a Bowl, then the triangle or
Pyramid, and last of all the Half moon. I confess that I exhausted
conjecture in my efforts to unveil this mystery, and as you will understand it
was a duplex or rather triplex problem. For I had not merely to ask myself:
what do these figures mean? but also, who can possibly
be responsible for the designing of them? And again, who can possibly possess
such valuable things, and knowing their value thus throw them down by the
wayside? This line of thought led me to suppose that the person or persons in
question did not know the value of unique flint arrow-heads, and yet this did
not lead me far, for a well-educated man might easily be ignorant on such a
subject. Then came the complication of the eye on the wall, and you remember
that we could not avoid the conclusion that in the two cases the same agency
was at work. The peculiar position of these eyes on the wall made me inquire if
there was such a thing as a dwarf anywhere in the neighbourhood,
but I found that there was not, and I knew that the children who pass by every
day had nothing to do with the matter. Yet I felt convinced that whoever drew
the eyes must be from three and a half to four feet high, since, as I pointed
out at the time, anyone who draws on a perpendicular surface chooses by
instinct a spot about level with his face. Then again, there was the question
of the peculiar shape of the eyes; that marked Mongolian character of which the
English countryman could have no conception, and for a final cause of confusion
the obvious fact that the designer or designers must be able practically to see
in the dark. As you remarked, a man who has been confined for many years in an
extremely dark cell or dungeon might acquire that power; but since the days of
Edmond Dantès, where would such a prison be found in Europe? A sailor, who had been
immured for a considerable period in some horrible Chinese oubliette, seemed
the individual I was in search of, and though it looked improbable, it was not
absolutely impossible that a sailor or, let us say, a man employed on
shipboard, should be a dwarf. But how to account for my
imaginary sailor being in possesion of prehistoric
arrow-heads? And the possession granted, what was the meaning and object
of these mysterious signs of flint, and the almond-shaped eyes? Your theory of
a contemplated burglary I saw, nearly from the first, to be quite untenable,
and I confess I was utterly at a loss for a working hypothesis. It was a mere
accident which put me on the track; we passed poor old Trevor, and your mention
of his name and of the disappearance of his daughter, recalled the story which
I had forgotten, or which remained unheeded. Here, then, I said to myself, is
another problem, uninteresting, it is true, by itself; but what if it prove to
be in relation with all these enigmas which torture me? I shut myself in my
room, and endeavoured to dismiss all prejudice from
my mind, and I went over everything de novo, assuming for theory’s sake that
the disappearance of Annie Trevor had some connection with the flint signs and
the eyes on the wall. This assumption did not lead me very far, and I was on
the point of giving the whole problem up in despair, when a possible
significance of the Bowl struck me. As you know there is a ‘Devil’s Punch-bowl’
in Surrey, and I saw that the symbol
might refer to some feature in the country. Putting the two extremes together,
I determined to look for the Bowl near the path which the lost girl had taken,
and you know how I found it. I interpreted the sign by what I knew, and read
the first, the Army, thus:


            “‘there
is to be a gathering or assembly at the Bowl in a fortnight (that is the Half
moon) to see the Pyramid, or to build the Pyramid.’


            “The
eyes, drawn one by one, day by day, evidently checked off the days, and I knew
that there would be fourteen and no more. Thus far the way seemed pretty plain;
I would not trouble myself to inquire as to the nature of the assembly, or as
to who was to assemble in the loneliest and most dreaded place among these
lonely hills. In Ireland or China or the West of America the question would
have been easily answered; a muster of the disaffected, the meeting of a secret
society; vigilantes summoned to report: the thing would be simplicity itself;
but in this quiet corner of England, inhabited by quiet folk, no such
suppositions were possible for a moment. But I knew that I should have an
opportunity of seeing and watching the assembly, and I did not care to perplex
myself with hopeless research; and in place of reasoning a wild fancy entered
into judgment: I remembered what people had said about Annie Trevor’s
disappearance, that she had been ‘taken by the fairies.’ I tell you, Vaughan, I
am a sane man as you are, my brain is not, I trust, mere vacant space to let to
any wild improbability, and I tried my best to thrust the fantasy away. And the
hint came of the old name of fairies, ‘the little people,’ and the very
probable belief that they represent a tradition of the prehistoric Turanian inhabitants of the country, who were cave
dwellers: and then I realized with a shock that I was looking for a being under
four feet in height, accustomed to live in darkness, possessing stone
instruments, and familiar with the Mongolian cast of features! I say this, Vaughan, that I should be ashamed to hint
at such visionary stuff to you, if it were not for that which you saw with your
very eyes last night, and I say that I might doubt the evidence of my senses,
if they were not confirmed by yours. But you and I cannot look each other in
the face and pretend delusion; as you lay on the turf beside me I felt your
flesh shrink and quiver, and I saw your eyes in the light of the flame. And so
I tell you without any shame what was in my mind last night as we went through
the wood and climbed the hill, and lay hidden beneath the rock.


            “There
was one thing that should have been most evident that puzzled me to the very
last. I told you how I read the sign of the Pyramid; the assembly was to see a
pyramid, and the true meaning of the symbol escaped me to the last moment. The
old derivation from ‘up, fire,’ though false, should have set me on the track,
but it never occurred to me.


            “I
think I need say very little more. You know we were quite helpless, even if we
had foreseen what was to come. Ah, the particular place where these signs were
displayed? Yes, that is a curious question. But this house is, so far as I can
judge, in a pretty central situation amongst the hills; and possibly, who can
say yes or no, that queer, old limestone pillar by
your garden wall was a place of meeting before the Celt set foot in Britain. But there is one thing I
must add: I don’t regret our inability to rescue the wretched girl. You saw the
appearance of those things that gathered thick and writhed in the Bowl; you may
be sure that what lay bound in the midst of them was no longer fit for earth.”


            “So?”
said Vaughan.


            “So
she passed in the Pyramid of Fire,” said Dyson, “and they passed again to the
underworld, to the places beneath the hills.”


 


THE END
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