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HE FOLLOWING EVENTS occurred on a small island of

isolated position in a large Canadian lake, to whose cool waters the

inhabitants of Montreal and Toronto flee for rest and recreation in
the hot months. It is only to be regretted that events of such peculiar interest to
the genuine student of the psychical should be entirely uncorroborated. Such
unfortunately, however, is the case.

Our own party of nearly twenty had returned to Montreal that very day, and
I was left in solitary possession for a week or two longer, in order to accomplish
some important “reading” for the law which I had foolishly neglected during
the summer.

It was late in September, and the big trout and maskinonge were stirring
themselves in the depths of the lake, and beginning slowly to move up to the
surface waters as the north winds and early frosts lowered their temperature.
Already the maples were crimson and gold, and the wild laughter of the loons
echoed in sheltered bays that never knew their strange cry in the summer.

With a whole island to oneself, a two-storey cottage, a canoe, and only the
chipmunks, and the farmer’s weekly visit with eggs and bread, to disturb one,
the opportunities for hard reading might be very great. It all depends!

The rest of the party had gone off with many warnings to beware of Indians,
and not to stay late enough to be the victim of a frost that thinks nothing of
forty below zero. After they had gone, the loneliness of the situation made itself
unpleasantly felt. There were no other islands within six or seven miles, and
though the mainland forests lay a couple of miles behind me, they stretched for
a very great distance unbroken by any signs of human habitation. But, though
the island was completely deserted and silent, the rocks and trees that had
echoed human laughter and voices almost every hour of the day for two months



¢ Algernon Blackwood - A Haunted Island ¢
Ghost Story Collection 2 - www.scottslaughter.com

could not fail to retain some memories of it all; and I was not surprised to fancy
I heard a shout or a cry as I passed from rock to rock, and more than once to
imagine that I heard my own name called aloud.

In the cottage there were six tiny little bedrooms divided from one another by
plain unvarnished partitions of pine. A wooden bedstead, a mattress, and a chair,
stood in each room, but I only found two mirrors, and one of these was broken.

The boards creaked a good deal as I moved about, and the signs of occupation
were so recent that I could hardly believe I was alone. I half expected to find
someone left behind, still trying to crowd into a box more than it would hold. The
door of one room was stiff, and refused for a moment to open, and it required
very little persuasion to imagine someone was holding the handle on the inside,
and that when it opened I should meet a pair of human eyes.

A thorough search of the floor led me to select as my own sleeping quarters
a little room with a diminutive balcony over the verandah roof. The room was
very small, but the bed was large, and had the best mattress of them all. It was
situated directly over the sitting-room where I should live and do my “reading,”
and the miniature window looked out to the rising sun. With the exception of a
narrow path which led from the front door and verandah through the trees to
the boat-landing, the island was densely covered with maples, hemlocks, and
cedars. The trees gathered in round the cottage so closely that the slightest wind
made the branches scrape the roof and tap the wooden walls. A few moments
after sunset the darkness became impenetrable, and ten yards beyond the glare
of the lamps that shone through the sitting-room windows—of which there
were four—you could not see an inch before your nose, nor move a step without
running up against a tree.

Therest of that day I spent moving my belongings from my tent to the sitting-
room, taking stock of the contents of the larder, and chopping enough wood for
the stove to last me for a week. After that, just before sunset, I went round the
island a couple of times in my canoe for precaution’s sake. I had never dreamed
of doing this before, but when a man is alone he does things that never occur to
him when he is one of a large party.

How lonely the island seemed when I landed again! The sun was down, and
twilight 1s unknown in these northern regions. The darkness comes up at once.
The canoe safely pulled up and turned over on her face, I groped my way up
the little narrow pathway to the verandah. The six lamps were soon burning
merrily in the front room; but in the kitchen, where I “dined,” the shadows were
so gloomy, and the lamplight was so inadequate, that the stars could be seen
peeping through the cracks between the rafters.

I turned in early that night. Though it was calm and there was no wind, the
creaking of my bedstead and the musical gurgle of the water over the rocks below
were not the only sounds that reached my ears. As I lay awake, the appalling
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emptiness of the house grew upon me. The corridors and vacant rooms seemed
to echo innumerable footsteps, shufflings, the rustle of skirts, and a constant
undertone of whispering. When sleep at length overtook me, the breathings and
noises, however, passed gently to mingle with the voices of my dreams.

A week passed by, and the “reading” progressed favourably. On the tenth
day of my solitude, a strange thing happened. I awoke after a good night’s
sleep to find myself possessed with a marked repugnance for my room. The air
seemed to stifle me. The more I tried to define the cause of this dislike, the more
unreasonable it appeared. There was something about the room that made me
afraid. Absurd as it seems, this feeling clung to me obstinately while dressing,
and more than once I caught myself shivering, and conscious of an inclination
to get out of the room as quickly as possible. The more I tried to laugh it away,
the more real it became; and when at last I was dressed, and went out into the
passage, and downstairs into the kitchen, it was with feelings of relief, such as I
might imagine would accompany one’s escape from the presence of a dangerous
contagious disease.

While cooking my breakfast, I carefully recalled every night spentin the room,
in the hope that I might in some way connect the dislike I now felt with some
disagreeable incident that had occurred in it. But the only thing I could recall
was one stormy night when I suddenly awoke and heard the boards creaking
so loudly in the corridor that I was convinced there were people in the house.
So certain was I of this, that I had descended the stairs, gun in hand, only to
find the doors and windows securely fastened, and the mice and black-beetles
in sole possession of the floor. This was certainly not sufficient to account for
the strength of my feelings.

The morning hours I spent in steady reading; and when I broke off in the
middle of the day for a swim and luncheon, I was very much surprised, if not
a little alarmed, to find that my dislike for the room had, if anything, grown
stronger. Going upstairs to get a book, I experienced the most marked aversion
to entering the room, and while within I was conscious all the time of an
uncomfortable feeling that was halfuneasiness and half apprehension. Theresult
of it was that, instead of reading, I spent the afternoon on the water paddling
and fishing, and when I got home about sundown, brought with me half a dozen
delicious black bass for the supper-table and the larder.

As sleep was an important matter to me at this time, I had decided that if
my aversion to the room was so strongly marked on my return as it had been
before, I would move my bed down into the sitting-room, and sleep there. This
was, I argued, in no sense a concession to an absurd and fanciful fear, but simply
a precaution to ensure a good night’s sleep. A bad night involved the loss of the
next day’s reading,—a loss I was not prepared to incur.
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I accordingly moved my bed downstairs into a corner of the sitting-room
facing the door, and was moreover uncommonly glad when the operation was
completed, and the door of the bedroom closed finally upon the shadows, the
silence, and the strange fear that shared the room with them.

The croaking stroke of the kitchen clock sounded the hour of eight as I finished
washing up my few dishes, and closing the kitchen door behind me, passed into
the front room. All the lamps were lit, and their reflectors, which I had polished
up during the day, threw a blaze of light into the room.

Outside the night was still and warm. Not a breath of air was stirring; the
waves were silent, the trees motionless, and heavy clouds hunglike an oppressive
curtain over the heavens. The darkness seemed to have rolled up with unusual
swiftness, and not the faintest glow of colour remained to show where the sun
had set. There was present in the atmosphere that ominous and overwhelming
silence which so often precedes the most violent storms.

I sat down to my books with my brain unusually clear, and in my heart the
pleasant satisfaction of knowing that five black bass were lying in the ice-house,
and that to-morrow morning the old farmer would arrive with fresh bread and
eggs. I was soon absorbed in my books.

Asthenight wore on the silence deepened. Even the chipmunks were still; and
the boards of the floors and walls ceased creaking. I read on steadily till, from the
gloomy shadows of the kitchen, came the hoarse sound of the clock striking nine.
How loud the strokes sounded! They were like blows of a big hammer. I closed
one book and opened another, feeling that I was just warming up to my work.

This, however, did not last long. I presently found that I was reading the
same paragraphs over twice, simple paragraphs that did not require such effort.
Then I noticed that my mind began to wander to other things, and the effort
to recall my thoughts became harder with each digression. Concentration was
growing momentarily more difficult. Presently I discovered that I had turned
over two pages instead of one, and had not noticed my mistake until I was well
down the page. This was becoming serious. What was the disturbing influence?
It could not be physical fatigue. On the contrary, my mind was unusually alert,
and in a more receptive condition than usual. I made a new and determined
effort to read, and for a short time succeeded in giving my whole attention to
my subject. But in a very few moments again I found myself leaning back in my
chair, staring vacantly into space.

Something was evidently at work in my sub-consciousness. There was
something I had neglected to do. Perhaps the kitchen door and windows were
not fastened. I accordingly went to see, and found that they were! The fire
perhaps needed attention. I went in to see, and found that it was all right! I
looked at the lamps, went upstairs into every bedroom in turn, and then went
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round the house, and even into the ice-house. Nothing was wrong; everything
was in its place. Yet something was wrong! The conviction grew stronger and
stronger within me.

When I at length settled down to my books again and tried to read, I became
aware, for the first time, that the room seemed growing cold. Yet the day had
been oppressively warm, and evening had brought no relief. The six big lamps,
moreover, gave out heat enough to warm the room pleasantly. But a chilliness,
that perhaps crept up from the lake, made itself felt in the room, and caused
me to get up to close the glass door opening on to the verandah.

For a brief moment I stood looking out at the shaft of light that fell from the
windows and shone some little distance down the pathway, and out for a few
feet into the lake.

As I'looked, I saw a canoe glide into the pathway of light, and immediately
crossing it, pass out of sight again into the darkness. It was perhaps a hundred
feet from the shore, and it moved swiftly.

I was surprised that a canoe should pass the island at that time of night, for
all the summer visitors from the other side of the lake had gone home weeks
before, and the island was a long way out of any line of water traffic.

My reading from this moment did not make very good progress, for somehow
the picture of that canoe, gliding so dimly and swiftly across the narrow track of
light on the black waters, silhouetted itself against the background of my mind
with singular vividness. It kept coming between my eyes and the printed page.
The more I thought about it the more surprised I became. It was of larger build
than any I had seen during the past summer months, and was more like the old
Indian war canoes with the high curving bows and stern and wide beam. The
more I tried to read, the less success attended my efforts; and finally I closed
my books and went out on the verandah to walk up and down a bit, and shake
the chilliness out of my bones.

The night was perfectly still, and as dark as imaginable. I stumbled down
the path to the little landing wharf, where the water made the very faintest
of gurgling under the timbers. The sound of a big tree falling in the mainland
forest, far across the lake, stirred echoes in the heavy air, like the first guns of a
distant night attack. Noother sound disturbed the stillness that reigned supreme.

As I stood upon the wharf in the broad splash of light that followed me from
the sitting-room windows, I saw another canoe cross the pathway of uncertain
light upon the water, and disappear at once into the impenetrable gloom that
lay beyond. This time I saw more distinctly than before. It was like the former
canoe, a big birch-bark, with high-crested bows and stern and broad beam. It was
paddled by two Indians, of whom the one in the stern—the steerer—appeared
to be a very large man. I could see this very plainly; and though the second
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canoe was much nearer the island than the first, I judged that they were both
on their way home to the Government Reservation, which was situated some
fifteen miles away upon the mainland.

I was wondering in my mind what could possibly bring any Indians down to
this part of the lake at such an hour of the night, when a third canoe, of precisely
similar build, and also occupied by two Indians, passed silently round the end
of the wharf. This time the canoe was very much nearer shore, and it suddenly
flashed into my mind that the three canoes were in reality one and the same,
and that only one canoe was circling the island!

This was by no means a pleasant reflection, because, if it were the correct
solution of the unusual appearance of the three canoes in this lonely part of
the lake at so late an hour, the purpose of the two men could only reasonably
be considered to be in some way connected with myself. I had never known of
the Indians attempting any violence upon the settlers who shared the wild,
inhospitable country with them; at the same time, it was not beyond the region
of possibility to suppose. ... But then I did not care even to think of such hideous
possibilities, and my imagination immediately sought relief in all manner of
other solutions to the problem, which indeed came readily enough to my mind,
but did not succeed in recommending themselves to my reason.

Meanwhile, by a sort of instinct, I stepped back out of the bright light in
which I had hitherto been standing, and waited in the deep shadow of a rock
to see if the canoe would again make its appearance. Here I could see, without
being seen, and the precaution seemed a wise one.

After less than five minutes the canoe, as I had anticipated, made its fourth
appearance. This time it was not twenty yards from the wharf, and I saw that
the Indians meant to land. I recognised the two men as those who had passed
before, and the steerer was certainly an immense fellow. It was unquestionably
the same canoe. There could be no longer any doubt that for some purpose of
their own the men had been going round and round the island for some time,
waiting for an opportunity to land. I strained my eyes to follow them in the
darkness, but the night had completely swallowed them up, and not even the
faintest swish of the paddles reached my ears as the Indians plied their long
and powerful strokes. The canoe would be round again in a few moments, and
this time it was possible that the men might land. It was well to be prepared. I
knew nothing of their intentions, and two to one (when the two are big Indians!)
late at night on a lonely island was not exactly my idea of pleasant intercourse.

In a corner of the sitting-room, leaning up against the back wall, stood
my Marlin rifle, with ten cartridges in the magazine and one lying snugly in
the greased breech. There was just time to get up to the house and take up a
position of defence in that corner. Without an instant’s hesitation I ran up to
the verandah, carefully picking my way among the trees, so as to avoid being
seen in the light. Entering the room, I shut the door leading to the verandah,
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and as quickly as possible turned out every one of the six lamps. To be in a
room so brilliantly lighted, where my every movement could be observed from
outside, while I could see nothing but impenetrable darkness at every window,
was by all laws of warfare an unnecessary concession to the enemy. And this
enemy, if enemy it was to be, was far too wily and dangerous to be granted any
such advantages.

I stood in the corner of the room with my back against the wall, and my hand
on the cold rifle-barrel. The table, covered with my books, lay between me and
the door, but for the first few minutes after the lights were out the darkness
was so intense that nothing could be discerned at all. Then, very gradually, the
outline of the room became visible, and the framework of the windows began to
shape itself dimly before my eyes.

After a few minutes the door (its upper half of glass), and the two windows
thatlooked out upon the front verandah, became specially distinct; and I was glad
that this was so, because if the Indians came up to the house I should be able to
see their approach, and gather something of their plans. Nor was I mistaken, for
there presently came to my ears the peculiar hollow sound of a canoe landing and
being carefully dragged up over the rocks. The paddles I distinctly heard being
placed underneath, and the silence that ensued thereupon I rightly interpreted
to mean that the Indians were stealthily approaching the house. . ..

While it would be absurd to claim that I was not alarmed—even frightened—
at the gravity of the situation and its possible outcome, I speak the whole truth
when I say that I was not overwhelmingly afraid for myself. I was conscious
that even at this stage of the night I was passing into a psychical condition in
which my sensations seemed no longer normal. Physical fear at no time entered
into the nature of my feelings; and though I kept my hand upon my rifle the
greater part of the night, I was all the time conscious that its assistance could
be of little avail against the terrors that I had to face. More than once I seemed
to feel most curiously that I was in no real sense a part of the proceedings, nor
actually involved in them, but that I was playing the part of a spectator—a
spectator, moreover, on a psychic rather than on a material plane. Many of my
sensations that night were too vague for definite description and analysis, but
the main feeling that will stay with me to the end of my days is the awful horror
of it all, and the miserable sensation that if the strain had lasted a little longer
than was actually the case my mind must inevitably have given way.

Meanwhile I stood still in my corner, and waited patiently for what was
to come. The house was as still as the grave, but the inarticulate voices of the
night sang in my ears, and I seemed to hear the blood running in my veins and
dancing in my pulses.
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If the Indians came to the back of the house, they would find the kitchen
door and window securely fastened. They could not get in there without making
considerable noise, which I was bound to hear. The only mode of getting in
was by means of the door that faced me, and I kept my eyes glued on that door
without taking them off for the smallest fraction of a second.

My sight adapted itself every minute better to the darkness. I saw the table
that nearly filled the room, and left only a narrow passage on each side. I could
also make out the straight backs of the wooden chairs pressed up against it,
and could even distinguish my papers and inkstand lying on the white oilcloth
covering. I thought of the gay faces that had gathered round that table during
the summer, and I longed for the sunlight as I had never longed for it before.

Less than three feet to my left the passage-way led to the kitchen, and the
stairsleading to the bedrooms above commenced in this passage-way, but almost
in the sitting-room itself. Through the windows I could see the dim motionless
outlines of the trees: not a leaf stirred, not a branch moved.

A few moments of this awful silence, and then I was aware of a soft tread on
the boards of the verandah, so stealthy that it seemed an impression directly
on my brain rather than upon the nerves of hearing. Immediately afterwards
a black figure darkened the glass door, and I perceived that a face was pressed
against the upper panes. A shiver ran down my back, and my hair was conscious
of a tendency to rise and stand at right angles to my head.

It was the figure of an Indian, broad-shouldered and immense; indeed, the
largest figure of a man I have ever seen outside of a circus hall. By some power
of light that seemed to generate itself in the brain, I saw the strong dark face
with the aquiline nose and high cheek-bones flattened against the glass. The
direction of the gaze I could not determine; but faint gleams of light as the big
eyes rolled round and showed their whites, told me plainly that no corner of the
room escaped their searching.

For what seemed fully five minutes the dark figure stood there, with the huge
shoulders bent forward so as to bring the head down to the level of the glass;
while behind him, though not nearly so large, the shadowy form of the other
Indian swayed to and fro like a bent tree. While I waited in an agony of suspense
and agitation for their next movement little currents of icy sensation ran up
and down my spine and my heart seemed alternately to stop beating and then
start off again with terrifying rapidity. They must have heard its thumping and
the singing of the blood in my head! Moreover, I was conscious, as I felt a cold
stream of perspiration trickle down my face, of a desire to scream, to shout, to
bang the walls like a child, to make a noise, or do anything that would relieve
the suspense and bring things to a speedy climax.
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It was probably this inclination that led me to another discovery, for when
I tried to bring my rifle from behind my back to raise it and have it pointed
at the door ready to fire, I found that I was powerless to move. The muscles,
paralysed by this strange fear, refused to obey the will. Here indeed was a
terrifying complication!

There was a faint sound of rattling at the brass knob, and the door was pushed
open a couple of inches. A pause of a few seconds, and it was pushed open still
further. Without a sound of footsteps that was appreciable to my ears, the two
figures glided into the room, and the man behind gently closed the door after him.

They were alone with me between the four walls. Could they see me standing
there, so still and straight in my corner? Had they, perhaps, already seen me?
My blood surged and sang like the roll of drums in an orchestra; and though
I did my best to suppress my breathing, it sounded like the rushing of wind
through a pneumatic tube.

My suspense as to the next move was soon at an end—only, however, to give
place to a new and keener alarm. The men had hitherto exchanged no words
and no signs, but there were general indications of a movement across the
room, and whichever way they went they would have to pass round the table.
If they came my way they would have to pass within six inches of my person.
While I was considering this very disagreeable possibility, I perceived that the
smaller Indian (smaller by comparison) suddenly raised his arm and pointed
to the ceiling. The other fellow raised his head and followed the direction of
his companion’s arm. I began to understand at last. They were going upstairs,
and the room directly overhead to which they pointed had been until this night
my bedroom. It was the room in which I had experienced that very morning so
strange a sensation of fear, and but for which I should then have been lying
asleep in the narrow bed against the window.

The Indians then began to move silently around the room; they were going
upstairs, and they were coming round my side of the table. So stealthy were their
movements that, but for the abnormally sensitive state of the nerves, I should
never have heard them. As it was, their cat-like tread was distinctly audible.
Like two monstrous black cats they came round the table toward me, and for the
first time I perceived that the smaller of the two dragged something along the
floor behind him. As it trailed along over the floor with a soft, sweeping sound,
I somehow got the impression that it was a large dead thing with outstretched
wings, or a large, spreading cedar branch. Whatever it was, I was unable to
see it even in outline, and I was too terrified, even had I possessed the power
over my muscles, to move my neck forward in the effort to determine its nature.

Nearer and nearer they came. The leader rested a giant hand upon the table
as he moved. My lips were glued together, and the air seemed to burn in my
nostrils. I tried to close my eyes, so that I might not see as they passed me; but
my eyelids had stiffened, and refused to obey. Would they never get by me?
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Sensation seemed also to have left my legs, and it was as if I were standing on
mere supports of wood or stone. Worse still, I was conscious that I was losing
the power of balance, the power to stand upright, or even to lean backwards
against the wall. Some force was drawing me forward, and a dizzy terror seized
me that I should lose my balance, and topple forward against the Indians just
as they were in the act of passing me.

Even moments drawn out into hours must come to an end some time, and
almost before I knew it the figures had passed me and had their feet upon the
lower step of the stairs leading to the upper bedrooms. There could not have been
six inches between us, and yet I was conscious only of a current of cold air that
followed them. They had not touched me, and I was convinced that they had not
seen me. Even the trailing thing on the floor behind them had not touched my
feet, as I had dreaded it would, and on such an occasion as this I was grateful
even for the smallest mercies.

The absence of the Indians from my immediate neighbourhood brought little
sense of relief. I stood shivering and shuddering in my corner, and, beyond
being able to breathe more freely, I felt no whit less uncomfortable. Also, I was
aware that a certain light, which, without apparent source or rays, had enabled
me to follow their every gesture and movement, had gone out of the room with
their departure. An unnatural darkness now filled the room, and pervaded its
every corner so that I could barely make out the positions of the windows and
the glass doors.

AsIsaid before, my condition was evidently an abnormal one. The capacity for
feeling surprise seemed, as in dreams, to be wholly absent. My senses recorded
with unusual accuracy every smallest occurrence, but I was able to draw only
the simplest deductions.

The Indians soon reached the top of the stairs, and there they halted for a
moment. I had not the faintest clue as to their next movement. They appeared to
hesitate. They were listening attentively. Then I heard one of them, who by the
weight of his soft tread must have been the giant, cross the narrow corridor and
enter the room directly overhead—my own little bedroom. But for the insistence
of that unaccountable dread I had experienced there in the morning, I should
at that very moment have been lying in the bed with the big Indian in the room
standing beside me.

For the space of a hundred seconds there was silence, such as might have
existed before the birth of sound. It was followed by a long quivering shriek of
terror, which rang out into the night, and ended in a short gulp before it had run
its full course. At the same moment the other Indian left his place at the head of
the stairs, and joined his companion in the bedroom. I heard the “thing” trailing
behind him along the floor. A thud followed, as of something heavy falling, and
then all became as still and silent as before.

10
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It was at this point that the atmosphere, surcharged all day with the
electricity of a fierce storm, found relief in a dancing flash of brilliant lightning
simultaneously with a crash of loudest thunder. For five seconds every article in
the room was visible to me with amazing distinctness, and through the windows
I saw the tree trunks standing in solemn rows. The thunder pealed and echoed
across the lake and among the distant islands, and the flood-gates of heaven
then opened and let out their rain in streaming torrents.

The drops fell with a swift rushing sound upon the still waters of the lake,
which leaped up to meet them, and pattered with the rattle of shot on the leaves
of the maples and the roof of the cottage. A moment later, and another flash,
even more brilliant and of longer duration than the first, lit up the sky from
zenith to horizon, and bathed the room momentarily in dazzling whiteness. I
could see the rain glistening on the leaves and branches outside. The wind rose
suddenly, and in less than a minute the storm that had been gathering all day
burst forth in its full fury.

Above all the noisy voices of the elements, the slightest sounds in the room
overhead made themselves heard, and in the few seconds of deep silence that
followed the shriek of terror and pain I was aware that the movements had
commenced again. The men were leaving the room and approaching the top of
the stairs. A short pause, and they began to descend. Behind them, tumbling
from step to step, I could hear that trailing “thing” being dragged along. It had
become ponderous!

I awaited their approach with a degree of calmness, almost of apathy, which
was only explicable on the ground that after a certain point Nature applies her
own anaesthetic, and a merciful condition of numbness supervenes. On they
came, step by step, nearer and nearer, with the shuffling sound of the burden
behind growing louder as they approached.

They were already half-way down the stairs when I was galvanised afresh
into a condition of terror by the consideration of a new and horrible possibility.
It was the reflection that if another vivid flash of lightning were to come when
the shadowy procession was in the room, perhaps when it was actually passing
in front of me, I should see everything in detail, and worse, be seen myself! I
could only hold my breath and wait—wait while the minutes lengthened into
hours, and the procession made its slow progress round the room.

The Indians had reached the foot of the staircase. The form of the huge leader
loomed in the doorway of the passage, and the burden with an ominous thud had
dropped from the last step to the floor. There was a moment’s pause while I saw
the Indian turn and stoop to assist his companion. Then the procession moved
forward again, entered the room close on my left, and began to move slowly round
my side of the table. The leader was already beyond me, and his companion,
dragging on the floor behind him the burden, whose confused outline I could

11
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dimly make out, was exactly in front of me, when the cavalcade came to a dead
halt. At the same moment, with the strange suddenness of thunderstorms, the
splash of the rain ceased altogether, and the wind died away into utter silence.

For the space of five seconds my heart seemed to stop beating, and then the
worst came. A double flash of lightning lit up the room and its contents with
merciless vividness.

The huge Indian leader stood a few feet past me on my right. One leg was
stretched forward in the act of taking a step. His immense shoulders were
turned toward his companion, and in all their magnificent fierceness I saw the
outline of his features. His gaze was directed upon the burden his companion
was dragging along the floor; but his profile, with the big aquiline nose, high
cheek-bone, straight black hair and bold chin, burnt itself in that brief instant
into my brain, never again to fade.

Dwarfish, compared with this gigantic figure, appeared the proportions of
the other Indian, who, within twelve inches of my face, was stooping over the
thing he was dragging in a position that lent to his person the additional horror
of deformity. And the burden, lying upon a sweeping cedar branch which he
held and dragged by a long stem, was the body of a white man. The scalp had
been neatly lifted, and blood lay in a broad smear upon the cheeks and forehead.

Then, for the first time that night, the terror that had paralysed my muscles
and my will lifted its unholy spell from my soul. With a loud cry I stretched out
my arms to seize the big Indian by the throat, and, grasping only air, tumbled
forward unconscious upon the ground.

I had recognised the body, and the face was my own!. . ..

It was bright daylight when a man’s voice recalled me to consciousness. I
was lying where I had fallen, and the farmer was standing in the room with
the loaves of bread in his hands. The horror of the night was still in my heart,
and as the bluff settler helped me to my feet and picked up the rifle which had
fallen with me, with many questions and expressions of condolence, I imagine
my brief replies were neither self-explanatory nor even intelligible.

That day, after a thorough and fruitless search of the house, I left the island,
and went over to spend my last ten days with the farmer; and when the time
came for me to leave, the necessary reading had been accomplished, and my
nerves had completely recovered their balance.

On the day of my departure the farmer started early in his big boat with my
belongings to row to the point, twelve miles distant, where a little steamer ran
twice a week for the accommodation of hunters. Late in the afternoon I went off
in another direction in my canoe, wishing to see the island once again, where I
had been the victim of so strange an experience.
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In due course I arrived there, and made a tour of the island. I also made
a search of the little house, and it was not without a curious sensation in my
heart that I entered the little upstairs bedroom. There seemed nothing unusual.

Just after I re-embarked, I saw a canoe gliding ahead of me around the curve
of the island. A canoe was an unusual sight at this time of the year, and this one
seemed to have sprung from nowhere. Altering my course a little, I watched it
disappear around the next projecting point of rock. It had high curving bows, and
there were two Indians in it. I lingered with some excitement, to see if it would
appear again round the other side of the island; and in less than five minutes
it came into view. There were less than two hundred yards between us, and
the Indians, sitting on their haunches, were paddling swiftly in my direction.

I never paddled faster in my life than I did in those next few minutes. When
I turned to look again, the Indians had altered their course, and were again
circling the island.

The sun was sinking behind the forests on the mainland, and the crimson-
coloured clouds of sunset were reflected in the waters of the lake, when I looked
round for the last time, and saw the big bark canoe and its two dusky occupants
still going round the island. Then the shadows deepened rapidly; the lake grew
black, and the night wind blew its first breath in my face as I turned a corner,
and a projecting bluff of rock hid from my view both island and canoe.

1z
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41

WHEN I WAS a medical student,” began the doctor, half turning

towards his circle of listeners in the firelight, “I came across one or two very

curious human beings; but there was one fellow I remember particularly,
for he caused me the most vivid, and I think the most uncomfortable, emotions I
have ever known.

“For many months I knew Smith only by name as the occupant of the floor
above me. Obviously his name meant nothing to me. Moreover I was busy with
lectures, reading, cliniques and the like, and had little leisure to devise plans for
scraping acquaintance with any of the other lodgers in the house. Then chance
brought us curiously together, and this fellow Smith left a deep impression
upon me as the result of our first meeting. At the time the strength of this first
impression seemed quite inexplicable to me, but looking back at the episode now
from a stand-point of greater knowledge I judge the fact to have been that he
stirred my curiosity to an unusual degree, and at the same time awakened my
sense of horror—whatever that may be in a medical student—about as deeply
and permanently as these two emotions were capable of being stirred at all in
the particular system and set of nerves called ME.

“How he knew that I was interested in the study of languages was something
I could never explain, but one day, quite unannounced, he came quietly into my
room in the evening and asked me point-blank if I knew enough Hebrew to help
him in the pronunciation of certain words.

“He caught me along the line of least resistance, and I was greatly flattered
to be able to give him the desired information; but it was only when he had
thanked me and was gone that I realised  had been in the presence of an unusual
individuality. For the life of me I could not quite seize and label the peculiarities
of what I felt to be a very striking personality, but it was borne in upon me that
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he was a man apart from his fellows, a mind that followed a line leading away
from ordinary human intercourse and human interests, and into regions that
left in his atmosphere something remote, rarefied, chilling.

“The moment he was gone I became conscious of two things—an intense
curiosity to know more about this man and what his real interests were, and
secondly, the fact that my skin was crawling and that my hair had a tendency
to rise.”

The doctor paused a moment here to puff hard at his pipe, which, however,
had gone out beyond recall without the assistance of a match; and in the deep
silence, which testified to the genuine interest of his listeners, someone poked
the fire up into a little blaze, and one or two others glanced over their shoulders
into the dark distances of the big hall.

“On looking back,” he went on, watching the momentary flames in the grate,
“I see a short, thick-set man of perhaps forty-five, with immense shoulders and
small, slender hands. The contrast was noticeable, for I remember thinking that
such a giant frame and such slim finger bones hardly belonged together. His
head, too, was large and very long, the head of an idealist beyond all question,
yet with an unusually strong development of the jaw and chin. Here again was
a singular contradiction, though I am better able now to appreciate its full
meaning, with a greater experience in judging the values of physiognomy. For
this meant, of course, an enthusiastic idealism balanced and kept in check by
will and judgment—elements usually deficient in dreamers and visionaries.

“At any rate, here was a being with probably a very wide range of possibilities,
a machine with a pendulum that most likely had an unusual length of swing.

“The man’s hair was exceedingly fine, and the lines about his nose and mouth
were cut as with a delicate steel instrument in wax. His eyes I have left to the
last. They were large and quite changeable, not in colour only, but in character,
size, and shape. Occasionally they seemed the eyes of someone else, if you can
understand what I mean, and at the same time, in their shifting shades of blue,
green, and a nameless sort of dark grey, there was a sinister light in them that
lent to the whole face an aspect almost alarming. Moreover, they were the most
luminous optics I think I have ever seen in any human being.

“There, then, at the risk of a wearisome description, is Smith as I saw
him for the first time that winter’s evening in my shabby student’s rooms in
Edinburgh. And yet the real part of him, of course, I have left untouched, for it
is both indescribable and un-get-atable. I have spoken already of an atmosphere
of warning and aloofness he carried about with him. It is impossible further
to analyse the series of little shocks his presence always communicated to my
being; but there was that about him which made me instantly on the qui vive in
his presence, every nerve alert, every sense strained and on the watch. I do not
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mean that he deliberately suggested danger, but rather that he brought forces
in his wake which automatically warned the nervous centres of my system to
be on their guard and alert.

“Since the days of my first acquaintance with this man I have lived through
other experiences and have seen much I cannot pretend to explain or understand;
but, so far in my life, I have only once come across a human being who suggested
a disagreeable familiarity with unholy things, and who made me feel uncanny
and ‘creepy’ in his presence; and that unenviable individual was Mr. Smith.

“What his occupation was during the day I never knew. I think he slept until
the sun set. No one ever saw him on the stairs, or heard him move in his room
during the day. He was a creature of the shadows, who apparently preferred
darkness to light. Our landlady either knew nothing, or would say nothing. At
any rate she found no fault, and I have since wondered often by what magic
this fellow was able to convert a common landlady of a common lodging-house
into a discreet and uncommunicative person. This alone was a sign of genius
of some sort.

“He’s been here with me for years—Ilong before you come, an’ I don’t interfere
or ask no questions of what doesn’t concern me, as long as people pays their
rent,” was the only remark on the subject that I ever succeeded in winning from
that quarter, and it certainly told me nothing nor gave me any encouragement
to ask for further information.

“Examinations, however, and the general excitement of a medical student’s
life for a time put Mr. Smith completely out of my head. For a long period he
did not call upon me again, and for my part, I felt no courage to return his
unsolicited visit.

“Just then, however, there came a change in the fortunes of those who
controlled my very limited income, and I was obliged to give up my ground-floor
and move aloft to more modest chambers on the top of the house. Here I was
directly over Smith, and had to pass his door to reach my own.

“It so happened that about this time I was frequently called out at all
hours of the night for the maternity cases which a fourth-year student takes
at a certain period of his studies, and on returning from one of these visits at
about two o’clock in the morning I was surprised to hear the sound of voices as
I passed his door. A peculiar sweet odour, too, not unlike the smell of incense,
penetrated into the passage.

“I went upstairs very quietly, wondering what was going on there at this
hour of the morning. To my knowledge Smith never had visitors. For a moment
I hesitated outside the door with one foot on the stairs. All my interest in this
strange man revived, and my curiosity rose to a point not far from action. At last
I might learn something of the habits of this lover of the night and the darkness.
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“The sound of voices was plainly audible, Smith’s predominating so much
that I never could catch more than points of sound from the other, penetrating
now and then the steady stream of his voice. Not a single word reached me,
at least, not a word that I could understand, though the voice was loud and
distinct, and it was only afterwards that I realised he must have been speaking
in a foreign language.

“The sound of footsteps, too, was equally distinct. Two persons were moving
about the room, passing and repassing the door, one of them a light, agile
person, and the other ponderous and somewhat awkward. Smith’s voice went
on incessantly with its odd, monotonous droning, now loud, now soft, as he
crossed and re-crossed the floor. The other person was also on the move, but in
a different and less regular fashion, for I heard rapid steps that seemed to end
sometimes in stumbling, and quick sudden movements that brought up with a
violent lurching against the wall or furniture.

“As I listened to Smith’s voice, moreover, I began to feel afraid. There was
something in the sound that made me feel intuitively he was in a tight place,
and an impulse stirred faintly in me—very faintly, I admit—to knock at the
door and inquire if he needed help.

“But long before the impulse could translate itself into an act, or even before
it had been properly weighed and considered by the mind, I heard a voice close
beside me in the air, a sort of hushed whisper which I am certain was Smith
speaking, though the sound did not seem to have come to me through the door.
It was close in my very ear, as though he stood beside me, and it gave me such
a start, that I clutched the banisters to save myself from stepping backwards
and making a clatter on the stairs.

) *

“There is nothing you can do to help me,” it said distinctly, ‘and you will be

much safer in your own room.’

“I am ashamed to this day of the pace at which I covered the flight of stairs
in the darkness to the top floor, and of the shaking hand with which I lit my
candles and bolted the door. But, there it is, just as it happened.

“This midnight episode, so odd and yet so trivial in itself, fired me with more
curiosity than ever about my fellow-lodger. It also made me connect him in my
mind with a sense of fear and distrust. I never saw him, yet I was often, and
uncomfortably, aware of his presence in the upper regions of that gloomy lodging-
house. Smith and his secret mode of life and mysterious pursuits, somehow
contrived to awakenin my being a line of reflection that disturbed my comfortable
condition of ignorance. I never saw him, as I have said, and exchanged no sort of
communication with him, yet it seemed to me that his mind was in contact with
mine, and some of the strange forces of his atmosphere filtered through into my
being and disturbed my equilibrium. Those upper floors became haunted for me
after dark, and, though outwardly our lives never came into contact, I became
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unwillingly involved in certain pursuits on which his mind was centred. I felt
that he was somehow making use of me against my will, and by methods which
passed my comprehension.

“I'wasatthattime, moreover, inthe heavy, unquestioning state of materialism
which is common to medical students when they begin to understand something
of the human anatomy and nervous system, and jump at once to the conclusion
that they control the universe and hold in their forceps the last word of life and
death. I ’knew it all,” and regarded a belief in anything beyond matter as the
wanderings of weak, or at best, untrained minds. And this condition of mind,
of course, added to the strength of this upsetting fear which emanated from the
floor below and began slowly to take possession of me.

“Though I kept no notes of the subsequent events in this matter, they made
too deep an impression for me ever to forget the sequence in which they occurred.
Without difficulty I can recall the next step in the adventure with Smith, for
adventure it rapidly grew to be.”

The doctor stopped a moment and laid his pipe on the table behind him before
continuing. The fire had burned low, and no one stirred to poke it. The silence
in the great hall was so deep that when the speaker’s pipe touched the table the
sound woke audible echoes at the far end among the shadows.

“One evening, while I was reading, the door of my room opened and Smith
came in. He made no attempt at ceremony. It was after ten o’clock and I was
tired, but the presence of the man immediately galvanised me into activity. My
attempts at ordinary politeness he thrust on one side at once, and began asking
me to vocalise, and then pronounce for him, certain Hebrew words; and when
this was done he abruptly inquired if I was not the fortunate possessor of a very
rare Rabbinical Treatise, which he named.

“How he knew that I possessed this book puzzled me exceedingly; but I was
still more surprised to see him cross the room and take it out of my book-shelf
almost before I had had time to answer in the affirmative. Evidently he knew
exactly where it was kept. This excited my curiosity beyond all bounds, and I
immediately began asking him questions; and though, out of sheer respect for the
man, I put them very delicately to him, and almost by way of mere conversation,
he had only one reply for the lot. He would look up at me from the pages of
the book with an expression of complete comprehension on his extraordinary
features, would bow his head a little and say very gravely—

“That, of course, is a perfectly proper question,—which was absolutely all
I could ever get out of him.

“On this particular occasion he stayed with me perhaps ten or fifteen minutes.
Then he went quickly downstairs to his room with my Hebrew Treatise in his
hand, and I heard him close and bolt his door.
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“But a few moments later, before I had time to settle down to my book again,
or to recover from the surprise his visit had caused me, I heard the door open,
and there stood Smith once again beside my chair. He made no excuse for his
second interruption, but bent his head down to the level of my reading lamp
and peered across the flame straight into my eyes.

“I hope,” he whispered, ‘I hope you are never disturbed at night?’

“Eh? I stammered, ‘disturbed at night? Oh no, thanks, at least, not that I
know of—

“I'm glad,” he replied gravely, appearing not to notice my confusion and
surprise at his question. ‘But, remember, should it ever be the case, please let
me know at once.’

“And he was gone down the stairs and into his room again.

“For some minutes I sat reflecting upon his strange behaviour. He was not
mad, I argued, but was the victim of some harmless delusion that had gradually
grown upon him as a result of his solitary mode of life; and from the books he
used, I judged that it had something to do with mediseval magic, or some system
of ancient Hebrew mysticism. The words he asked me to pronounce for him were
probably ‘Words of Power,” which, when uttered with the vehemence of a strong
will behind them, were supposed to produce physical results, or set up vibrations
in one’s own inner being that had the effect of a partial lifting of the veil.

“I sat thinking about the man, and his way of living, and the probable effects
in the long-run of his dangerous experiments, and I can recall perfectly well
the sensation of disappointment that crept over me when I realised that I had
labelled his particular form of aberration, and that my curiosity would therefore
no longer be excited.

“For some time I had been sitting alone with these reflections—it may have
been ten minutes or it may have been half an hour—when I was aroused from
my reverie by the knowledge that someone was again in the room standing close
beside my chair. My first thought was that Smith had come back again in his
swift, unaccountable manner, but almost at the same moment I realised that
this could not be the case at all. For the door faced my position, and it certainly
had not been opened again.

“Yet, someone was in the room, moving cautiously to and fro, watching me,
almost touching me. I was as sure of it as I was of myself, and though at the
moment I do not think I was actually afraid, I am bound to admit that a certain
weakness came over me and that I felt that strange disinclination for action
which is probably the beginning of the horrible paralysis of real terror. I should
have been glad to hide myself, if that had been possible, to cower into a corner,
or behind a door, or anywhere so that I could not be watched and observed.
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“But, overcoming my nervousness with an effort of the will, I got up quickly
out of my chair and held the reading lamp aloft so that it shone into all the
corners like a searchlight.

“The room was utterly empty! It was utterly empty, at least, to the eye, but
to the nerves, and especially to that combination of sense perception which is
made up by all the senses acting together, and by no one in particular, there
was a person standing there at my very elbow.

“I say ‘person,’ for I can think of no appropriate word. For, if it was a human
being, I can only affirm that I had the overwhelming conviction that it was not,
but that it was some form of life wholly unknown to me both as to its essence and
its nature. A sensation of gigantic force and power came with it, and I remember
vividly to this day my terror on realising that I was close to an invisible being
who could crush me as easily as I could crush a fly, and who could see my every
movement while itself remaining invisible.

“To this terror was added the certain knowledge that the ‘being’ kept in my
proximity for a definite purpose. And that this purpose had some direct bearing
upon my well-being, indeed upon my life, I was equally convinced; for I became
aware of a sensation of growing lassitude as though the vitality were being
steadily drained out of my body. My heart began to beat irregularly at first,
then faintly. I was conscious, even within a few minutes, of a general drooping
of the powers of life in the whole system, an ebbing away of self-control, and a
distinct approach of drowsiness and torpor.

“The power to move, or to think out any mode of resistance, was fast leaving
me, when there rose, in the distance as it were, a tremendous commotion. A
door opened with a clatter, and I heard the peremptory and commanding tones
of a human voice calling aloud in a language I could not comprehend. It was
Smith, my fellow-lodger, calling up the stairs; and his voice had not sounded for
more than a few seconds, when I felt something withdrawn from my presence,
from my person, indeed from my very skin. It seemed as if there was a rushing
of air and some large creature swept by me at about the level of my shoulders.
Instantly the pressure on my heart was relieved, and the atmosphere seemed
to resume its normal condition.

“Smith’s door closed quietly downstairs, as I put thelamp down with trembling
hands. What had happened I do not know; only, I was alone again and my
strength was returning as rapidly as it had left me.

“I went across the room and examined myself in the glass. The skin was very
pale, and the eyes dull. My temperature, I found, was a little below normal and
my pulse faint and irregular. But these smaller signs of disturbance were as
nothing compared with the feeling l had—though no outward signs bore testimony
to the fact—that I had narrowly escaped a real and ghastly catastrophe. I felt
shaken, somehow, shaken to the very roots of my being.”
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The doctor rose from his chair and crossed over to the dying fire, so that no
one could see the expression on his face as he stood with his back to the grate,
and continued his weird tale.

“It would be wearisome,” he went on in a lower voice, looking over our heads
as though he still saw the dingy top floor of that haunted Edinburgh lodging-
house; “it would be tedious for me at this length of time to analyse my feelings, or
attempt to reproduce for you the thorough examination to which I endeavoured
then to subject my whole being, intellectual, emotional, and physical. I need only
mention the dominant emotion with which this curious episode left me—the
indignant anger against myselfthatI could ever have lost my self-control enough
to come under the sway of so gross and absurd a delusion. This protest, however,
Iremember making with all the emphasis possible. And I also remember noting
that it brought me very little satisfaction, for it was the protest of my reason
only, when all the rest of my being was up in arms against its conclusions.

“My dealings with the ‘delusion,” however, were not yet over for the night;
for very early next morning, somewhere about three o’clock, I was awakened
by a curiously stealthy noise in the room, and the next minute there followed a
crash as if all my books had been swept bodily from their shelf on to the floor.

“But this time I was not frightened. Cursing the disturbance with all the
resounding and harmless words I could accumulate, I jumped out of bed and lit
the candle in a second, and in the first dazzle of the flaring match—but before
the wick had time to catch—I was certain I saw a dark grey shadow, of ungainly
shape, and with something more or less like a human head, drive rapidly past
the side of the wall farthest from me and disappear into the gloom by the angle
of the door.

“I waited one single second to be sure the candle was alight, and then dashed
after it, but before I had gone two steps, my foot stumbled against something
hard piled up on the carpet and I only just saved myself from falling headlong.
I picked myself up and found that all the books from what I called my ‘language
shelf’ were strewn across the floor. The room, meanwhile, as a minute’s search
revealed, was quite empty. I looked in every corner and behind every stick of
furniture, and a student’s bedroom on a top floor, costing twelve shillings a week,
did not hold many available hiding-places, as you may imagine.

“The crash, however, was explained. Some very practical and physical force
had thrown the books from their resting-place. That, at least, was beyond all
doubt. And as I replaced them on the shelf and noted that not one was missing,
I busied myself mentally with the sore problem of how the agent of this little
practical joke had gained access to my room, and then escaped again. For my
door was locked and bolted.
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“Smith’s odd question as to whether I was disturbed in the night, and his
warning injunction to let him know at once if such were the case, now of course
returned to affect me as I stood there in the early morning, cold and shivering
on the carpet; but I realised at the same moment how impossible it would be for
me to admit that a more than usually vivid nightmare could have any connection
with himself. I would rather stand a hundred of these mysterious visitations
than consult such a man as to their possible cause.

“A knock at the door interrupted my reflections, and I gave a start that sent
the candle grease flying.

“Let me in,’ came in Smith’s voice.

“Iunlocked the door. He came in fully dressed. His face wore a curious pallor.
It seemed to me to be under the skin and to shine through and almost make it
luminous. His eyes were exceedingly bright.

“I was wondering what in the world to say to him, or how he would explain
his visit at such an hour, when he closed the door behind him and came close
up to me—uncomfortably close.

“You should have called me at once,” he said in his whispering voice, fixing
his great eyes on my face.

“I stammered something about an awful dream, but he ignored my remark
utterly, and I caught his eye wandering next—if any movement of those optics
can be described as ‘wandering’—to the book-shelf. I watched him, unable to
move my gaze from his person. The man fascinated me horribly for some reason.
Why, in the devil’'s name, was he up and dressed at three in the morning? How
did he know anything had happened unusual in my room? Then his whisper
began again.

“It’s your amazing vitality that causes you this annoyance,” he said, shifting
his eyes back to mine.

“I gasped. Something in his voice or manner turned my blood into ice.

“That’s the real attraction,” he went on. ‘But if this continues one of us will
have to leave, you know.’

“I positively could not find a word to say in reply. The channels of speech
dried up within me. I simply stared and wondered what he would say next. I
watched him in a sort of dream, and as far as I can remember, he asked me
to promise to call him sooner another time, and then began to walk round the
room, uttering strange sounds, and making signs with his arms and hands until
he reached the door. Then he was gone in a second, and I had closed and locked
the door behind him.
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“After this, the Smith adventure drew rapidly to a climax. It was a week or
two later, and I was coming home between two and three in the morning from
a maternity case, certain features of which for the time being had very much
taken possession of my mind, so much so, indeed, that I passed Smith’s door
without giving him a single thought.

“The gas jet on the landing was still burning, but so low that it made little
impression on the waves of deep shadow that lay across the stairs. Overhead,
the faintest possible gleam of grey showed that the morning was not far away.
A few stars shone down through the sky-light. The house was still as the grave,
and the only sound to break the silence was the rushing of the wind round the
walls and over the roof. But this was a fitful sound, suddenly rising and as
suddenly falling away again, and it only served to intensify the silence.

“I had already reached my own landing when I gave a violent start. It was
automatic, almost a reflex action in fact, for it was only when I caught myself
fumbling at the door handle and thinking where I could conceal myself quickest
that I realised a voice had sounded close beside me in the air. It was the same
voice I had heard before, and it seemed to me to be calling for help. And yet the
very same minute I pushed on into the room, determined to disregard it, and
seeking to persuade myself it was the creaking of the boards under my weight
or the rushing noise of the wind that had deceived me.

“But hardly had I reached the table where the candles stood when the sound
was unmistakably repeated: ‘Help! help! And this time it was accompanied by
what I can only describe as a vivid tactile hallucination. I was touched: the skin
of my arm was clutched by fingers.

“Some compelling force sent me headlong downstairs as if the haunting forces
of the whole world were at my heels. At Smith’s door I paused. The force of his
previous warning injunction to seek his aid without delay acted suddenly and
I leant my whole weight against the panels, little dreaming that I should be
called upon to give help rather than to receive it.

“The door yielded at once, and I burst into a room that was so full of a choking
vapour, moving in slow clouds, that at first I could distinguish nothing at all
but a set of what seemed to be huge shadows passing in and out of the mist.
Then, gradually, I perceived that a red lamp on the mantelpiece gave all the
light there was, and that the room which I now entered for the first time was
almost empty of furniture.

“The carpet was rolled back and piled in a heap in the corner, and upon the
white boards of the floor I noticed a large circle drawn in black of some material
that emitted a faint glowing light and was apparently smoking. Inside this
circle, as well as at regular intervals outside it, were curious-looking designs,
also traced in the same black, smoking substance. These, too, seemed to emit
a feeble light of their own.
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“My first impression on entering the room had been that it was full of—people,
Iwas going to say; but that hardly expresses my meaning. Beings, they certainly
were, but it was borne in upon me beyond the possibility of doubt, that they were
not human beings. That I had caught a momentary glimpse of living, intelligent
entities I can never doubt, but I am equally convinced, though I cannot prove
it, that these entities were from some other scheme of evolution altogether, and
had nothing to do with the ordinary human life, either incarnate or discarnate.

“But, whatever they were, the visible appearance of them was exceedingly
fleeting. Ino longer saw anything, though I still felt convinced of their immediate
presence. They were, moreover, of the same order of life as the visitant in my
bedroom of a few nights before, and their proximity to my atmosphere in numbers,
instead of singly as before, conveyed to my mind something that was quite
terrible and overwhelming. I fell into a violent trembling, and the perspiration
poured from my face in streams.

“They were in constant motion about me. They stood close to my side; moved
behind me; brushed past my shoulder; stirred the hair on my forehead; and circled
round me without ever actually touching me, yet always pressing closer and
closer. Especially in the air just over my head there seemed ceaseless movement,
and it was accompanied by a confused noise of whispering and sighing that
threatened every moment to become articulate in words. To my intense relief,
however, I heard no distinct words, and the noise continued more like the rising
and falling of the wind than anything else I can imagine.

“But the characteristic of these ‘Beings’ that impressed me most strongly at
the time, and of which I have carried away the most permanent recollection,
was that each one of them possessed what seemed to be a vibrating centre which
impelled it with tremendous force and caused a rapid whirling motion of the
atmosphere as it passed me. The air was full of these little vortices of whirring,
rotating force, and whenever one of them pressed me too closely I felt as if
the nerves in that particular portion of my body had been literally drawn out,
absolutely depleted of vitality, and then immediately replaced—but replaced
dead, flabby, useless.

“Then, suddenly, for the first time my eyes fell upon Smith. He was crouching
against the wall on my right, in an attitude that was obviously defensive, and it
was plain he was in extremities. The terror on his face was pitiable, but at the
same time there was another expression about the tightly clenched teeth and
mouth which showed that he had not lost all control of himself. He wore the most
resolute expression I have ever seen on a human countenance, and, though for
the moment at a fearful disadvantage, he looked like a man who had confidence
in himself, and, in spite of the working of fear, was waiting his opportunity.

“For my part, I was face to face with a situation so utterly beyond my
knowledge and comprehension, that I felt as helpless as a child, and as useless.
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“Help me back—quick—into that circle,” I heard him half cry, half whisper
to me across the moving vapours.

“My only value appears to have been that I was not afraid to act. Knowing
nothing of the forces I was dealing with I had no idea of the deadly perils risked,
and I sprang forward and caught him by the arms. He threw all his weight in
my direction, and by our combined efforts his body left the wall and lurched
across the floor towards the circle.

“Instantly there descended upon us, out of the empty air of that smoke-laden
room, a force which I can only compare to the pushing, driving power of a great
wind pent up within a narrow space. It was almost explosive in its effect, and
it seemed to operate upon all parts of my body equally. It fell upon us with a
rushing noise that filled my ears and made me think for a moment the very
walls and roof of the building had been torn asunder. Under its first blow we
staggered back against the wall, and I understood plainly that its purpose was
to prevent us getting back into the circle in the middle of the floor.

“Pouring with perspiration, and breathless, with every muscle strained to
the very utmost, we at length managed to get to the edge of the circle, and at
this moment, so great was the opposing force, that I felt myself actually torn
from Smith’s arms, lifted from my feet, and twirled round in the direction of
the windows as if the wheel of some great machine had caught my clothes and
was tearing me to destruction in its revolution.

“But, even as I fell, bruised and breathless, against the wall, I saw Smith
firmly upon his feet in the circle and slowly rising again to an upright position.
My eyes never left his figure once in the next few minutes.

“He drew himselfup to his full height. His great shoulders squared themselves.
His head was thrown back a little, and as I looked I saw the expression on his
face change swiftly from fear to one of absolute command. He looked steadily
round the room and then his voice began to vibrate. At first in a low tone, it
gradually rose till it assumed the same volume and intensity I had heard that
night when he called up the stairs into my room.

“It was a curiously increasing sound, more like the swelling of an instrument
than a human voice; and as it grew in power and filled the room, I became aware
that a great change was being effected slowly and surely. The confusion of noise
and rushings of air fell into the roll of long, steady vibrations not unlike those
caused by the deeper pedals of an organ. The movements in the air became
less violent, then grew decidedly weaker, and finally ceased altogether. The
whisperings and sighings became fainter and fainter, till at last I could not
hear them at all; and, strangest of all, the light emitted by the circle, as well
as by the designs round it, increased to a steady glow, casting their radiance
upwards with the weirdest possible effect upon his features. Slowly, by the
power of his voice, behind which lay undoubtedly a genuine knowledge of the
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occult manipulation of sound, this man dominated the forces that had escaped
from their proper sphere, until at length the room was reduced to silence and
perfect order again.

“Judging by the immense relief which also communicated itself to my nerves
I then felt that the crisis was over and Smith was wholly master of the situation.

“But hardly had I begun to congratulate myself upon this result, and to gather
my scattered senses about me, when, uttering a loud cry, I saw him leap out
of the circle and fling himself into the air—as it seemed to me, into the empty
air. Then, even while holding my breath for dread of the crash he was bound to
come upon the floor, I saw him strike with a dull thud against a solid body in
mid-air, and the next instant he was wrestling with some ponderous thing that
was absolutely invisible to me, and the room shook with the struggle.

“To and fro they swayed, sometimes lurching in one direction, sometimes
in another, and always in horrible proximity to myself, as I leaned trembling
against the wall and watched the encounter.

“It lasted at most but a short minute or two, ending as suddenly as it had
begun. Smith, with an unexpected movement, threw up his arms with a cry of
relief. At the same instant there was a wild, tearing shriek in the air beside
me and something rushed past us with a noise like the passage of a flock of
big birds. Both windows rattled as if they would break away from their sashes.
Then a sense of emptiness and peace suddenly came over the room, and I knew
that all was over.

“Smith, his face exceedingly white, but otherwise strangely composed, turned
to me at once.

“God!—if you hadn’t come—You deflected the stream; broke it up— he
whispered. ‘You saved me.”

The doctor made a long pause. Presently he felt for his pipe in the darkness,
groping over the table behind us with both hands. No one spoke for a bit, but
all dreaded the sudden glare that would come when he struck the match. The
fire was nearly out and the great hall was pitch dark.

But the story-teller did not strike that match. He was merely gaining time
for some hidden reason of his own. And presently he went on with his tale in a
more subdued voice.

“I quite forget,” he said, “how I got back to my own room. I only know that
I lay with two lighted candles for the rest of the night, and the first thing I did
in the morning was to let the landlady know I was leaving her house at the end
of the week.

“Smith still has my Rabbinical Treatise. At least he did not return it to me
at the time, and I have never seen him since to ask for it.”

27



¢ Algernon Blackwood - Smith- An Episode In A Lodging-House ¢

Ghost Story Collection 2 - www.scottslaughter.com

1z

28



NOTE:

From The Listener, by Algernon Blackwood. Published in America by E.P. Dutton, and in England
by Everleigh Nash, Ltd. By permission of the publishers and Algernon Blackwood.

After leaving Vienna, and long before you come to Buda-Pesth, the Danube
enters a region of singular loneliness and desolation, where its waters spread
away on all sides regardless of a main channel, and the country becomes a
swamp for miles upon miles, covered by a vast sea of low willow-bushes. On the
big maps this deserted area is painted in a fluffy blue, growing fainter in color
as it leaves the banks, and across it may be seen in large straggling letters the
word Stumpfe, meaning marshes.

In high flood this great acreage of sand, shingle-beds, and willow-grownislands
1s almost topped by the water, but in normal seasons the bushes bend and rustle
in the free winds, showing their silver leaves to the sunshine in an ever-moving
plain of bewildering beauty. These willows never attain to the dignity of trees;
they have no rigid trunks; they remain humble bushes, with rounded tops and
soft outline, swaying on slender stems that answer to the least pressure of the
wind; supple as grasses, and so continually shifting that they somehow give the
impression that the entire plain is moving and alive. For the wind sends waves
rising and falling over the whole surface, waves of leaves instead of waves of
water, green swells like the sea, too, until the branches turn and lift, and then
silvery white as their under-side turns to the sun.
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Happy to slip beyond the control of stern banks, the Danube here wanders
about at will among the intricate network of channels intersecting the islands
everywhere with broad avenues down which the waters pour with a shouting
sound; making whirlpools, eddies, and foaming rapids; tearing at the sandy
banks; carrying away masses of shore and willow-clumps; and forming new
islands innumerable which shift daily in size and shape and possess at best an
impermanent life, since the flood-time obliterates their very existence.

Properly speaking, this fascinating part of the river’s life begins soon after
leaving Pressburg, and we, in our Canadian canoe, with gipsy tent and frying-
pan on board, reached it on the crest of a rising flood about mid-July. That very
same morning, when the sky was reddening before sunrise, we had slipped
swiftly through still-sleeping Vienna, leaving it a couple of hours later a mere
patch of smoke against the blue hills of the Wienerwald on the horizon; we had
breakfasted below Fischeramend under a grove of birch treesroaring in the wind;
and had then swept on the tearing current past Orth, Hainburg, Petronell (the
old Roman Carnuntum of Marcus Aurelius), and so under the frowning heights
of Theben on a spur of the Carpathians, where the March steals in quietly from
the left and the frontier is crossed between Austria and Hungary.

Racing along at twelve kilometers an hour soon took us well into Hungary,
and the muddy waters—sure sign of flood—sent us aground on many a shingle-
bed, and twisted us like a cork in many a sudden belching whirlpool before the
towers of Pressburg (Hungarian, Poszény) showed against the sky; and then
the canoe, leaping like a spirited horse, flew at top speed under the gray walls,
negotiated safely the sunken chain of the Fliegende Bricke ferry, turned the
corner sharply to the left, and plunged on yellow foam into the wilderness of
islands, sand-banks, and swamp-land beyond—the land of the willows.

The change came suddenly, as when a series of bioscope pictures snaps down
on the streets of a town and shifts without warning into the scenery of lake
and forest. We entered the land of desolation on wings, and in less than half an
hour there was neither boat nor fishing-hut nor red roof, nor any single sign of
human habitation and civilization within sight. The sense of remoteness from
the world of human kind, the utter isolation, the fascination of this singular
world of willows, winds, and waters, instantly laid its spell upon us both, so
that we allowed laughingly to one another that we ought by rights to have
held some special kind of passport to admit us, and that we had, somewhat
audaciously, come without asking leave into a separate little kingdom of wonder
and magic—a kingdom that was reserved for the use of others who had a right
to it, with everywhere unwritten warnings to trespassers for those who had the
imagination to discover them.

Though still early in the afternoon, the ceaseless buffetings of a most
tempestuous wind made us feel weary, and we at once began casting about for
a suitable camping-ground for the night. But the bewildering character of the
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islands made landing difficult; the swirling flood carried us in-shore and then
swept us out again; the willow branches tore our hands as we seized them to
stop the canoe, and we pulled many a yard of sandy bank into the water before
at length we shot with a great sideways blow from the wind into a backwater
and managed to beach the bows in a cloud of spray. Then we lay panting and
laughing after our exertions on hot yellow sand, sheltered from the wind, and
in the full blaze of a scorching sun, a cloudless blue sky above, and an immense
army of dancing, shouting willow bushes, closing in from all sides, shining with
spray and clapping their thousand little hands as though to applaud the success
of our efforts.

“What ariver!” I said to my companion, thinking of all the way we had traveled
from the source in the Black Forest, and how we had often been obliged to wade
and push in the upper shallows at the beginning of June.

“Won’t stand much nonsense now, will it?” he said, pulling the canoe a little
farther into safety up the sand, and then composing himself for a nap.

I lay by his side, happy and peaceful in the bath of the elements—water,
wind, sand, and the great fire of the sun—thinking of the long journey that lay
behind us, and of the great stretch before us to the Black Sea, and how lucky I
was to have such a delightful and charming traveling companion as my friend,
the Swede.

We had made many similar journeys together, but the Danube, more than
any other river I knew, impressed us from the very beginning with its aliveness.
From its tiny bubbling entry into the world among the pinewood gardens of
Donaueschingen, until this moment when it began to play the great river-game
of losing itself among the deserted swamps, unobserved, unrestrained, it had
seemed to us like following the growth of some living creature. Sleepy at first, but
later developing violent desires as it became conscious of its deep soul, it rolled,
like some huge fluid being, through all the countries we had passed, holding
our little craft on its mighty shoulders, playing roughly with us sometimes,
yet always friendly and well-meaning, till at length we had come inevitably to
regard it as a Great Personage.

How, indeed, could it be otherwise, since it told us so much of its secret life?
At night we heard it singing to the moon as we lay in our tent, uttering that
odd sibilant note peculiar to itself and said to be caused by the rapid tearing of
the pebbles along its bed, so great is its hurrying speed. We knew, too, the voice
of its gurgling whirlpools, suddenly bubbling up on a surface previously quite
calm; the roar of its shallows and swift rapids; its constant steady thundering
below all mere surface sounds; and that ceaseless tearing of its icy waters at the
banks. How it stood up and shouted when the rains fell flat upon its face! And
how its laughter roared out when the wind blew upstream and tried to stop its
growing speed! We knew all its sounds and voices, its tumblings and foamings,
its unnecessary splashing against the bridges; that self-conscious chatter when
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there were hills to look on; the affected dignity of its speech when it passed
through the little towns, far too important to laugh; and all these faint, sweet
whisperings when the sun caught it fairly in some slow curve and poured down
upon it till the steam rose.

It was full of tricks, too, in its early life before the great world knew it. There
were places in the upper reaches among the Swabian forests, when yet the first
whispers of its destiny had not reached it, where it elected to disappear through
holes in the ground, to appear again on the other side of the porous limestone
hills and start a new river with another name; leaving, too, so little water in
its own bed that we had to climb out and wade and push the canoe through
miles of shallows!

And a chief pleasure, in those early days of its irresponsible youth, was to
lie low, like Brer Fox, just before the little turbulent tributaries came to join
it from the Alps, and to refuse to acknowledge them when in, but to run for
miles side by side, the dividing line well marked, the very levels different, the
Danube utterly declining to recognize the new-comer. Below Passau, however,
it gave up this particular trick, for there the Inn comes in with a thundering
power impossible to ignore, and so pushes and incommodes the parent river that
there is hardly room for them in the long twisting gorge that follows, and the
Danube is shoved this way and that against the cliffs, and forced to hurry itself
with great waves and much dashing to and fro in order to get through in time.
And during the fight our canoe slipped down from its shoulder to its breast, and
had the time of its life among the struggling waves. But the Inn taught the old
river a lesson, and after Passau it no longer pretended to ignore new arrivals.

This was many days back, of course, and since then we had come to know other
aspects of the great creature, and across the Bavarian wheat plain of Straubing
she wandered so slowly under the blazing June sun that we could well imagine
only the surface inches were water, while below there moved, concealed as by a
silken mantle, a whole army of Undines, passing silently and unseen down to
the sea, and very leisurely too, lest they be discovered.

Much, too, we forgave her because of her friendliness to the birds and animals
that haunted the shores. Cormorants lined the banks in lonely places in rows like
short black palings; gray crows crowded the shingle-beds; storks stood fishing in
the vistas of shallower water that opened up between the islands, and hawks,
swans, and marsh birds of all sorts filled the air with glinting wings and singing,
petulant cries. It was impossible to feel annoyed with the river’s vagaries after
seeing a deer leap with a splash into the water at sunrise and swim past the
bows of the canoe; and often we saw fawns peering at us from the underbrush,
or looked straight into the brown eyes of a stag as we charged full tilt round a
corner and entered another reach of the river. Foxes, too, everywhere haunted
the banks, tripping daintily among the driftwood and disappearing so suddenly
that it was impossible to see how they managed it.
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Butnow, afterleaving Pressburg, everything changed a little, and the Danube
became more serious. It ceased trifling. It was halfway to the Black Sea, within
scenting distance almost of other, stranger countries where no tricks would
be permitted or understood. It became suddenly grown-up, and claimed our
respect and even our awe. It broke out into three arms, for one thing, that only
met again a hundred kilometers farther down, and for a canoe there were no
indications which one was intended to be followed.

“Ifyoutake a side channel,” said the Hungarian officer we met in the Pressburg
shop while buying provisions, “you may find yourselves, when the flood subsides,
forty miles from anywhere, high and dry, and you may easily starve. There are
no people, no farms, no fishermen. I warn you not to continue. The river, too, is
still rising, and this wind will increase.”

The rising river did not alarm us in the least, but the matter of being left
high and dry by a sudden subsidence of the waters might be serious, and we
had consequently laid in an extra stock of provisions. For the rest, the officer’s
prophecy held true, and the wind, blowing down a perfectly clear sky, increased
steadily till it reached the dignity of a westerly gale.

It was earlier than usual when we camped, for the sun was a good hour
or two from the horizon, and leaving my friend still asleep on the hot sand, I
wandered about in desultory examination of our hotel. The island, I found, was
less than an acre in extent, a mere sandy bank standing some two or three feet
above the level of the river. The far end, pointing into the sunset, was covered
with flying spray which the tremendous wind drove off the crests of the broken
waves. It was triangular in shape, with the apex upstream.

I stood there for several minutes, watching the impetuous crimson flood
bearing down with a shouting roar, dashing in waves against the bank as though
to sweep it bodily away, and then swirling by in two foaming streams on either
side. The ground seemed to shake with the shock and rush while the furious
movement of the willow bushes as the wind poured over them increased the
curious illusion that the island itself actually moved. Above, for a mile or two,
I could see the great river descending upon me: it was like looking up the slope
of a sliding hill, white with foam, and leaping up everywhere to show itself to
the sun.

The rest of the island was too thickly grown with willows to make walking
pleasant, but I made the tour, nevertheless. From the lower end the light, of
course, changed, and the river looked dark and angry. Only the backs of the
flying waves were visible, streaked with foam, and pushed forcibly by the great
puffs of wind that fell upon them from behind. For a short mile it was visible,
pouring in and out among the islands, and then disappearing with a huge sweep
into the willows, which closed about it like a herd of monstrous antediluvian
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creatures crowding down to drink. They made me think of gigantic sponge-like
growths that sucked the river up into themselves. They caused it to vanish from
sight. They herded there together in such overpowering numbers.

Altogether it was an impressive scene, with its utter loneliness, its bizarre
suggestion; and as I gazed, long and curiously, a singular emotion began stir
somewhere in the depths of me. Midway in my delight of the wild beauty, there
crept unbidden and unexplained, a curious feeling of disquietude, almost of alarm.

A rising river, perhaps, always suggests something of the ominous: many of
the little islands I saw before me would probably have been swept away by the
morning; this resistless, thundering flood of water touched the sense of awe. Yet
I was aware that my uneasiness lay deeper far than the emotions of awe and
wonder. It was not that I felt. Nor had it directly to do with the power of the
driving wind—this shouting hurricane that might almost carry up a few acres
of willows into the air and scatter them like so much chaff over the landscape.
The wind was simply enjoying itself, for nothing rose out of the flat landscape to
stop it, and I was conscious of sharing its great game with a kind of pleasurable
excitement. Yet this novel emotion had nothing to do with the wind. Indeed, so
vague was the sense of distress I experienced, that it was impossible to trace it
to its source and deal with it accordingly, though I was aware somehow that it
had to do with my realization of our utter insignificance before this unrestrained
power of the elements about me. The huge-grown river had something to do
with it too—a vague, unpleasant idea that we had somehow trifled with these
great elemental forces in whose power we lay helpless every hour of the day and
night. For here, indeed, they were gigantically at play together, and the sight
appealed to the imagination.

But my emotion, so far as I could understand it, seemed to attach itself more
particularly to the willow bushes, to these acres and acres of willows, crowding,
so thickly growing there, swarming everywhere the eye could reach, pressing
upon the river as though to suffocate it, standing in dense array mile after
mile beneath the sky, watching, waiting, listening. And, apart quite from the
elements, the willows connected themselves subtly with my malaise, attacking
the mind insidiously somehow by reason of their vast numbers, and contriving
in some way or other to represent to the imagination a new and mighty power,
a power, moreover, not altogether friendly to us.

Great revelations of nature, of course, never fail to impress in one way or
another, and I was no stranger to moods of the kind. Mountains overawe and
oceans terrify, while the mystery of great forests exercises a spell peculiarly its
own. But all these, at one point or another, somewhere link on intimately with
human life and human experience. They stir comprehensible, even if alarming,
emotions. They tend on the whole to exalt.
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With this multitude of willows, however, it was something far different, I
felt. Some essence emanated from them that besieged the heart. A sense of
awe awakened, true, but of awe touched somewhere by a vague terror. Their
serried ranks growing everywhere darker about me as the shadows deepened,
moving furiously yet softly in the wind, woke in me the curious and unwelcome
suggestion that we had trespassed here upon the borders of an alien world, a
world where we were intruders, a world where we were not wanted or invited
to remain—where we ran grave risks perhaps!

The feeling, however, though it refused to yield its meaning entirely to
analysis, did not at the time trouble me by passing into menace. Yet it never
left me quite, even during the very practical business of putting up the tent
in a hurricane of wind and building a fire for the stew-pot. It remained, just
enough to bother and perplex, and to rob a most delightful camping-ground of
a good portion of its charm. To my companion, however, I said nothing, for he
was a man I considered devoid of imagination. In the first place, I could never
have explained to him what I meant, and in the second, he would have laughed
stupidly at me if I had.

There was a slight depression in the center of the island, and here we pitched
the tent. The surrounding willows broke the wind a bit.

“A poor camp,” observed the imperturbable Swede when at last the tent
stood upright; “no stones and precious little firewood. I'm for moving on early
to-morrow—eh? This sand won’t hold anything.”

But the experience of a collapsing tent at midnight had taught us many
devices, and we made the cosy gipsy house as safe as possible, and then set
about collecting a store of wood to last till bedtime. Willow bushes drop no
branches, and driftwood was our only source of supply. We hunted the shores
pretty thoroughly. Everywhere the banks were crumbling as the rising flood
tore at them and carried away great portions with a splash and a gurgle.

“The island’s much smaller than when we landed,” said the accurate Swede.
“It won’t last long at this rate. We’d better drag the canoe close to the tent, and
be ready to start at a moment’s notice. I shall sleep in my clothes.”

He was a little distance off, climbing along the bank, and I heard his rather
jolly laugh as he spoke.

“By Jove!” I heard him call, a moment later, and turned to see what had
caused his exclamation; but for the moment he was hidden by the willows, and
I could not find him.

“What in the world’s this?” I heard him cry again, and this time his voice
had become serious.
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I ran up quickly and joined him on the bank. He was looking over the river,
pointing at something in the water.

“Good Heavens, it’s a man’s body!” he cried excitedly. “Look!”

ADblack thing, turning over and over in the foaming waves, swept rapidly past.
It kept disappearing and coming up to the surface again. It was about twenty feet
from the shore, and just as it was opposite to where we stood it lurched round
and looked straight at us. We saw its eyes reflecting the sunset, and gleaming
an odd yellow as the body turned over. Then it gave a swift, gulping plunge,
and dived out of sight in a flash.

“An otter, by gad!” we exclaimed in the same breath, laughing.

It was an otter, alive, and out on the hunt; yet it had looked exactly like the
body of a drowned man turning helplessly in the current. Far below it came to the
surface once again, and we saw its black skin, wet and shining in the sunlight.

Then, too, just as we turned back, our arms full of driftwood, another thing
happened to recall us to the river bank. This time it really was a man, and what
was more, a man in a boat. Now a small boat on the Danube was an unusual
sight at any time, but here in this deserted region, and at flood time, it was so
unexpected as to constitute a real event. We stood and stared.

Whether it was due to the slanting sunlight, or the refraction from the
wonderfully illumined water, I cannot say, but, whatever the cause, I found it
difficult tofocus my sight properly upon the flying apparition. It seemed, however,
to be a man standing upright in a sort of flat-bottomed boat, steering with a
long oar, and being carried down the opposite shore at a tremendous pace. He
apparently was looking across in our direction, but the distance was too great
and the light too uncertain for us to make out very plainly what he was about.
It seemed to me that he was gesticulating and making signs at us. His voice
came across the water to us shouting something furiously but the wind drowned
it so that no single word was audible. There was something curious about the
whole appearance—man, boat, signs, voice—that made an impression on me
out of all proportion to its cause.

“He’s crossing himself!” I cried. “Look, he’s making the sign of the cross!”

“I believe you're right,” the Swede said, shading his eyes with his hand and
watching the man out of sight. He seemed to be gone in a moment, melting away
down there into the sea of willows where the sun caught them in the bend of
the river and turned them into a great crimson wall of beauty. Mist, too, had
begun to rise, so that the air was hazy.

“But what in the world is he doing at nightfall on this flooded river?” I said,
half to myself. “Where is he going at such a time, and what did he mean by his
signs and shouting? D’you think he wished to warn us about something?”
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“He saw our smoke, and thought we were spirits probably,” laughed my
companion. “These Hungarians believe in all sorts of rubbish: you remember
the shopwoman at Pressburg warning us that no one ever landed here because
it belonged to some sort of beings outside man’s world! I suppose they believe in
fairies and elementals, possibly demons too. That peasant in the boat saw people
on the islands for the first time in his life,” he added, after a slight pause, “and
it scared him, that’s all.” The Swede’s tone of voice was not convincing, and his
manner lacked something that was usually there. I noted the change instantly
while he talked, though without being able to label it precisely.

“If they had enough imagination,” I laughed loudly—I remember trying to
make as much noise as I could—"they might well people a place like this with
the old gods of antiquity. The Romans must have haunted all this region more
or less with their shrines and sacred groves and elemental deities.”

The subject dropped and we returned to our stew-pot, for my friend was not
giventoimaginative conversation as arule. Moreover, just then I remember feeling
distinctly glad that he was not imaginative; his stolid, practical nature suddenly
seemed to me welcome and comforting. It was an admirable temperament, I
felt: he could steer down rapids like a red Indian, shoot dangerous bridges and
whirlpools better than any white manI ever saw in a canoe. He was a grand fellow
for an adventurous trip, a tower of strength when untoward things happened.
I looked at his strong face and light curly hair as he staggered along under his
pile of driftwood (twice the size of mine!), and I experienced a feeling of relief.
Yes, I was distinctly glad just then that the Swede was—what he was, and that
he never made remarks that suggested more than they said.

“The river’s still rising, though,” he added, as if following out some thoughts
of his own, and dropping his load with a gasp. “This island will be under water
in two days if it goes on.”

“I wish the wind would go down,” I said. “I don’t care a fig for the river.”

The flood, indeed, had no terrors for us; we could get off at ten minutes’ notice,
and the more water the better we liked it. It meant an increasing current and
the obliteration of the treacherous shingle-beds that so often threatened to tear
the bottom out of our canoe.

Contrary toour expectations, the wind did not go down with the sun. It seemed
to increase with the darkness, howling overhead and shaking the willows round
us like straws. Curious sounds accompanied it sometimes, like the explosion
of heavy guns, and it fell upon the water and the island in great flat blows of
immense power. It made me think of the sounds a planet must make, could we
only hear it, driving along through space.

But the sky kept wholly clear of clouds, and soon after supper the full moon
rose up in the east and covered the river and the plain of shouting willows with
a light like the day.
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We lay on the sandy patch beside the fire, smoking, listening to the noises of
the night round us, and talking happily of the journey we had already made, and
of our plans ahead. The map lay spread in the door of the tent, but the high wind
made it hard to study, and presently we lowered the curtain and extinguished
the lantern. The firelight was enough to smoke and see each other’s faces by,
and the sparks flew about overhead like fireworks. A few yards beyond, the
river gurgled and hissed, and from time to time a heavy splash announced the
falling away of further portions of the bank.

Our talk, I noticed, had to do with the far-away scenes and incidents of our
first camps in the Black Forest, or of other subjects altogether remote from the
present setting, for neither of us spoke of the actual moment more than was
necessary—almost as though we had agreed tacitly to avoid discussion of the
camp and its incidents. Neither the otter nor the boatman, for instance, received
the honor of a single mention, though ordinarily these would have furnished
discussion for the greater part of the evening. They were, of course, distinct
events in such a place.

The scarcity of wood made it a business to keep the fire going, for the wind,
that drove the smoke in our faces wherever we sat, helped at the same time to
make a forced draught. We took it in turn to make foraging expeditions into the
darkness, and the quantity the Swede brought back always made me feel that he
took an absurdly long time finding it; for the fact was I did not care much about
being left alone, and yet it always seemed to be my turn to grub about among the
bushes or scramble along the slippery banks in the moonlight. The long day’s
battle with wind and water—such wind and such water!—had tired us both,
and an early bed was the obvious program. Yet neither of us made the move for
the tent. We lay there, tending the fire, talking in desultory fashion, peering
about us into the dense willow bushes, and listening to the thunder of wind and
river. The loneliness of the place had entered our very bones, and silence seemed
natural, for after a bit the sound of our voices became a trifle unreal and forced,;
whispering would have been the fitting mode of communication, I felt, and the
human voice, always rather absurd amid the roar of the elements, now carried
with it something almost illegitimate. It was like talking out loud in church, or
in some place where it was not lawful, perhaps not quite safe, to be overheard.

The eeriness of this lonely island, set among a million willows, swept by a
hurricane, and surrounded by hurrying deep waters, touched us both, I fancy.
Untroddenby man, almost unknown to man, it lay there beneath the moon, remote
from human influence, on the frontier of another world, an alien world, a world
tenanted by willows only and the souls of willows. And we, in our rashness, had
dared to invade it, even to make use of it! Something more than the power of its
mystery stirred in me as I lay on the sand, feet to fire, and peered up through
the leaves at the stars. For the last time I rose to get firewood.
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“When this has burnt up,” I said firmly, “I shall turn in,” and my companion
watched me lazily as I moved off into the surrounding shadows.

For an unimaginative man I thought he seemed unusually receptive that
night, unusually open to suggestion of things other than sensory. He too was
touched by the beauty and loneliness of the place. I was not altogether pleased,
I remember, to recognize this slight change in him, and instead of immediately
collecting sticks, I made my way to the far point of the island where the moonlight
on plain and river could be seen to better advantage. The desire to be alone had
come suddenly upon me; my former dread returned in force; there was a vague
feeling in me I wished to face and probe to the bottom.

When I reached the point of sand jutting out among the waves, the spell of the
place descended upon me with a positive shock. No mere “scenery” could have
produced such an effect. There was something more here, something to alarm.

I gazed across the waste of wild waters; I watched the whispering willows;
I heard the ceaseless beating of the tireless wind; and, one and all, each in its
own way, stirred in me this sensation of a strange distress. But the willows
especially: for ever they went on chattering and talking among themselves,
laughing a little, shrilly crying out, sometimes sighing—but what it was they
made so much to-do about belonged to the secret life of the great plain they
inhabited. And it was utterly alien to the world I knew, or to that of the wild yet
kindly elements. They made me think of a host of beings from another plane of
life, another evolution altogether, perhaps, all discussing a mystery known only
to themselves. I watched them moving busily together, oddly shaking their big
bushy heads, twirling their myriad leaves even when there was no wind. They
moved of their own will as though alive, and they touched, by some incalculable
method, my own keen sense of the horrible.

There they stood in the moonlight, like a vast army surrounding our camp,
shaking their innumerable silver spears defiantly, formed all ready for an attack.

The psychology of places, for some imaginations at least, is very vivid; for the
wanderer, especially, camps have their “note” either of welcome or rejection. At
first it may not always be apparent, because the busy preparations of tent and
cooking prevent, but with the first pause—after supper usually—it comes and
announces itself. And the note of this willow-camp now became unmistakably
plain to me: we were interlopers, trespassers, we were not welcomed. The sense
of unfamiliarity grew upon me as I stood there watching. We touched the frontier
of a region where our presence was resented. For a night’s lodging we might
perhaps be tolerated; but for a prolonged and inquisitive stay—No! by all the
gods of the trees and the wilderness, no! We were the first human influences
upon this island, and we were not wanted. The willows were against us.
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Strange thoughts like these, bizarre fancies, borne I know not whence, found
lodgment in my mind as I stood listening. What, I thought, if, after all, these
crouching willows proved tobe alive; if suddenly they should rise up, like a swarm
ofliving creatures, marshaled by the gods whose territory we had invaded, sweep
towards us off the vast swamps, booming overhead in the night—and then settle
down! As I looked it was so easy to imagine they actually moved, crept nearer,
retreated a little, huddled together in masses, hostile, waiting for the great
wind that should finally start them a-running. I could have sworn their aspect
changed a little, and their ranks deepened and pressed more closely together.

The melancholy shrill cry of a night bird sounded overhead, and suddenly I
nearly lost my balance as the piece of bank I stood upon fell with a great splash
into the river, undermined by the flood. I stepped back just in time, and went
on hunting for firewood again, half laughing at the odd fancies that crowded so
thickly into my mind and cast their spell upon me. I recall the Swede’s remark
about moving on next day, and I was just thinking that I fully agreed with
him, when I turned with a start and saw the subject of my thoughts standing
immediately in front of me. He was quite close. The roar of the elements had
covered his approach.

“You’ve been gone so long,” he shouted above the wind, “I thought something
must have happened to you.”

But there was that in his tone, and a certain look in his face as well, that
conveyed to me more than his actual words, and in a flash I understood the real
reason for his coming. It was because the spell of the place had entered his soul
too, and he did not like being alone.

“River still rising,” he cried, pointing to the flood in the moonlight, “and the
wind’s simply awful.”

He always said the same things, but it was the cry for companionship that
gave the real importance to his words.

“Lucky,” I cried back, “our tent’s in the hollow. I think it’ll hold all right.”
I added something about the difficulty of finding wood, in order to explain my
absence, but the wind caught my words and flung them across the river, so that
he did not hear, but just looked at me through the branches, nodding his head.

“Lucky if we get away without disaster!” he shouted, or words to that effect;
and I remember feeling half angry with him for putting the thought into words,
for it was exactly what I felt myself. There was disaster impending somewhere,
and the sense of presentiment lay unpleasantly upon me.
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We went back to the fire and made a final blaze, poking it up with our feet. We
took a last look round. But for the wind the heat would have been unpleasant.
I put this thought into words, and I remember my friend’s reply struck me
oddly: that he would rather have the heat, the ordinary July weather, than
this “diabolical wind.”

Everything was snug for the night; the canoe lying turned over beside the
tent, with both yellow paddles beneath her; the provision sack hanging from
a willow stem, and the washed-up dishes removed to a safe distance from the
fire, all ready for the morning meal.

We smothered the embers of the fire with sand, and then turned in. The flap
of the tent door was up, and I saw the branches and the stars and the white
moonlight. The shaking willows and the heavy buffetings of the wind against
our taut little house were the last things I remembered as sleep came down and
covered all with its soft and delicious forgetfulness.

Suddenly I found myselflying awake, peering from my sandy mattress through
the door of the tent. I looked at my watch pinned against the canvas, and saw
by the bright moonlight that it was past twelve o’clock—the threshold of a new
day—and I had therefore slept a couple of hours. The Swede was asleep still
beside me; the wind howled as before something plucked at my heart and made
me feel afraid. There was a sense of disturbance in my immediate neighborhood.

I sat up quickly and looked out. The trees were swaying violently to and fro
as the gusts smote them, but our little bit of green canvas lay snugly safe in
the hollow, for the wind passed over it without meeting enough resistance to
make it vicious. The feeling of disquietude did not pass however, and I crawled
quietly out of the tent to see if our belongings were safe. I moved carefully so
as not to waken my companion. A curious excitement was on me.

I was halfway out, kneeling on all fours, when my eye first took in that the
tops of the bushes opposite, with their moving tracery of leaves, made shapes
against the sky. I sat back on my haunches and stared. It was incredible, surely,
but there, opposite and slightly above me, were shapes of some indeterminate
sort among the willows, and as the branches swayed in the wind they seemed
to group themselves about these shapes, forming a series of monstrous outlines
that shifted rapidly beneath the moon. Close, about fifty feet in front of me, I
saw these things.
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My first instinct was to waken my companion that he too might see them,
but something made me hesitate—the sudden realization, probably, that I
should not welcome corroboration; and meanwhile I crouched there staring in
amazement with smarting eyes. I was wide awake. I remember saying to myself
that I was not dreaming.

They first became properly visible, these huge figures, just within the tops
of the bushes—immense bronze-colored, moving, and wholly independent of the
swaying of the branches. I saw them plainly and noted, now I came to examine
them more calmly, that they were very much larger than human, and indeed
that something in their appearance proclaimed them to be not human at all.
Certainly they were not merely the moving tracery of the branches against the
moonlight. They shifted independently. They rose upwards in a continuous
stream from earth to sky, vanishing utterly as soon as they reached the dark of
the sky. They were interlaced one with another, making a great column, and I
saw their limbs and huge bodies melting in and out of each other, forming this
serpentine line that bent and swayed and twisted spirally with the contortions
of the wind-tossed trees. They were nude, fluid shapes, passing up the bushes,
within the leaves almost—rising up in a living column into the heavens. Their
faces I never could see. Unceasingly they poured upwards, swaying in great
bending curves, with a hue of dull bronze upon their skins.

I stared, trying to force every atom of vision from my eyes. For a long time
I thought they must every moment disappear and resolve themselves into
the movements of the branches and prove to be an optical illusion. I searched
everywhere for a proof of reality, when all the while I understood quite well that
the standard of reality had changed. For the longer I looked the more certain I
became that these figures were real and living, though perhaps not according
to the standards that the camera and the biologist would insist upon.

Far from feeling fear, I was possessed with a sense of awe and wonder such
as I have never known. I seemed to be gazing at the personified elemental forces
of this haunted and primeval region. Our intrusion had stirred the powers of
the place into activity. It was we who were the cause of the disturbance, and
my brain filled to bursting with stories and legends of the spirits and deities of
places that have been acknowledged and worshiped by men in all ages of the
world’s history. But, before I could arrive at any possible explanation, something
impelled me to go farther out, and I crept forward on to the sand and stood
upright. I felt the ground still warm under my bare feet; the wind tore at my
hair and face; and the sound of the river burst upon my ears with a sudden
roar. These things, I knew, were real, and proved that my senses were acting
normally. Yet the figures still rose from earth to heaven, silent, majestically,
in a great spiral of grace and strength that overwhelmed me at length with a
genuine deep emotion of worship. I felt that I must fall down and worship—
absolutely worship.
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Perhaps in another minute I might have done so, when a gust of wind swept
against me with such force that it blew me sideways, and I nearly stumbled
and fell. It seemed to shake the dream violently out of me. At least it gave me
another point of view somehow. The figures still remained, still ascended into
heaven from the heart of the night, but my reason at last began to assert itself.
It must be a subjective experience, I argued—none the less real for that, but
still subjective. The moonlight and the branches combined to work out these
pictures upon the mirror of my imagination, and for some reason I projected
them outwards and made them appear objective. I knew this must be the case, of
course. I was the subject of a vivid and interesting hallucination. I took courage,
and began to move forward across the open patches of sand. By Jove, though,
was it all hallucination? Was it merely subjective? Did not my reason argue in
the old futile way from the little standard of the known?

Tonly know that great column of figures ascended darkly into the sky for what
seemed a very long period of time, and with a very complete measure of reality
as most men are accustomed to gauge reality. Then suddenly they were gone!

And, once they were gone and the immediate wonder of their great presence
had passed, fear came down upon me with a cold rush. The esoteric meaning of
this lonely and haunted region suddenly flamed up within me and I began to
tremble dreadfully. I took a quick look round—a look of horror that came near
to panic—calculating vainly ways of escape; and then, realizing how helpless I
was to achieve anything really effective, I crept back silently into the tent and
lay down again upon my sandy mattress, first lowering the door-curtain to shut
out the sight of the willows in the moonlight, and then burying my head as deeply
as possible beneath the blankets to deaden the sound of the terrifying wind.

As though further to convince me that I had not been dreaming, I remember
that it was a long time before I fell again into a troubled and restless sleep; and
even then only the upper crust of me slept, and underneath there was something
that never quite lost consciousness, but lay alert and on the watch.

But this second time I jumped up with a genuine start of terror. It was neither
the wind nor the river that woke me, but the slow approach of something that
caused the sleeping portion of me to grow smaller and smaller till at last it
vanished altogether, and I found myself sitting bolt upright—listening.

Outside there was a sound of multitudinous little patterings. They had been
coming, I was aware, for a long time, and in my sleep they had first become
audible. I sat there nervously wide awake as though I had not slept at all. It
seemed to me that my breathing came with difficulty, and that there was a great
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weight upon the surface of my body. In spite of the hot night, I felt clammy with
cold and shivered. Something surely was pressing steadily against the sides of
the tent and weighing down upon it from above. Was it the body of the wind?
Was this the pattering rain, the dripping of the leaves? The spray blown from the
river by the wind and gathering in big drops? I thought quickly of a dozen things.

Then suddenly the explanation leaped into my mind: a bough from the poplar,
the only large tree on the island, had fallen with the wind. Still half caught by
the other branches, it would fall with the next gust and crush us, and meanwhile
its leaves brushed and tapped upon the tight canvas surface of the tent. I raised
the loose flap and rushed out, calling to the Swede to follow.

But when I got out and stood upright I saw that the tent was free. There was
no hanging bough; there was no rain or spray; nothing approached.

A cold, gray light filtered down through the bushes and lay on the faintly
gleaming sand. Stars still crowded the sky directly overhead, and the wind
howled magnificently, but the fire no longer gave out any glow, and I saw the
east reddening in streaks through the trees. Several hours must have passed
since I stood there before, watching the ascending figures, and the memory of
it now came back to me horribly, like an evil dream. Oh, how tired it made me
feel, that ceaseless raging wind! Yet, though the deep lassitude of a sleepless
night was on me, my nerves were tingling with the activity of an equally tireless
apprehension, and all idea of repose was out of the question. The river I saw
had risen further. Its thunder filled the air, and a fine spray made itself felt
through my thin sleeping shirt.

Yet nowhere did I discover the slightest evidences of anything to cause alarm.
This deep, prolonged disturbance in my heart remained wholly unaccounted for.

My companion had not stirred when I called him, and there was no need to
waken him now. I looked about me carefully, noting everything: the turned-over
canoe; the yellow paddles—two of them, I'm certain; the provision sack and the
extra lantern hanging together from the tree; and, crowding everywhere about
me, enveloping all, the willows, those endless, shaking willows. A bird uttered
its morning cry, and a string of duck passed with whirring flight overhead in the
twilight. The sand whirled, dry and stinging, about my bare feet in the wind.

I walked round the tent and then went out a little way into the bush, so that
I could see across the river to the farther landscape, and the same profound yet
indefinable emotion of distress seized upon me again as I saw the interminable
sea of bushes stretching to the horizon, looking ghostly and unreal in the wan
light of dawn. I walked softly here and there, still puzzling over that odd sound
of infinite pattering, and of that pressure upon the tent that had wakened me. It
must have been the wind, I reflected—the wind beating upon the loose, hot sand,
driving the dry particles smartly against the taut canvas—the wind dropping
heavily upon our fragile roof.
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Yet all the time my nervousness and malaise increased appreciably.

I crossed over to the farther shore and noted how the coast line had altered
in the night, and what masses of sand the river had torn away. I dipped my
hands and feet into the cool current, and bathed my forehead. Already there
was a glow of sunrise in the sky and the exquisite freshness of coming day. On
my way back I passed purposely beneath the very bushes where I had seen the
column of figures rising into the air, and midway among the clumps I suddenly
found myself overtaken by a sense of vast terror. From the shadows a large
figure went swiftly by. Some one passed me, as sure as ever man did....

It was a great staggering blow from the wind that helped me forward again,
and once out in the more open space, the sense of terror diminished strangely.
The winds were about and walking, I remember saying to myself; for the winds
often move like great presences under the trees. And altogether the fear that
hovered about me was such an unknown and immense kind of fear, so unlike
anything I had ever felt before, that it woke a sense of awe and wonder in me
that did much to counteract its worst effects; and when I reached a high point in
the middle of the island from which I could see the wide stretch of river, crimson
in the sunrise, the whole magical beauty of it all was so overpowering that a
sort of wild yearning woke in me and almost brought a cry up into the throat.

But this cry found no expression, for as my eyes wandered from the plain
beyond to the island round me and noted our little tent half hidden among the
willows, a dreadful discovery leaped out at me, compared to which my terror of
the walking winds seemed as nothing at all.

For a change, I thought, had somehow come about in the arrangement of the
landscape. It was not that my point of vantage gave me a different view, but
that an alteration had apparently been effected in the relation of the tent to the
willows, and of the willows to the tent. Surely the bushes now crowded much
closer—unnecessarily, unpleasantly close. They had moved nearer.

Creeping with silent feet over the shifting sands, drawing imperceptibly nearer
by soft, unhurried movements, the willows had come closer during the night.
But had the wind moved them, or had they moved of themselves? I recalled the
sound of infinite small patterings and the pressure upon the tent and upon my
own heart that caused me to wake in terror. I swayed for a moment in the wind
like a tree, finding it hard to keep my upright position on the sandy hillock. There
was a suggestion here of personal agency, of deliberate intention, of aggressive
hostility, and it terrified me into a sort of rigidity.

Then the reaction followed quickly. The idea was so bizarre, so absurd, that
I felt inclined to laugh. But the laughter came no more readily than the cry, for
the knowledge that my mind was so receptive to such dangerous imaginings
brought the additional terror that it was through our minds and not through
our physical bodies that the attack would come, and was coming.
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The wind buffeted me about, and, very quickly it seemed, the sun came up
over the horizon, for it was after four o’clock, and I must have stood on that
little pinnacle of sand longer than I knew, afraid to come down at close quarters
with the willows. I returned quietly, creepily, to the tent, first taking another
exhaustive look round and—yes, I confess it—making a few measurements. I
paced out on the warm sand the distances between the willows and the tent,
making a note of the shortest distance particularly.

I crawled stealthily into my blankets. My companion, to all appearances, still
slept soundly, and I was glad that this was so. Provided my experiences were
not corroborated, I could find strength somehow to deny them, perhaps. With
the daylight I could persuade myself that it was all a subjective hallucination,
a fantasy of the night, a projection of the excited imagination.

Nothing further came to disturb me, and I fell asleep almost at once, utterly
exhausted, yet still in dread of hearing again that weird sound of multitudinous
pattering, or of feeling the pressure upon my heart that had made it difficult
to breathe.

\Y

The sun was high in the heavens when my companion woke me from a heavy
sleep and announced that the porridge was cooked and there was just time to
bathe. The grateful smell of frizzling bacon entered the tent door.

“River still rising,” he said, “and several islands out in midstream have
disappeared altogether. Our own island’s much smaller.”

“Any wood left?” I asked sleepily.

“The wood and the island will finish to-morrow in a dead heat,” he laughed,
“but there’s enough to last us till then.”

I plunged in from the point of the island, which had indeed altered a lot in
size and shape during the night, and was swept down in a moment to the landing
place opposite the tent. The water was icy, and the banks flew by like the country
from an express train. Bathing under such conditions was an exhilarating
operation, and the terror of the night seemed cleansed out of me by a process
of evaporation in the brain. The sun was blazing hot; not a cloud showed itself
anywhere; the wind, however, had not abated one little jot.
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Quite suddenly then the implied meaning of the Swede’s words flashed across
me, showing that he no longer wished to leave posthaste, and had changed his
mind. “Enough to last till to-morrow”—he assumed we should stay on the island
another night. It struck me as odd. The night before he was so positive the other
way. How had the change come about?

Great crumblings of the banks occurred at breakfast, with heavy splashings
and clouds of spray which the wind brought into our frying-pan, and my fellow-
traveler talked incessantly about the difficulty the Vienna-Pesth steamers
must have to find the channel in flood. But the state of his mind interested
and impressed me far more than the state of the river or the difficulties of the
steamers. He had changed somehow since the evening before. His manner was
different—a trifle excited, a trifle shy, with a sort of suspicion about his voice
and gestures. I hardly know how to describe it now in cold blood, but at the time
Iremember being quite certain of one thing, viz., that he had become frightened!

He ate very little breakfast, and for once omitted to smoke his pipe. He had
the map spread open beside him, and kept studying its markings.

“We’d better get off sharp in an hour,” I said presently, feeling for an opening
that must bring him indirectly to a partial confession at any rate. And his answer
puzzled me uncomfortably: “Rather! If they’ll let us.”

“Who'll let us? The elements?” I asked quickly, with affected indifference.

“The powers of this awful place, whoever they are,” he replied, keeping his
eyes on the map. “The gods are here, if they are anywhere at all in the world.”

“The elements are always the trueimmortals,” Ireplied, laughing as naturally
as I could manage, yet knowing quite well that my face reflected my true feelings
when he looked up gravely at me and spoke across the smoke:

“We shall be fortunate if we get away without further disaster.”

This was exactly what I had dreaded, and I screwed myself up to the point
of the direct question. It was like agreeing to allow the dentist to extract the
tooth; it had to come anyhow in the long run, and the rest was all pretense.

“Further disaster! Why, what’s happened?”
“For one thing—the steering paddle’s gone,” he said quietly.

“The steering paddle gone!” I repeated, greatly excited, for this was our
rudder, and the Danube in flood without a rudder was suicide. “But what——"

“And there’s a tear in the bottom of the canoe,” he added, with a genuine
little tremor in his voice.
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I continued staring at him, able only to repeat the words in his face somewhat
foolishly. There, in the heat of the sun, and on this burning sand, I was aware of
a freezing atmosphere descending round us. I got up to follow him, for he merely
nodded his head gravely and led the way towards the tent a few yards on the
other side of the fireplace. The canoe still lay there as I had last seen her in the
night, ribs uppermost, the paddles, or rather, the paddle, on the sand beside her.

“There’s only one,” he said, stooping to pick it up. “And here’s the rent in
the base-board.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that I had clearly noticed two
paddles a few hours before, but a second impulse made me think better of it,
and I said nothing. I approached to see.

There was a long, finely made tear in the bottom of the canoe where a little
slither of wood had been neatly taken clean out; it looked as if the tooth of a
sharp rock or snag had eaten down her length, and investigation showed that
the hole went through. Had we launched out in her without observing it we must
inevitably have foundered. At first the water would have made the wood swell
so as to close the hole, but once out in midstream the water must have poured
in, and the canoe, never more than two inches above the surface, would have
filled and sunk very rapidly.

“There, you see, an attempt to prepare a victim for the sacrifice,” I heard him
saying, more to himself than to me, “two victims rather,” he added as he bent
over and ran his fingers along the slit.

I began to whistle—a thing I always do unconsciously when utterly
nonplused—and purposely paid no attention to his words. I was determined to
consider them foolish.

“It wasn’t there last night,” he said presently, straightening up from his
examination and looking anywhere but at me.

“We must have scratched her in landing, of course,” I stopped whistling to

”

say, “The stones are very sharp——

I stopped abruptly, for at that moment he turned round and met my eye
squarely. I knew just as well as he did how impossible my explanation was.
There were no stones, to begin with.

“And then there’s this to explain too,” he added quietly, handing me the
paddle and pointing to the blade.

A new and curious emotion spread freezingly over me as I took and examined
it. The blade was scraped down all over, beautifully scraped, as though someone
had sand-papered it with care, making it so thin that the first vigorous stroke
must have snapped it off at the elbow.
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“One of us walked in his sleep and did this thing,” I said feebly, “or—or it
has been filed by the constant stream of sand particles blown against it by the
wind, perhaps.”

“Ah,” said the Swede, turning away, laughing a little, “you can explain
everything!”

“The same wind that caught the steering paddle and flung it so near the
bank that it fell in with the next lump that crumbled,” I called out after him,
absolutely determined to find an explanation for everything he showed me.

“I see,” he shouted back, turning his head to look at me before disappearing
among the willow bushes.

Once alone with these perplexing evidences of personal agency, [ think my first
thought took the form of “One of us must have done this thing, and it certainly
was not I.” But my second thought decided how impossible it was to suppose,
under all the circumstances, that either of us had done it. That my companion,
the trusted friend of a dozen similar expeditions, could have knowingly had a
hand in it, was a suggestion not to be entertained for a moment. Equally absurd
seemed the explanation that this imperturbable and densely practical nature
had suddenly become insane and was busied with insane purposes.

Yet the fact remained that what disturbed me most, and kept my fear actively
alive even in this blaze of sunshine and wild beauty, was the clear certainty
that some curious alteration had come about in his mind—that he was nervous,
timid, suspicious, aware of goings on he did not speak about, watching a series
of secret and hitherto unmentionable events—waiting, in a word, for a climax
that he expected, and, I thought, expected very soon. This grew up in my mind
intuitively—I hardly knew how.

I made a hurried examination of the tent and its surroundings, but the
measurements of the night remained the same. There were deep hollows formed
in the sand, I now noticed for the first time, basin-shaped and of various depths
and sizes, varying from that of a teacup to a large bowl. The wind, no doubt,
was responsible for these miniature craters, just as it was for lifting the paddle
and tossing it towards the water. The rent in the canoe was the only thing that
seemed quite inexplicable; and, after all, it was conceivable that a sharp point
had caught it when we landed. The examination I made of the shore did not
assist this theory, but all the same I clung to it with that diminishing portion
of my intelligence which I called my “reason.” An explanation of some kind
was an absolute necessity, just as some working explanation of the universe is
necessary—however absurd—to the happiness of every individual who seeks
to do his duty in the world and face the problems of life. The simile seemed to
me at the time an exact parallel.

49



¢ Algernon Blackwood - The Willows ¢
Ghost Story Collection 2 - www.scottslaughter.com

I at once set the pitch melting, and presently the Swede joined me at the
work, though under the best conditions in the world the canoe could not be safe
for traveling till the following day. I drew his attention casually to the hollows
in the sand.

“Yes,” he said, “I know. They’re all over the island. But you can explain
them, no doubt!”

“Wind, of course,” I answered without hesitation. “Have you never watched
those little whirlwinds in the street that twist and twirl everything into a circle?
This sand’s loose enough to yield, that’s all.”

He made no reply, and we worked on in silence for a bit. I watched him
surreptitiously all the time, and I had an idea he was watching me. He seemed,
too, to be always listening attentively to something I could not hear, or perhaps
for something that he expected to hear, for he kept turning about and staring into
the bushes, and up into the sky, and out across the water where it was visible
through the openings among the willows. Sometimes he even put his hand to
his ear and held it there for several minutes. He said nothing to me, however,
aboutit, and I asked no questions. And meanwhile, as he mended that torn canoe
with the skill and address of a red Indian, I was glad to notice his absorption
in the work, for there was a vague dread in my heart that he would speak of
the changed aspect of the willows. And, if he had noticed that, my imagination
could no longer be held a sufficient explanation of it.

At length, after a long pause, he began to talk.

“Queer thing,” he added in a hurried sort of voice, as though he wanted to
say something and get it over. “Queer thing, I mean, about that otter last night.”

I had expected something so totally different that he caught me with surprise,
and I looked up sharply.

“Shows how lonely this place is. Otters are awfully shy things—"

“I don’t mean that, of course,” he interrupted. “I mean—do you think—did
you think it really was an otter?”

“What else, in the name of Heaven, what else?”

“You know, I saw it before you did, and at first it seemed—so much bigger
than an otter.”

“The sunset as you looked upstream magnified it, or something,” I replied.

He looked at me absently a moment, as though his mind were busy with
other thoughts.

“It had such extraordinary yellow eyes,” he went on half to himself.
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“That was the sun too,” I laughed, a trifle boisterously. “I suppose you’ll
wonder next if that fellow in the boat 7

I suddenly decided not to finish the sentence. He was in the act again of
listening, turning his head to the wind, and something in the expression of his
face made me halt. The subject dropped, and we went on with our caulking.
Apparently he had not noticed my unfinished sentence. Five minutes later,
however, he looked at me across the canoe, the smoking pitch in his hand, his
face exceedingly grave.

“I did rather wonder, if you want to know,” he said slowly, “what that thing
in the boat was. I remember thinking at the time it was not a man. The whole
business seemed to rise quite suddenly out of the water.”

I laughed again boisterously in his face, but this time there was impatience
and a strain of anger too, in my feeling.

“Look here now,” I cried, “this place is quite queer enough without going out
of our way to imagine things! That boat was an ordinary boat, and the man in
it was an ordinary man, and they were both going downstream as fast as they
could lick. And that otter was an otter, so don’t let’s play the fool about it!”

He looked steadily at me with the same grave expression. He was not in the
least annoyed. I took courage from his silence.

“And for heaven’s sake,” I went on, “don’t keep pretending you hear things,
because it only gives me the jumps, and there’s nothing to hear but the river
and this cursed old thundering wind.”

“You fool!” he answered in a low, shocked voice, “you utter fool. That’s just the
way all victims talk. As if you didn’t understand just as well as I do!” he sneered
with scorn in his voice, and a sort of resignation. “The best thing you can do is
to keep quiet and try to hold your mind as firm as possible. This feeble attempt
at self-deception only makes the truth harder when you'’re forced to meet it.”

My little effort was over, and I found nothing more to say, for I knew quite
well his words were true, and that I was the fool, not he. Up to a certain stage
in the adventure he kept ahead of me easily, and I think I felt annoyed to be
out of it, to be thus proved less psychic, less sensitive than himself to these
extraordinary happenings, and half ignorant all the time of what was going on
under my very nose. He knew from the very beginning, apparently. But at the
moment I wholly missed the point of his words about the necessity of there being
a victim, and that we ourselves were destined to satisfy the want. I dropped all
pretense thenceforward, but thenceforward likewise my fear increased steadily
to the climax.

51



¢ Algernon Blackwood - The Willows ¢
Ghost Story Collection 2 - www.scottslaughter.com

“But you're quite right about one thing,” he added, before the subject passed,
“and thatis that we're wiser not to talk about it, or even to think about it, because
what one thinks finds expression in words, and what one says, happens.”

That afternoon, while the canoe dried and hardened, we spent trying to fish,
testing theleak, collecting wood, and watching the enormous flood of rising water.
Masses of driftwood swept near our shores sometimes, and we fished for them
with long willow branches. The island grew perceptibly smaller as the banks
were torn away with great gulps and splashes. The weather kept brilliantly
fine till about four o’clock, and then for the first time for three days the wind
showed signs of abating. Clouds began to gather in the southwest, spreading
thence slowly over the sky.

This lessening of the wind came as a great relief, for the incessant roaring,
banging, and thundering had irritated our nerves. Yet the silence that came
about five o’clock with its sudden cessation was in a manner quite as oppressive.
The booming of the river had everything its own way then: it filled the air
with deep murmurs, more musical than the wind noises, but infinitely more
monotonous. The wind held many notes, rising, falling, always beating out some
sort of great elemental tune; whereas the river’s song lay between three notes
at most—dull pedal notes, that held a lugubrious quality foreign to the wind,
and somehow seemed to me, in my then nervous state, to sound wonderfully
well the music of doom.

It was extraordinary, too, how the withdrawal suddenly of bright sunlight
took everything out of the landscape that made for cheerfulness; and since this
particularlandscape had already managed to convey the suggestion of something
sinister, the change of course was all the more unwelcome and noticeable. For
me, I know, the darkening outlook became distinctly more alarming, and I found
myself more than once calculating how soon after sunset the full moon would
get up in the east, and whether the gathering clouds would greatly interfere
with her lighting of the little island.

With this general hush of the wind—though it still indulged in occasional
brief gusts—the river seemed to me to grow blacker, the willows to stand more
densely together. The latter, too, kept up a sort of independent movement of
their own, rustling among themselves when no wind stirred, and shaking oddly
from the roots upwards. When common objects in this way become charged with
the suggestion of horror, they stimulate the imagination far more than things
of unusual appearance; and these bushes, crowding huddled about us, assumed
for me in the darkness a bizarre grotesquerie of appearance that lent to them
somehow the aspect of purposeful and living creatures. Their very ordinariness,
I felt, masked what was malignant and hostile to us. The forces of the region
drew nearer with the coming of night. They were focusing upon our island,
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and more particularly upon ourselves. For thus, somehow, in the terms of the
imagination, did my really indescribable sensations in this extraordinary place
present themselves.

Thadsleptagood dealinthe early afternoon, and had thusrecovered somewhat
from the exhaustion of a disturbed night, but this only served apparently to
render me more susceptible than before to the obsessing spell of the haunting.
I fought against it, laughing at my feelings as absurd and childish, with very
obvious physiological explanations, yet, in spite of every effort, they gained in
strength upon me so that I dreaded the night as a child lost in a forest must
dread the approach of darkness.

The canoe we had carefully covered with a waterproof sheet during the day,
and the one remaining paddle had been securely tied by the Swede to the base
of a tree, lest the wind should rob us of that too. From five o’clock onwards I
busied myself with the stew-pot and preparations for dinner, it being my turn
to cook that night. We had potatoes, onions, bits of bacon fat to add flavour, and
a general thick residue from former stews at the bottom of the pot; with black
bread broken up into it the result was most excellent, and it was followed by a
stew of plums with sugar and a brew of strong tea with dried milk. A good pile
of wood lay close at hand, and the absence of wind made my duties easy. My
companion sat lazily watching me, dividing his attentions between cleaning
his pipe and giving useless advice—an admitted privilege of the off-duty man.
He had been very quiet all the afternoon, engaged in re-caulking the canoe,
strengthening the tent ropes, and fishing for driftwood while I slept. No more
talk about undesirable things had passed between us, and I think his only
remarks had to do with the gradual destruction of the island, which he declared
was now fully a third smaller than when we first landed.

The pot had just begun to bubble when I heard his voice calling to me from
the bank, where he had wandered away without my noticing. I ran up.

“Come and listen,” he said, “and see what you make of it.” He held his hand
cupwise to his ear, as so often before.

“Now do you hear anything?” he asked, watching me curiously.

We stood there, listening attentively together. At first I heard only the
deep note of the water and the hissings rising from its turbulent surface. The
willows, for once, were motionless and silent. Then a sound began to reach my
ears faintly, a peculiar sound—something like the humming of a distant gong.
It seemed to come across to us in the darkness from the waste of swamps and
willows opposite. It was repeated at regular intervals, but it was certainly
neither the sound of a bell nor the hooting of a distant steamer. I can liken it to
nothing so much as to the sound of an immense gong, suspended far up in the
sky, repeating incessantly its muffled metallic note, soft and musical, as it was
repeatedly struck. My heart quickened as I listened.
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“I've heard it all day,” said my companion. “While you slept this afternoon
it came all round the island. I hunted it down, but could never get near enough
to see—to localize it correctly. Sometimes it was overhead, and sometimes it
seemed under the water. Once or twice, too, I could have sworn it was not outside
at all, but within myself—you know—the way a sound in the fourth dimension
1s supposed to come.”

I was too much puzzled to pay much attention to his words. I listened
carefully, striving to associate it with any known familiar sound I could think
of, but without success. It changed in direction, too, coming nearer, and then
sinking utterly away into remote distance. I cannot say that it was ominous in
quality, because to me it seemed distinctly musical, yet I must admit it set going
a distressing feeling that made me wish I had never heard it.

“The wind blowing in those sand-funnels,” I said, determined to find an
explanation, “or the bushes rubbing together after the storm perhaps.”

“It comes off the whole swamp,” my friend answered. “It comes from
everywhere at once.” He ignored my explanations. “It comes from the willow
bushes somehow 7

“But now the wind has dropped,” I objected “The willows can hardly make a
noise by themselves, can they?”

His answer frightened me, first because I had dreaded it, and secondly,
because I knew intuitively it was true.

“It is because the wind has dropped we now hear it. It was drowned before.
It is the cry, I believe of the——"

I dashed back to my fire, warned by a sound of bubbling that the stew was in
danger, but determined at the same time to escape from further conversation.
I was resolute, if possible, to avoid the exchanging of views. I dreaded, too, that
he would begin again about the gods, or the elemental forces, or something else
disquieting, and I wanted to keep myself well in hand for what might happen
later. There was another night to be faced before we escaped from this distressing
place, and there was no knowing yet what it might bring forth.

“Come and cut up bread for the pot,” I called to him, vigorously stirring the
appetizing mixture. That stew-pot held sanity for us both, and the thought
made me laugh.

He came over slowly and took the provision sack from the tree, fumbling in
its mysterious depths, and then emptying the entire contents upon the ground-
sheet at his feet.

“Hurry up!” I cried; “it’s boiling.”
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The Swede burst out into a roar of laughter that startled me. It was forced
laughter, not artificial exactly, but mirthless.

“There’s nothing here!” he shouted, holding his sides.
“Bread, I mean.”
“It’s gone. There is no bread. They've taken it!”

I dropped the long spoon and ran up. Everything the sack had contained lay
upon the ground-sheet, but there was no loaf.

The whole dead weight of my growing fear fell upon me and shook me.
Then I burst out laughing too. It was the only thing to do: and the sound of my
own laughter also made me understand his. The strain of psychical pressure
caused it—this explosion of unnatural laughter in both of us; it was an effort of
repressed forces to seek relief; it was a temporary safety valve. And with both
of us it ceased quite suddenly.

“How criminally stupid of me!” I cried, still determined to be consistent and
find an explanation. “I clean forgot to buy a loaf at Pressburg. That chattering
woman put everything out of my head, and I must have left it lying on the
counter or——"

“The oatmeal, too, is much less than it was this morning,” the Swede
interrupted.

Why in the world need he draw attention to it? I thought angrily.

“There’s enough for to-morrow,” I said, stirring vigorously, “and we can get
lots more at Komorn or Gran. In twenty-four hours we shall be miles from here.”

“I hope so—to God,” he muttered, putting the things back into the sack,
“unless we're claimed first as victims for the sacrifice,” he added with a foolish
laugh. He dragged the sack into the tent, for safety’s sake, I suppose, and I heard
him mumbling on to himself, but so indistinctly that it seemed quite natural
for me to ignore his words.

Our meal was beyond question a gloomy one, and we ate it almost in silence,
avoiding one another’s eyes, and keeping the fire bright. Then we washed up
and prepared for the night, and, once smoking, our minds unoccupied with any
definite duties, the apprehension I had felt all day long became more and more
acute. It was not then active fear, I think, but the very vagueness of its origin
distressed me far more than if I had been able to ticket and face it squarely. The
curious sound I have likened to the note of a gong became now almost incessant,
and filled the stillness of the night with a faint, continuous ringing rather than
a series of distinct notes. At one time it was behind and at another time in front
of us. Sometimes I fancied it came from the bushes on our left, and then again
from the clumps on our right. More often it hovered directly overhead like the
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whirring of wings. It was really everywhere at once, behind, in front, at our
sides and over our heads, completely surrounding us. The sound really defies
description. But nothing within my knowledge is like that ceaseless muffled
humming rising off the deserted world of swamps and willows.

We sat smoking in comparative silence, the strain growing every minute
greater. The worst feature of the situation seemed to me that we did not know
what to expect, and could therefore make no sort of preparation by way of
defense. We could anticipate nothing. My explanations made in the sunshine,
moreover, now came to haunt me with their foolish and wholly unsatisfactory
nature, and it was more and more clear to me that some kind of plain talk with
my companion was inevitable, whether I liked it or not. After all, we had to
spend the night together, and to sleep in the same tent side by side. I saw that
I could not get along much longer without the support of his mind, and for that,
of course, plain talk was imperative. As long as possible, however, I postponed
this little climax, and tried to ignore or laugh at the occasional sentences he
flung into the emptiness.

Some of these sentences, moreover, were confoundedly disquieting to me,
coming as they did to corroborate much that I felt myself: corroboration,
too—which made it so much more convincing—from a totally different point of
view. He composed such curious sentences, and hurled them at me in such an
inconsequential sort of way, as though his main line of thought was secret to
himself, and these fragments were the bits he found it impossible to digest. He
got rid of them by uttering them. Speech relieved him. It was like being sick.

“There are things about us, I'm sure, that make for disorder, disintegration,
destruction, our destruction,” he said once, while the fire blazed between us.
“We've strayed out of a safe line somewhere.”

And another time, when the gong sounds had come nearer, ringing much louder
than before, and directly over our heads, he said, as though talking to himself:

“I don’t think a phonograph would show any record of that. The sound doesn’t
come to me by the ears at all. The vibrations reach me in another manner
altogether, and seem to be within me, which is precisely how a fourth dimension
sound might be supposed to make itself heard.”

I purposely made no reply to this, but I sat up a little closer to the fire and
peered about me into the darkness. The clouds were massed all over the sky
and no trace of moonlight came through. Very still, too, everything was, so that
the river and the frogs had things all their own way.

“It has that about it,” he went on, “which is utterly out of common experience.
It is unknown. Only one thing describes it really: it is a non-human sound; I
mean a sound outside humanity.”
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Having rid himself of this indigestible morsel, he lay quiet for a time; but
he had so admirably expressed my own feeling that it was a relief to have the
thought out, and to have confined it by the limitation of words from dangerous
wandering to and fro in the mind.

The solitude of that Danube camping-place, can I ever forget it? The feeling
of being utterly alone on an empty planet! My thoughts ran incessantly upon
cities and the haunts of men. I would have given my soul, as the saying is, for
the “feel” of those Bavarian villages we had passed through by the score; for the
normal, human commonplaces, peasants drinking beer, tables beneath the trees,
hot sunshine, and a ruined castle on the rocks behind the red-roofed church.
Even the tourists would have been welcome.

Yet what I felt of dread was no ordinary ghostly fear. It was infinitely
greater, stranger, and seemed to arise from some dim ancestral sense of terror
more profoundly disturbing than anything I had known or dreamed of. We had
“strayed,” as the Swede put it, into some region or some set of conditions where
therisks were great, yet unintelligible to us; where the frontiers of some unknown
world lay close about us. It was a spot held by the dwellers in some outer space,
a sort of peephole whence they could spy upon the earth, themselves unseen,
a point where the veil between had worn a little thin. As the final result of too
long a sojourn here, we should be carried over the border and deprived of what
we called “our lives,” yet by mental, not physical, processes. In that sense, as
he said, we should be the victims of our adventure—a sacrifice.

It took usin different fashion, each according to the measure of his sensitiveness
and powers of resistance. I translated it vaguely into a personification of the
mightily disturbed elements, investing them with the horror of a deliberate and
malefic purpose, resentful of our audacious intrusion into their breeding-place;
whereas my friend threw it into the unoriginal form at first of a trespass on
some ancient shrine, some place where the old gods still held sway, where the
emotional forces of former worshipers still clung, and the ancestral portion of
him yielded to the old pagan spell.

At any rate, here was a place unpolluted by men, kept clean by the winds
from coarsening human influences, a place where spiritual agencies were
within reach and aggressive. Never, before or since, have I been so attacked
by indescribable suggestions of a “beyond region,” of another scheme of life,
another evolution not parallel to the human. And in the end our minds would
succumb under the weight of the awful spell, and we should be drawn across
the frontier into their world.

Small things testified to this amazing influence of the place, and now in the
silence round the fire they allowed themselves to be noted by the mind. The very
atmosphere had proved itself a magnifying medium to distort every indication:
the otter rolling in the current, the hurrying boatman making signs, the shifting
willows, one and all had been robbed of its natural character, and revealed in
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something of its other aspect—as it existed across the borderin that other region.
And this changed aspect I felt was new not merely to me, but to the race. The
whole experience whose verge we touched was unknown to humanity at all.
It was a new order of experience, and in the true sense of the word unearthly.

“It’s the deliberate, calculating purpose that; reduces one’s courage to zero,”
the Swede said suddenly, as if he had been actually following my thoughts.
“Otherwise imagination might count for much. But the paddle, the canoe, the
lessening food——"

“Haven’t I explained all that once?” I interrupted viciously.
“You have,” he answered dryly; “you have indeed.”

He made other remarks too, as usual, about what he called the “plain
determination to provide a victim”; but, having now arranged my thoughts
better, I recognized that this was simply the cry of his frightened soul against
the knowledge that he was being attacked in a vital part, and that he would be
somehow taken or destroyed. The situation called for a courage and calmness
of reasoning that neither of us could compass, and I have never before been so
clearly conscious of two persons in me—the one that explained everything, and
the other that laughed at such foolish explanations, yet was horribly afraid.

Meanwhile, in the pitchy night the fire died down and the woodpile grew small.
Neither of us moved to replenish the stock, and the darkness consequently came
up very close to our faces. A few feet beyond the circle of firelight it was inky
black. Occasionally a stray puff of wind set the billows shivering about us, but
apart from this not very welcome sound a deep and depressing silence reigned,
broken only by the gurgling of the river and the humming in the air overhead.

We both missed, I think, the shouting company of the winds.

At length, at a moment when a stray puff prolonged itself as though the
wind were about to rise again, I reached the point for me of saturation, the
point where it was absolutely necessary to find relief in plain speech, or else to
betray myself by some hysterical extravagance that must have been far worse
in its effect upon both of us. I kicked the fire into a blaze, and turned to my
companion abruptly. He looked up with a start.

“Ican’t disguiseit any longer,” I said; “I don’t like this place, and the darkness,
and the noises, and the awful feelings I get. There’s something here that beats
me utterly. I'm in a blue funk, and that’s the plain truth. If the other shore
was—different, I swear I'd be inclined to swim for it!”

The Swede’s face turned very white beneath the deep tan of sun and wind.
He stared straight at me and answered quietly, but his voice betrayed his huge
excitement by its unnatural calmness. For the moment, at any rate, he was the
strong man of the two. He was more phlegmatic, for one thing.
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“It’'s not a physical condition we can escape from by running away,” he replied,
in the tone of a doctor diagnosing some grave disease; “we must sit tight and
wait. There are forces close here that could kill a herd of elephants in a second
as easily as you or I could squash a fly. Our only chance is to keep perfectly still.
Our insignificance perhaps may save us.”

I put a dozen questions into my expression of face, but found no words. It was
precisely like listening to an accurate description of a disease whose symptoms
had puzzled me.

“I mean that so far, although aware of our disturbing presence, they have
not found us—not ‘located’ us, as the Americans say,” he went on. “They’re
blundering about like men hunting for a leak of gas. The paddle and canoe and
provisions prove that. I think they feel us, but cannot actually see us. We must
keep our minds quiet—it’s our minds they feel. We must control our thoughts,
or it’s all up with us.”

“Death you mean?” I stammered, icy with the horror of his suggestion.

“Worse—Dby far,” he said. “Death, according to one’s belief, means either
annihilation or release from the limitations of the senses, but it involves no
change of character. You don’t suddenly alter just because the body’s gone. But
this means a radical alteration, a complete change, a horrible loss of oneself by
substitution—far worse than death, and not even annihilation. We happen to
have camped in a spot where their region touches ours where the veil between
has worn thin”—horrors! he was using my very own phrase, my actual words—"so
that they are aware of our being in their neighborhood.”

“But who are aware?” I asked.

I forgot the shaking of the willows in the windless calm, the humming
overhead, everything except that I was waiting for an answer that I dreaded
more than I can possibly explain.

He lowered his voice at once to reply, leaning forward a little over the fire,
an indefinable change in his face that made me avoid his eyes and look down
upon the ground.

“All my life,” he said, “I have been strangely, vividly conscious of another
region—not far removed from our own world in one sense, yet wholly different
in kind—where great things go on unceasingly, where immense and terrible
personalities hurry by, intent on vast purposes compared to which earthly
affairs, the rise and fall of nations, the destinies of empires, the fate of armies
and continents, are all as dust in the balance; vast purposes, I mean, that deal
directly with the soul, and not indirectly with mere expressions of the soul—"
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“I suggest just now—" I began, seeking to stop him, feeling as though I was
face to face with a madman. But he instantly overbore me with his torrent that
had to come.

“You think,” he said, “it is the spirits of the elements, and I thought perhaps it
was the old gods. ButItell you now it is—neither. These would be comprehensible
entities, for they have relations with men, depending upon them for worship or
sacrifice, whereas these beings who are now about us have absolutely nothing
to do with mankind, and it is mere chance that their space happens just at this
spot to touch our own.”

The mere conception, which his words somehow made so convincing, as I
listened to them there in the dark stillness of that lonely island, set me shaking
a little all over. I found it impossible to control my movements.

“And what do you propose?” I began again.

“A sacrifice, a victim, might save us by distracting them until we could get
away,” he went on, “just as the wolves stop to devour the dogs and give the sleigh
another start. But—I see no chance of any other victim now.”

I stared blankly at him. The gleam in his eyes was dreadful. Presently he
continued.

“It’s the willows, of course. The willows mask the others, but the others are
feeling about for us. If we let our minds betray our fear, we're lost, lost utterly.”
He looked at me with an expression so calm, so determined, so sincere, that I no
longer had any doubts as to his sanity. He was as sane as any man ever was. “If
we can hold out through the night,” he added, “we may get off in the daylight
unnoticed, or rather, undiscovered.”

“But you really think a sacrifice would 7

That gong-like humming came down very close over our heads as I spoke,
but it was my friend’s scared face that really stopped my mouth.

“Hush!” he whispered, holding up his hand. “Do not mention them more
than you can help. Do not refer to them by name. To name is to reveal: it is the
inevitable clue, and our only hope lies in ignoring them, in order that they may
ignore us.”

“Even in thought?” He was extraordinarily agitated.

“Especially in thought. Our thoughts make spirals in their world. We must
keep them out of our minds at all costs if possible.”

I raked the fire together to prevent the darkness having everything its own
way. I never longed for the sun as I longed for it then in the awful blackness of
that summer night.
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“Were you awake all last night?” he went on suddenly.

“I slept badly a little after dawn,” I replied evasively, trying to follow his
instructions, which I knew instinctively were true, “but the wind, of course—"

“I know. But the wind won’t account for all the noises.”
“Then you heard it too?”

“The multiplying countless little footsteps I heard,” he said, adding, after a
moment’s hesitation, “and that other sound—"

“You mean above the tent, and the pressing down upon us of something
tremendous, gigantic?”

He nodded significantly.
“It was like the beginning of a sort of inner suffocation?” I said.

“Partly, yes. It seemed to me that the weight of the atmosphere had been
altered—had increased enormously, so that we should be crushed.”

“And that,” I went on, determined to have it all out, pointing upwards where
the gong-like note hummed ceaselessly, rising and falling like wind. “What do
you make of that?”

“It’s their sound,” he whispered gravely. “It’s the sound of their world, the
humming in their region. The division here is so thin that it leaks through
somehow. But, if you listen carefully, you’ll find it’s not above so much as around
us. It’s in the willows. It’s the willows themselves humming, because here the
willows have been made symbols of the forces that are against us.”

I could not follow exactly what he meant by this, yet the thought and idea
in my mind were beyond question the thought and idea in his. I realized what
he realized, only with less power of analysis than his. It was on the tip of my
tongue to tell him at last about my hallucination of the ascending figures and
the moving bushes, when he suddenly thrust his face again close into mine
across the firelight and began to speak in a very earnest whisper. He amazed
me by his calmness and pluck, his apparent control of the situation. This man
I had for years deemed unimaginative, stolid!

“Now listen,” he said. “The only thing for us to do is to go on as though nothing
had happened, follow our usual habits, go to bed, and so forth; pretend we feel
nothing and notice nothing. It is a question wholly of the mind, and the less
we think about them the better our chance of escape. Above all, don’t think, for
what you think happens!”

“All right,” I managed to reply, simply breathless with his words and the
strangeness of it all; “all right, I'll try, but tell me one thing more first. Tell me
what you make of those hollows in the ground all about us, those sand-funnels?”
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“No!” he cried, forgetting to whisper in his excitement. “I dare not, simply
dare not, put the thought into words. If you have not guessed I am glad. Don’t
try to. They have put it into my mind; try your hardest to prevent their putting
it into yours.”

He sank his voice again to a whisper before he finished, and I did not press
him to explain. There was already just about as much horror in me as I could
hold. The conversation came to an end, and we smoked our pipes busily in silence.

Then something happened, something unimportant apparently, as the way
is when the nerves are in a very great state of tension, and this small thing
for a brief space gave me an entirely different point of view. I chanced to look
down at my sand-shoe—the sort we used for the canoe—and something to do
with the hole at the toe suddenly recalled to me the London shop where I had
bought them, the difficulty the man had in fitting me, and other details of the
uninteresting but practical operation. At once, in its train, followed a wholesome
view of the modern skeptical world I was accustomed to move in at home. I
thought of roast beef and ale, motor-cars, policemen, brass bands, and a dozen
other things that proclaimed the soul of ordinariness or utility. The effect was
immediate and astonishing even to myself. Psychologically, I suppose, it was
simply a sudden and violent reaction after the strain of living in an atmosphere
of things that to the normal consciousness must seem impossible and incredible.
But, whatever the cause, it momentarily lifted the spell from my heart, and left
me for the short space of a minute feeling free and utterly unafraid. I looked up
at my friend opposite.

“You damned old pagan!” I cried, laughing aloud in his face. “You imaginative
idiot! You superstitious idolator! You——"

I stopped in the middle, seized anew by the old horror. I tried to smother
the sound of my voice as something sacrilegious. The Swede, of course, heard it
too—that strange cry overhead in the darkness—and that sudden drop in the
air as though something had come nearer.

He had turned ashen white under the tan. He stood bolt upright in front of
the fire, stiff as a rod, staring at me.

“After that,” he said in a sort of helpless, frantic way, “we must go! We can’t
stay now; we must strike camp this very instant and go on—down the river.”

He was talking, I saw, quite wildly, his words dictated by abject terror—the
terror he had resisted so long, but which had caught him at last.

“In the dark?” I exclaimed, shaking with fear after my hysterical outburst,
but still realizing our position better than he did. “Sheer madness! The river’s
in flood, and we’ve only got a single paddle. Besides, we only go deeper into their
country! There’s nothing ahead for fifty miles but willows, willows, willows!”
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He sat down again in a state of semi-collapse. The positions, by one of those
kaleidoscopic changes nature loves, were suddenly reversed, and the control of
our forces passed over into my hands. His mind at last had reached the point
where it was beginning to weaken.

“What on earth possessed you to do such a thing?” he whispered, with the
awe of genuine terror in his voice and face.

I crossed round to his side of the fire. I took both his hands in mine, kneeling
down beside him and looking straight into his frightened eyes.

“We’ll make one more blaze,” I said firmly, “and then turn in for the night.
At sunrise we'll be off full speed for Komorn. Now, pull yourself together a bit,
and remember your own advice about not thinking fear!”

He said no more, and I saw that he would agree and obey. In some measure,
too, it was a sort of relief to get up and make an excursion into the darkness for
more wood. We kept close together, almost touching, groping among the bushes
and along the bank. The humming overhead never ceased, but seemed to me
to grow louder as we increased our distance from the fire. It was shivery work!

We were grubbing away in the middle of a thickish clump of willows where
some driftwood from a former flood had caught high among the branches, when
my body was seized in a grip that made me half drop upon the sand. It was the
Swede. He had fallen against me, and was clutching me for support. I heard his
breath coming and going in short gasps.

“Look! By my soul!” he whispered, and for the first time in my experience I
knew what it was to hear tears of terror in a human voice. He was pointing to
the fire, some fifty feet away. I followed the direction of his finger, and I swear
my heart missed a beat.

There, in front of the dim glow, something was moving.

I saw it through a veil that hung before my eyes like the gauze drop-curtain
used at the back of a theater—hazily a little. It was neither a human figure nor
an animal. To me it gave the strange impression of being as large as several
animals grouped together, like horses, two or three, moving slowly. The Swede,
too, got a similar result, though expressing it differently, for he thought it was
shaped and sized like a clump of willow bushes, rounded at the top, and moving
all over upon its surface—"coiling upon itself like smoke,” he said afterwards.

“I watched it settle downwards through the bushes,” he sobbed at me. “Look,
by God! It’s coming this way! Oh, oh!”"—he gave a kind of whistling cry. “They’ve
found us.”

I gaveone terrified glance, which just enabled me to see that the shadowy form
was swinging towards us through the bushes, and then I collapsed backwards
with a crash into the branches. These failed, of course, to support my weight,
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so that with the Swede on the top of me we fell in a struggling heap upon the
sand. I really hardly knew what was happening. I was conscious only of a sort
of enveloping sensation of icy fear that plucked the nerves out of their fleshly
covering, twisted them this way and that, and replaced them quivering. My
eyes were tightly shut; something in my throat choked me; a feeling that my
consciousness was expanding, extending out into space, swiftly gave way to
another feeling that I was losing it altogether, and about to die.

An acute spasm of pain passed through me, and I was aware that the Swede
had hold of me in such a way that he hurt me abominably. It was the way he
caught at me in falling.

But it was this pain, he declared afterwards, that saved me: it caused me
to forget them and think of something else at the very instant when they were
about to find me. It concealed my mind from them at the moment of discovery,
yetjustin time to evade their terrible seizing of me. He himself, he says, actually
swooned at the same moment, and that was what saved him.

I only know that at a later time, how long or short is impossible to say, I
found myself scrambling up out of the slippery network of willow branches, and
saw my companion standing in front of me holding out a hand to assist me. I
stared at him in a dazed way, rubbing the arm he had twisted for me. Nothing
came to me to say, somehow.

“I lost consciousness for a moment or two,” I heard him say. “That’s what
saved me. It made me stop thinking about them.”

“You nearly broke my arm in two,” I said, uttering my only connected thought
at the moment. A numbness came over me.

“That’s what saved you!” he replied. “Between us, we've managed to set
them off on a false tack somewhere. The humming has ceased. It’s gone—for
the moment at any rate!”

A wave of hysterical laughter seized me again, and this time spread to my
friend too—great healing gusts of shaking laughter that brought a tremendous
sense of relief in their train. We made our way back to the fire and put the wood
on so that it blazed at once. Then we saw that the tent had fallen over and lay
in a tangled heap upon the ground.

We picked it up, and during the process tripped more than once and caught
our feet in sand.

“It’s those sand-funnels,” exclaimed the Swede, when the tent was up again
and the firelight lit up the ground for several yards about us. “And look at the
size of them!”
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All round the tent and about the fireplace where we had seen the moving
shadows there were deep funnel-shaped hollows in the sand, exactly similar
to the ones we had already found over the island, only far bigger and deeper,
beautifully formed, and wide enough in some instances to admit the whole of
my foot and leg.

Neither of us said a word. We both knew that sleep was the safest thing we
could do, and to bed we went accordingly without further delay, having first
thrown sand on the fire and taken the provision sack and the paddle inside the
tent with us. The canoe, too, we propped in such a way at the end of the tent
that our feet touched it, and the least motion would disturb and wake us.

In case of emergency, too, we again went to bed in our clothes, ready for a
sudden start.

V

It was my firm intention to lie awake all night and watch, but the exhaustion
of nerves and body decreed otherwise, and sleep after a while came over me with
a welcome blanket of oblivion. The fact that my companion also slept quickened
its approach. At first he fidgeted and constantly sat up, asking me if I “heard
this” or “heard that.” He tossed about on his cork mattress, and said the tent
was moving and the river had risen over the point of the island; but each time
I went out to look I returned with the report that all was well, and finally he
grew calmer and lay still. Then at length his breathing became regular and I
heard unmistakable sounds of snoring—the first and only time in my life when
snoring has been a welcome and calming influence.

This, I remember, was the last thought in my mind before dozing off.

A difficulty in breathing woke me, and I found the blanket over my face. But
something else besides the blanket was pressing upon me, and my first thought
was that my companion had rolled off his mattress on to my own in his sleep. I
called to him and sat up, and at the same moment it came to me that the tent
was surrounded. That sound of multitudinous soft pattering was again audible
outside, filling the night with horror.

I called again to him, louder than before. He did not answer, but I missed the
sound of his snoring, and also noticed that the flap of the tent door was down.
This was the unpardonable sin. I crawled out in the darkness to hook it back
securely, and it was then for the first time I realized positively that the Swede
was not there. He had gone.
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I dashed out in a mad run, seized by a dreadful agitation, and the moment
I was out I plunged into a sort of torrent of humming that surrounded me
completely and came out of every quarter of the heavens at once. It was that
same familiar humming—gone mad! A swarm of great invisible bees might have
been about me in the air. The sound seemed to thicken the very atmosphere,
and I felt that my lungs worked with difficulty.

But my friend was in danger, and I could not hesitate.

The dawn was just about to break, and a faint whitish light spread upwards
over the clouds from a thin strip of clear horizon. No wind stirred. I could just
make out the bushes and river beyond, and the pale sandy patches. In my
excitement I ran frantically to and fro about the island, calling him by name,
shouting at the top of my voice the first words that came into my head. But the
willows smothered my voice, and the humming muffled it, so that the sound only
traveled a few feet round me. I plunged among the bushes, tripping headlong,
tumbling over roots, and scraping my face as I tore this way and that among
the preventing branches.

Then, quite unexpectedly, I came out upon the island’s point and saw a dark
figure outlined between the water and the sky. It was the Swede. And already he
had one foot in the river! A moment more and he would have taken the plunge.

I threw myself upon him, flinging my arms about his waist and dragging him
shorewards with all my strength. Of course he struggled furiously, making a
noise all the time just like that cursed humming, and using the most outlandish
phrases in his anger about “going inside to Them,” and “taking the way of the
water and the wind,” and God only knows what more besides, that I tried in
vain to recall afterwards, but which turned me sick with horror and amazement
as I listened. But in the end I managed to get him into the comparative safety
of the tent, and flung him breathless and cursing upon the mattress, where I
held him until the fit had passed.

I think the suddenness with which it all went and he grew calm, coinciding as
it did with the equally abrupt cessation of the humming and pattering outside—I
think this was almost the strangest part of the whole business perhaps. For he
just opened his eyes and turned his tired face up to me so that the dawn threw
a pale light upon it through the doorway, and said, for all the world just like a
frightened child:

“My life, old man—it’s my life I owe you. But it’s all over now anyhow. They’ve
found a victim in our place!”

Then he dropped back upon his blankets and went to sleep literally under
my eyes. He simply collapsed, and began to snore again as healthily as though
nothing had happened and he had never tried to offer his own life as a sacrifice
by drowning. And when the sunlight woke him three hours later—hours of
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ceaseless vigil for me—it became so clear to me that he remembered absolutely
nothing of what he had attempted to do, that I deemed it wise to hold my peace
and ask no dangerous questions.

He woke naturally and easily, as I have said, when the sun was already high
in a windless hot sky, and he at once got up and set about the preparation of the
fire for breakfast. I followed him anxiously at bathing, but he did not attempt
to plunge in, merely dipping his head and making some remark about the extra
coldness of the water.

“River’s falling at last,” he said, “and I'm glad of it.”
“The humming has stopped too,” I said.

He looked up at me quietly with his normal expression. Evidently he
remembered everything except his own attempt at suicide.

”

“Everything has stopped,” he said, “because

He hesitated. But I knew some reference to that remark he had made just
before he fainted was in his mind, and I was determined to know it.

“Because ‘They’ve found another victim’?” I said, forcing a little laugh.

“Exactly,” he answered, “exactly! I feel as positive of it as though—as though—I
feel quite safe again, I mean,” he finished.

He began to look curiously about him. The sunlight lay in hot patches on the
sand. There was no wind. The willows were motionless. He slowly rose to feet.

“Come,” he said; “I think if we look, we shall find it.”

He started off on a run, and I followed him. He kept to the banks, poking
with a stick among the sandy bays and caves and little back-waters, myself
always close on his heels.

“Ah!” he exclaimed presently, “ah!”

The tone of his voice somehow brought back to me a vivid sense of the horror
of the last twenty-four hours, and I hurried up to join him. He was pointing with
his stick at a large black object that lay half in the water and half on the sand.
It appeared to be caught by some twisted willow roots so that the river could
not sweep it away. A few hours before the spot must have been under water.

“See,” he said quietly, “the victim that made our escape possible!”

And when I peered across his shoulder I saw that his stick rested on the body
of a man. He turned it over. It was the corpse of a peasant, and the face was
hidden in the sand. Clearly the man had been drowned but a few hours before,
and his body must have been swept down upon our island somewhere about the
hour of the dawn—at the very time the fit had passed.
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“We must give it a decent burial, you know.”

“I suppose so,” I replied. I shuddered a little in spite of myself, for there was
something about the appearance of that poor drowned man that turned me cold.

The Swede glanced up sharply at me, and began clambering down the bank.
I followed him more leisurely. The current, I noticed, had torn away much of the
clothing from the body, so that the neck and part of the chest lay bare.

Halfway down the bank my companion suddenly stopped and held up his
handin warning; but either my foot slipped, or  had gained too much momentum
to bring myself quickly to a halt, for I bumped into him and sent him forward
with a sort of leap to save himself. We tumbled together on to the hard sand so
that our feet splashed into the water. And, before anything could be done, we
had collided a little heavily against the corpse.

The Swede uttered a sharp cry. And I sprang back as if I had been shot.

At the moment we touched the body there arose from its surface the loud
sound of humming—the sound of several hummings—which passed with a vast
commotion as of winged things in the air about us and disappeared upwards into
the sky, growing fainter and fainter till they finally ceased in the distance. It was
exactly as though we had disturbed some living yet invisible creatures at work.

My companion clutched me, and I think I clutched him, but before either of us
had time properly torecover from the unexpected shock, we saw that a movement
of the current was turning the corpse round so that it became released from
the grip of the willow roots. A moment later it had turned completely over, the
dead face uppermost, staring at the sky. It lay on the edge of the main stream.
In another moment it would be swept away.

The Swede started to save it, shouting again something I did not catch about
a “proper burial” and then abruptly dropped upon his knees on the sand and
covered his eyes with his hands. I was beside him in an instant.

I saw what he had seen.

For just as the body swung round to the current the face and the exposed
chest turned full towards us, and showed plainly how the skin and flesh were
indented with small hollows, beautifully formed, and exactly similar in shape
and kind to the sand-funnels that we had found all over the island.

“Their mark!” I heard my companion mutter under his breath. “Their awful
mark!”

And when I turned my eyes again from his ghastly face to the river, the
current had done its work, and the body had been swept away into midstream
and was already beyond our reach and almost out of sight, turning over and
over on the waves like an otter.
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NE SUMMER, IN my wanderings with a knapsack, I was at

luncheon in the room of a wayside inn in the western country, when

the door opened and there entered an old rustic, who crossed close
to my end of the table and sat himself down very quietly in the seat by the bow
window. We exchanged glances, or, properly speaking, nods, for at the moment I
did not actually raise my eyes to his face, so concerned was I with the important
business of satisfying an appetite gained by tramping twelve miles over a difficult
country.

The fine warm rain of seven o’clock, which had since risen in a kind of
luminous mist about the tree tops, now floated far overhead in a deep blue sky,
and the day was settling down into a blaze of golden light. It was one of those
days peculiar to Somerset and North Devon, when the orchards shine and the
meadows seem to add aradiance of their own, so brilliantly soft are the colourings
of grass and foliage.

The inn-keeper’s daughter, a little maiden with a simple country loveliness,
presently entered with a foaming pewter mug, enquired after my welfare, and
went out again. Apparently she had not noticed the old man sitting in the settle
by the bow window, nor had he, for his part, so much as once turned his head
in our direction.

Under ordinary circumstances I should probably have given no thought to
this other occupant of the room; but the fact that it was supposed to be reserved
for my private use, and the singular thing that he sat looking aimlessly out of
the window, with no attempt to engage me in conversation, drew my eyes more
than once somewhat curiously upon him, and I soon caught myself wondering
why he sat there so silently, and always with averted head.
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He was, I saw, a rather bent old man in rustic dress, and the skin of his face
was wrinkled like that of an apple; corduroy trousers were caught up with a
string below the knee, and he wore a sort of brown fustian jacket that was very
much faded. His thin hand rested upon a stoutish stick. He wore no hat and
carried none, and I noticed that his head, covered with silvery hair, was finely
shaped and gave the impression of something noble.

Though rather piqued by his studied disregard of my presence, I came to
the conclusion that he probably had something to do with the little hostel and
had a perfect right to use this room with freedom, and I finished my luncheon
without breaking the silence and then took the settle opposite to smoke a pipe
before going on my way.

Through the open window came the scents of the blossoming fruit trees;
the orchard was drenched in sunshine and the branches danced lazily in the
breeze; the grass below fairly shone with white and yellow daisies, and the red
roses climbing in profusion over the casement mingled their perfume with the
sweetly penetrating odour of the sea.

It was a place to dawdlein, tolie and dream away a whole afternoon, watching
the sleepy butterflies and listening to the chorus of birds which seemed to fill
every corner of the sky. Indeed, I was already debating in my mind whether to
linger and enjoy it all instead of taking the strenuous pathway over the hills,
when the old rustic in the settle opposite suddenly turned his face towards me
for the first time and began to speak.

His voice had a quiet dreamy note in it that was quite in harmony with the
day and the scene, but it sounded far away, I thought, almost as though it came
to me from outside where the shadows were weaving their eternal tissue of
dreams upon the garden floor. Moreover, there was no trace in it of the rough
quality one might naturally have expected, and, now that I saw the full face
of the speaker for the first time, I noted with something like a start that the
deep, gentle eyes seemed far more in keeping with the timbre of the voice than
with the rough and very countrified appearance of the clothes and manner. His
voice set pleasant waves of sound in motion towards me, and the actual words,
if I remember rightly, were—

“You are a stranger in these parts?” or “Is not this part of the country strange
to you?”

There was no “sir,” nor any outward and visible sign of the deference usually
paid by real country folk to the town-bred visitor, but in its place a gentleness,
almost a sweetness, of polite sympathy that was far more of a compliment than
either.

I answered that I was wandering on foot through a part of the country that
was wholly new to me, and that I was surprised not to find a place of such idyllic
loveliness marked upon my map.
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“I have lived here all my life,” he said, with a sigh, “and am never tired of
coming back to it again.”

“Then you no longer live in the immediate neighbourhood?”

“I have moved,” he answered briefly, adding after a pause in which his eyes
seemed to wander wistfully to the wealth of blossoms beyond the window; “but I
am almost sorry, for nowhere else have I found the sunshine lie so warmly, the
flowers smell so sweetly, or the winds and streams make such tender music. . ..”

His voice died away into a thin stream of sound that lost itself in the rustle
of the rose-leaves climbing in at the window, for he turned his head away from
me as he spoke and looked out into the garden. But it was impossible to conceal
my surprise, and I raised my eyes in frank astonishment on hearing so poetic an
utterance from such a figure of a man, though at the same time realising that it
was not in the least inappropriate, and that, in fact, no other sort of expression
could have properly been expected from him.

“I am sure you are right,” I answered at length, when it was clear he had
ceased speaking; “or there is something of enchantment here—of real fairy-like
enchantment—that makes me think of the visions of childhood days, before one
knew anything of—of—"

I had been oddly drawn into his vein of speech, some inner force compelling
me. But here the spell passed and I could not catch the thoughts that had a
moment before opened a long vista before my inner vision.

“To tell you the truth,” I concluded lamely, “the place fascinates me and I
am in two minds about going further—”

Even at this stage I remember thinking it odd that I should be talking like
this with a stranger whom I met in a country inn, for it has always been one of
my failings that to strangers my manner is brief to surliness. It was as though
we were figures meeting in a dream, speaking without sound, obeying laws not
operative in the everyday working world, and about to play with a new scale of
space and time perhaps. But my astonishment passed quickly into an entirely
different feeling when I became aware that the old man opposite had turned
his head from the window again, and was regarding me with eyes so bright
they seemed almost to shine with an inner flame. His gaze was fixed upon my
face with an intense ardour, and his whole manner had suddenly become alert
and concentrated. There was something about him I now felt for the first time
that made little thrills of excitement run up and down my back. I met his look
squarely, but with an inward tremor.

“Stay, then, a little while longer,” he said in a much lower and deeper voice
than before; “stay, and I will teach you something of the purpose of my coming.”

He stopped abruptly. I was conscious of a decided shiver.
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“You have a special purpose then—in coming back?” I asked, hardly knowing
what I was saying.

“To call away someone,” he went on in the same thrilling voice, “someone who
1s not quite ready to come, but who is needed elsewhere for a worthier purpose.”
There was a sadness in his manner that mystified me more than ever.

“You mean—?" I began, with an unaccountable access of trembling.
“I have come for someone who must soon move, even as I have moved.”

He looked me through and through with a dreadfully piercing gaze, but I met
his eyes with a full straight stare, trembling though I was, and I was aware that
something stirred within me that had never stirred before, though for the life
of me I could not have put a name to it, or have analysed its nature. Something
lifted and rolled away. For one single second I understood clearly that the past
and the future exist actually side by side in one immense Present; that it was
I who moved to and fro among shifting, protean appearances.

The old man dropped his eyes from my face, and the momentary glimpse of
a mightier universe passed utterly away. Reason regained its sway over a dull,
limited kingdom.

“Come to-night,” I heard the old man say, “come to me to-night into the Wood
of the Dead. Come at midnight—"

Involuntarily I clutched the arm of the settle for support, for I then felt that
I was speaking with someone who knew more of the real things that are and
will be, than I could ever know while in the body, working through the ordinary
channels of sense—and this curious half-promise of a partial lifting of the veil
had its undeniable effect upon me.

The breeze from the sea had died away outside, and the blossoms were still. A
yellow butterfly floated lazily past the window. The song of the birds hushed—I
smelt the sea—I smelt the perfume of heated summer air rising from fields and
flowers, the ineffable scents of June and of the long days of the year—and with
it, from countless green meadows beyond, came the hum of myriad summer life,
children’s voices, sweet pipings, and the sound of water falling.

I knew myself to be on the threshold of a new order of experience—of an
ecstasy. Something drew me forth with a sense of inexpressible yearning towards
the being of this strange old man in the window seat, and for a moment I knew
what it was to taste a mighty and wonderful sensation, and to touch the highest
pinnacle of joy I have ever known. It lasted for less than a second, and was gone;
but in that brief instant of time the same terrible lucidity came to me that had
already shown me how the past and future exist in the present, and I realised and
understood that pleasure and pain are one and the same force, for the joy I had
just experienced included also all the pain I ever had felt, or ever could feel. . . .
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The sunshine grew to dazzling radiance, faded, passed away. The shadows
paused in their dance upon the grass, deepened a moment, and then melted
into air. The flowers of the fruit trees laughed with their little silvery laughter
as the wind sighed over their radiant eyes the old, old tale of its personal love.
Once or twice a voice called my name. A wonderful sensation of lightness and
power began to steal over me.

Suddenly the door opened and the inn-keeper’s daughter came in. By all
ordinary standards, her’s was a charming country loveliness, born of the stars
and wild-flowers, of moonlight shining through autumn mists upon the river and
the fields; yet, by contrast with the higher order of beauty I had just momentarily
been in touch with, she seemed almost ugly. How dull her eyes, how thin her
voice, how vapid her smile, and insipid her whole presentment.

For a moment she stood between me and the occupant of the window seat
while I counted out the small change for my meal and for her services; but
when, an instant later, she moved aside, I saw that the settle was empty and
that there was no longer anyone in the room but our two selves.

This discovery was no shock to me; indeed, I had almost expected it, and
the man had gone just as a figure goes out of a dream, causing no surprise and
leaving me as part and parcel of the same dream without breaking of continuity.
But, as soon as I had paid my bill and thus resumed in very practical fashion
the thread of my normal consciousness, I turned to the girl and asked her if she
knew the old man who had been sitting in the window seat, and what he had
meant by the Wood of the Dead.

The maiden started visibly, glancing quickly round the empty room, but
answering simply that she had seen no one. I described him in great detail, and
then, as the description grew clearer, she turned a little pale under her pretty
sunborn and said very gravely that it must have been the ghost.

“Ghost! What ghost?”

“Oh, the village ghost,” she said quietly, coming closer to my chair with a
little nervous movement of genuine alarm, and adding in a lower voice, “He
comes before a death, they say!”

It was not difficult to induce the girl to talk, and the story she told me, shorn
of the superstition that had obviously gathered with the years round the memory
of a strangely picturesque figure, was an interesting and peculiar one.

The inn, she said, was originally a farmhouse, occupied by a yeoman farmer,
evidently of a superior, if rather eccentric, character, who had been very poor
until he reached old age, when a son died suddenly in the Colonies and left him
an unexpected amount of money, almost a fortune.
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The old man thereupon altered no whit his simple manner of living, but devoted
his income entirely to the improvement of the village and to the assistance of its
inhabitants; he did this quite regardless of his personal likes and dislikes, as if
one and all were absolutely alike to him, objects of a genuine and impersonal
benevolence. People had always been alittle afraid of the man, not understanding
his eccentricities, but the simple force of this love for humanity changed all that
in a very short space of time; and before he died he came to be known as the
Father of the Village and was held in great love and veneration by all.

A short time before his end, however, he began to act queerly. He spent his
money just as usefully and wisely, but the shock of sudden wealth after a life
of poverty, people said, had unsettled his mind. He claimed to see things that
others did not see, to hear voices, and to have visions. Evidently, he was not
of the harmless, foolish, visionary order, but a man of character and of great
personal force, for the people became divided in their opinions, and the vicar,
good man, regarded and treated him as a “special case.” For many, his name
and atmosphere became charged almost with a spiritual influence that was not
of the best. People quoted texts about him; kept when possible out of his way,
and avoided his house after dark. None understood him, but though the majority
loved him, an element of dread and mystery became associated with his name,
chiefly owing to the ignorant gossip of the few.

A grove of pine trees behind the farm—the girl pointed them out to me on
the slope of the hill—he said was the Wood of the Dead, because just before
anyone died in the village he saw them walk into that wood, singing. None who
went in ever came out again. He often mentioned the names to his wife, who
usually published them to all the inhabitants within an hour of her husband’s
confidence; and it was found that the people he had seen enter the wood—died.
On warm summer nights he would sometimes take an old stick and wander
out, hatless, under the pines, for he loved this wood, and used to say he met
all his old friends there, and would one day walk in there never to return. His
wife tried to break him gently off this habit, but he always had his own way;
and once, when she followed and found him standing under a great pine in the
thickest portion of the grove, talking earnestly to someone she could not see, he
turned and rebuked her very gently, but in such a way that she never repeated
the experiment, saying—

“You should never interrupt me, Mary, when I am talking with the others;
for they teach me, remember, wonderful things, and I must learn all I can before
I go to join them.”

This story went like wild-fire through the village, increasing with every
repetition, until at length everyone was able to give an accurate description of
the great veiled figures the woman declared she had seen moving among the
trees where her husband stood. The innocent pine-grove now became positively
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haunted, and the title of “Wood of the Dead” clung naturally as if it had been
applied to it in the ordinary course of events by the compilers of the Ordnance
Survey.

On the evening of his ninetieth birthday the old man went up to his wife and
kissed her. His manner was loving, and very gentle, and there was something
about him besides, she declared afterwards, that made her slightly in awe of
him and feel that he was almost more of a spirit than a man.

He kissed her tenderly on both cheeks, but his eyes seemed to look right
through her as he spoke.

“Dearest wife,” he said, “I am saying good-bye to you, for I am now going
into the Wood of the Dead, and I shall not return. Do not follow me, or send to
search, but be ready soon to come upon the same journey yourself.”

The good woman burst into tears and tried to hold him, but he easily slipped
from her hands, and she was afraid to follow him. Slowly she saw him cross the
field in the sunshine, and then enter the cool shadows of the grove, where he
disappeared from her sight.

That same night, much later, she woke to find him lying peacefully by her
side in bed, with one arm stretched out towards her, dead. Her story was half
believed, half doubted at the time, but in a very few years afterwards it evidently
came to be accepted by all the countryside. A funeral service was held to which
the people flocked in great numbers, and everyone approved of the sentiment
which led the widow to add the words, “The Father of the Village,” after the
usual texts which appeared upon the stone over his grave.

This, then, was the story I pieced together of the village ghost as the little
inn-keeper’s daughter told it to me that afternoon in the parlour of the inn.

“But you're not the first to say you've seen him,” the girl concluded; “and your
description is just what we’ve always heard, and that window, they say, was just
where he used to sit and think, and think, when he was alive, and sometimes,
they say, to cry for hours together.”

“And would you feel afraid if you had seen him?” I asked, for the girl seemed
strangely moved and interested in the whole story.

“I think so,” she answered timidly. “Surely, if he spoke to me. He did speak
to you, didn’t he, sir?” she asked after a slight pause.

“He said he had come for someone.”
“Come for someone,” she repeated. “Did he say—" she went on falteringly.

“No, he did not say for whom,” I said quickly, noticing the sudden shadow
on her face and the tremulous voice.
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“Are you really sure, sir?”

“Oh, quite sure,” I answered cheerfully. “I did not even ask him.” The girl
looked at me steadily for nearly a whole minute as though there were many
things she wished to tell me or to ask. But she said nothing, and presently picked
up her tray from the table and walked slowly out of the room.

Instead of keeping to my original purpose and pushing on to the next village
over the hills, I ordered a room to be prepared for me at the inn, and that afternoon
I spent wandering about the fields and lying under the fruit trees, watching the
white clouds sailing out over the sea. The Wood of the Dead I surveyed from
a distance, but in the village I visited the stone erected to the memory of the
“Father of the Village”—who was thus, evidently, no mythical personage—and
saw also the monuments of his fine unselfish spirit: the schoolhouse he built,
the library, the home for the aged poor, and the tiny hospital.

That night, as the clock in the church tower was striking half-past eleven, I
stealthily left the inn and crept through the dark orchard and over the hayfield
in the direction of the hill whose southern slope was clothed with the Wood of the
Dead. A genuine interest impelled me to the adventure, but I also was obliged
to confess to a certain sinking in my heart as I stumbled along over the field in
the darkness, for I was approaching what might prove to be the birth-place of
a real country myth, and a spot already lifted by the imaginative thoughts of a
considerable number of people into the region of the haunted and ill-omened.

The inn lay below me, and all round it the village clustered in a soft black
shadow unrelieved by a single light. The night was moonless, yet distinctly
luminous, for the stars crowded the sky. The silence of deep slumber was
everywhere; so still, indeed, that every time my foot kicked against a stone I
thought the sound must be heard below in the village and waken the sleepers.

I climbed the hill slowly, thinking chiefly of the strange story of the noble
old man who had seized the opportunity to do good to his fellows the moment it
came his way, and wondering why the causes that operate ceaselessly behind
human life did not always select such admirable instruments. Once or twice a
night-bird circled swiftly over my head, but the bats had long since gone to rest,
and there was no other sign of life stirring.

Then, suddenly, with a singular thrill of emotion, I saw the first trees of the
Wood of the Dead rise in front of me in a high black wall. Their crests stood up
like giant spears against the starry sky; and though there was no perceptible
movement of the air on my cheek I heard a faint, rushing sound among their
branches as the night breeze passed to and fro over their countless little needles. A
remote, hushed murmurrose overhead and died away again almost immediately;
for in these trees the wind seems to be never absolutely at rest, and on the
calmest day there is always a sort of whispering music among their branches.
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For a moment I hesitated on the edge of this dark wood, and listened intently.
Delicate perfumes of earth and bark stole out to meet me. Impenetrable darkness
faced me. Only the consciousness that I was obeying an order, strangely given,
and including a mighty privilege, enabled me to find the courage to go forward
and step in boldly under the trees.

Instantly the shadows closed in upon me and “something” came forward to
meet me from the centre of the darkness. It would be easy enough to meet my
imagination half-way with fact, and say that a cold hand grasped my own and
led me by invisible paths into the unknown depths of the grove; but at any rate,
without stumbling, and always with the positive knowledge that I was going
straight towards the desired object, I pressed on confidently and securely into
the wood. So dark was it that, at first, not a single star-beam pierced the roof
of branches overhead; and, as we moved forward side by side, the trees shifted
silently past us in long lines, row upon row, squadron upon squadron, like the
units of a vast, soundless army.

And, at length, we came to a comparatively open space where the trees
halted upon us for a while, and, looking up, I saw the white river of the sky
beginning to yield to the influence of a new light that now seemed spreading
swiftly across the heavens.

“It is the dawn coming,” said the voice at my side that I certainly recognised,
but which seemed almost like a whispering from the trees, “and we are now in
the heart of the Wood of the Dead.”

We seated ourselves on a moss-covered boulder and waited the coming of the
sun. With marvellous swiftness, it seemed to me, the light in the east passed
into the radiance of early morning, and when the wind awoke and began to
whisper in the tree tops, the first rays of the risen sun fell between the trunks
and rested in a circle of gold at our feet.

“Now, come with me,” whispered my companion in the same deep voice, “for
time has no existence here, and that which I would show you is already there!”

We trod gently and silently over the soft pine needles. Already the sun was
high over our heads, and the shadows of the trees coiled closely about their feet.
The wood became denser again, but occasionally we passed through little open
bits where we could smell the hot sunshine and the dry, baked pine needles.
Then, presently, we came to the edge of the grove, and I saw a hayfield lying
in the blaze of day, and two horses basking lazily with switching tails in the
shafts of a laden hay-waggon.

So complete and vivid was the sense of reality, that I remember the grateful
realisation of the cool shade where we sat and looked out upon the hot world
beyond.
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The last pitchfork had tossed up its fragrant burden, and the great horses
were already straining in the shafts after the driver, as he walked slowly in front
with one hand upon their bridles. He was a stalwart fellow, with sunburned neck
and hands. Then, for the first time, I noticed, perched aloft upon the trembling
throne of hay, the figure of a slim young girl. I could not see her face, but her
brown hair escaped in disorder from a white sun-bonnet, and her still browner
hands held a well-worn hay rake. She was laughing and talking with the driver,
and he, from time to time, cast up at her ardent glances of admiration—glances
that won instant smiles and soft blushes in response.

The cart presently turned into the roadway that skirted the edge of the wood
where we were sitting. I watched the scene with intense interest and became
so much absorbed in it that I quite forgot the manifold, strange steps by which
I was permitted to become a spectator.

“Come down and walk with me,” cried the young fellow, stopping a moment
in front of the horses and opening wide his arms. “Jump! and I’ll catch you!”

“Oh, oh,” she laughed, and her voice sounded to me as the happiest, merriest
laughter I had ever heard from a girl’s throat. “Oh, oh! that’s all very well. But
remember I'm Queen of the Hay, and I must ride!”

“Then I must come and ride beside you,” he cried, and began at once to climb
up by way of the driver’s seat. But, with a peal of silvery laughter, she slipped
down easily over the back of the hay to escape him, and ran a little way along
the road. I could see her quite clearly, and noticed the charming, natural grace
of her movements, and the loving expression in her eyes as she looked over her
shoulder to make sure he was following. Evidently, she did not wish to escape
for long, certainly not for ever.

In two strides the big, brown swain was after her, leaving the horses to do as
they pleased. Another second and his arms would have caught the slender waist
and pressed the little body to his heart. But, just at that instant, the old man
beside me uttered a peculiar cry. It was low and thrilling, and it went through
me like a sharp sword.

HE had called her by her own name—and she had heard.

For a second she halted, glancing back with frightened eyes. Then, with
a brief cry of despair, the girl swerved aside and dived in swiftly among the
shadows of the trees.

But the young man saw the sudden movement and cried out to her
passionately—

“Not that way, my love! Not that way! It’s the Wood of the Dead!”
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She threw a laughing glance over her shoulder at him, and the wind caught
her hair and drew it out in a brown cloud under the sun. But the next minute
she was close beside me, lying on the breast of my companion, and I was certain
I heard the words repeatedly uttered with many sighs: “Father, you called, and
I have come. And I come willingly, for I am very, very tired.”

At any rate, so the words sounded to me, and mingled with them I seemed
to catch the answer in that deep, thrilling whisper I already knew: “And you
shall sleep, my child, sleep for a long, long time, until it is time for you to begin
the journey again.”

In that brief second of time I had recognised the face and voice of the inn-
keeper’s daughter, but the next minute a dreadful wail broke from the lips of
the young man, and the sky grew suddenly as dark as night, the wind rose and
began to toss the branches about us, and the whole scene was swallowed up in
a wave of utter blackness.

Again the chill fingers seemed to seize my hand, and I was guided by the way
I had come to the edge of the wood, and crossing the hayfield still slumbering
in the starlight, I crept back to the inn and went to bed.

A year later I happened to be in the same part of the country, and the
memory of the strange summer vision returned to me with the added softness
of distance. I went to the old village and had tea under the same orchard trees
at the same inn.

But the little maid of the inn did not show her face, and I took occasion to
enquire of her father as to her welfare and her whereabouts.

“Married, no doubt,” I laughed, but with a strange feeling that clutched at
my heart.

“No, sir,” replied the inn-keeper sadly, “not married—though she was just
going to be—but dead. She got a sunstroke in the hayfields, just a few days
after you were here, if I remember rightly, and she was gone from us in less

than a week.”
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NOTE:

From “The New Decameron”—Volume lII.

HERE WAS ONCE a time (he began) when I decided that I

was a fraud; that I could not be a psychical researcher any longer. I

determined to give it all up, to investigate no more phenomena nor
attend another séance, nor read a word about psychical research for the remainder
of my life. On the contrary, I planned an intensive study of the works of the later
Victorians, of that blissful period in the history of Europe when we could believe in
the comforting doctrine of materialism. “Oh!” I thought, “that one had a Haeckel
or a Huxley living now to console us with their beautiful faith in the mortality of
the soul!” The Neo-Darwinians failed to convince me; the works of H. G. Wells left
me cold.

I will tell you the events that brought me to this evil pass.

Itisnotlikely that anyone here will remember the Slipperton case. It attracted
little attention at the time. In 1905 there was still a little sanity left in the world.
A few even of the London dailies were nearly sane then, and refused to report
ghost stories unless they were known to be untrue. And the Slipperton case
had hardly any publicity—an inch in the Daily Mail, headed “Family Evicted
by Ghosts,” was the only newspaper report that I saw; though there may have
been others. In these days the story would be given a couple of columns opposite
the leader page; and the Sunday papers...

I was connected with the thing because Edgar Slipperton and his wife were
friends of mine; quiet, old-fashioned people who believed that when you were
dead you were dead, and that that was the end of it.
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The phenomena that drove them out of their house at last were of the ordinary
poltergeist type that date back to the days of John Wesley. The Slippertons had
a fat and very stupid cook, whom I suspected of being an unconscious medium;
but they were so attached to her that they refused to give her notice, as I strongly
advised them to do. They told me that although she was constitutionally unable
to grasp a new idea, such as the idea of a different pudding, she was entirely
dependable, always doing the same things in the same way and with the same
results. And while this confirmed my suspicions that she was a spiritualistic
medium, I recognised that she might have useful qualities as a cook.

The Slippertons stood it pretty well for a time. At first they were only
mildly inconvenienced. Things used to disappear mysteriously, and turn up in
unexpected places. Slipperton’s pince-nez, for example, were lost, and found
inside the piano. And Mrs. Slipperton’s “false front” would be moved in the night
from the dressing-table to the brass knob of the bed-post, even after she took to
pinning it to the toilet cover. Things like that; irritating, but not really serious.

But the trouble increased, grew to be beyond endurance in the end. The
poltergeists, with that lack of imagination which always characterises them,
started to play the old trick of pulling off the Slippertons’ bed-clothes in the
middle of the night—one of the most annoying of the spirits’ antics. And they
followed that by experimenting with the heavy furniture.

I was out of England when the trouble came to a head, and I heard nothing of
the later developments until after the Slippertons had left the house. I happened
to meet Slipperton by accident in the Haymarket, and he took me into his club
and gave me the whole story. Naturally, I was glad of the chance to investigate,
although I thought it very probable that the phenomena would cease with the
departure of the cook. I determined, however, to go down and spend a week in
the house, alone. I was not dismayed by the fact that I should be unable to get
any help with my domestic arrangements, owing to the superstitious fears of
the villagers. I rather enjoyed cooking my own meals in those days.

It was fine weather in late May when I went down, and I regarded the visit
as a kind of holiday rather than as a serious investigation. Nevertheless, from
force of habit I carried out my inquiry in the scientific spirit that is so absolutely
essential in these matters. The Slippertons’ house was on the outskirts of a small
town in Buckinghamshire. The shell of the house dated from the early seventeenth
century. (You will find it described in the Inventory of the Royal Commission
on Historical Monuments—the second volume of the Buckinghamshire survey.)
But the inside had been gutted and replanned to suit our modern requirements,
such as the need for making each bedroom accessible without passing through
other bedrooms, the necessity for a fitted bathroom, and so on.

I found the house as Slipperton had warned me that I should, in a chaotic
condition inside. Everything movable seemed to have been moved—without any
definite intention, so far as I could see, but just for the sake of upsetting the
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decent order of the household. I found a frying-pan, for instance, hung on the
hook that was designed for the dinner-gong, and the gong inside one of the beds.
A complete set of bedroom ware had been arranged on the drawing-room table;
and apparently some witticism had been contemplated with a chest of drawers,
which had become firmly wedged into the angle of the back staircase. In short,
the usual strange feats that characterise poltergeist phenomena.

I touched none of these misplaced things with the exception of the frying-
pan, which I needed to cook the sausages I had brought with me; but after I had
had my meal, I went through all the rooms and entered the position of every
article in a large note-book, making plans of each room, besides a full list of
the furniture and ornaments it contained. Later, I went up into the roof and
disconnected the water supply, afterwards emptying the cistern and all the pipes.
And before I went to bed I turned off the electric light at the main switch. All
these precautions, as I need hardly tell you, were absolutely essential. It might
appear difficult to explain the moving of a large chest of drawers by the sound of
water-pipes or the fusing of an electric wire; but the critics of psychical research
have essayed far more difficult tasks than that, to their own entire satisfaction.

I went up to the bedroom the Slippertons used to occupy, a little before eleven
o’clock. I had with me a couple of spare candles, a new notebook, and a fountain
pen. I was even at that time, I may add, a highly trained researcher in every
way, and was quite capable of taking a full shorthand report of a séance. I tried
my pulse and temperature before getting into bed and found them both normal.
So far, there had been no sign of any phenomena; and I was not at all nervous.
Indeed, I may say that I have never been nervous with spirits.

I had brought the Pickwick Papers upstairs to read in bed—it is always as
well to choose some book that has no kind of bearing on the subject of one’s
investigation—and I was in the middle of the Trial Scene when my attention was
caught by the sound of something moving in the room. I had left both windows
wide open and the curtains undrawn, and I thought at first that an unusually
large moth had flown in and was fluttering against the ceiling. I laid down my
book, sat up and looked round the room, but I could see nothing. The night
was very still, and the candle on the table by my bed burnt without a flicker.
Nevertheless, the sound continued; a soft, irregular fluttering that suggested
the intermittent struggle of some feeble winged creature. It occurred to me that
a wounded bat or bird might have flown into the room and might be struggling
on the floor out of sight near the foot of the bed. And I was about to get up and
investigate when the flame of the candle sank a little, and I became aware that
the temperature of the room was perceptibly colder.

I picked up my note-book at once and made an entry of the circumstances,
and the exact time.
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When Ilooked up again, the sound of fluttering had ceased and the candle was
once more burning brightly; but I now perceived a kind of uncertain vagueness
that was apparently trying to climb on to the rail at the foot of the bed. When
I first saw it, it could not be described as a form. It had rather the effect of a
patch of dark mist, with an irregular and changing outline, that obscured to a
certain extent the furnishings of the room immediately behind it. I must confess,
however, that my observations at this point were not so accurate as they should
have been, owing to the sudden realisation of my stupidity in not having brought
a camera and flashlight apparatus. The Slipper-tons had prepared me for
poltergeists, and I was, at that moment, distinctly annoyed at being confronted
with what I presumed to be an entirely different class of phenomenon. Indeed, I
was so annoyed that I was half inclined to blow out the candle and go to sleep.
I wish, now, that I had....

The Psychical Researcher paused and sighed deeply. Then producing a large
note-book from his pocket, he continued, despondently:

I have got it all down here, and when I come to material that necessitates
verbal accuracy, I should prefer to read my notes aloud rather than give an
indefinite summary. In the first place, however, I must give you some idea of
the form that gradually materialised; of the form, that is, as I originally saw it.

It took the shape, I may say, of a smallish man, grotesquely pot-bellied,
with very thin legs and arms. The eyes were disproportionately large and quite
circular, with an expression that was at once both impish and pathetic. The
ears were immense, and set at right angles to the head; the rest of the features
indefinite. He was dressed rather in the fashion of a medieval page.

(The professor was heard to murmur, “The typical goblin,” at this point, but
made no further interruption.)

He sat with his feet crossed on the rail at the foot of the bed and appeared
able to balance himself without difficulty. He had been sitting there for perhaps
a couple of minutes, while I made various entries in my note-book before I tried
the experiment of addressing him.

“Have you a message?” I asked. “If you cannot answer directly, knock once
for ‘No,” and three times for ‘Yes,” and afterwards we can try the alphabet.”

To my great surprise, however, he was able to use the direct voice. His tone
was a trifle wheezy and thin at first, but afterwards gained power and clearness.

“I can hear you fairly well,” he said. “Now do try to keep calm. It isn’t often
that one gets such a chance as this.”

I will now read my notes.

Myself. “I am perfectly calm. Go on.”
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Spirit. “Will you try to answer my questions?”

The Researcher looked up from his note-book with a frown of impatience
after reading these two entries, and said:

But perhaps I had better summarise our earlier conversation for you. There
was, I may say, a somewhat long and distinctly complicated misunderstanding
between myself and the spirit before the real interest of the message begins;
a misunderstanding due to my complete misapprehension of our respective
parts. You see, it is unhappily true—however much we may deplore the fact
and try to guard against it—that even in psychical research we form habits of
thought and method, but particularly of thought. And I had got into the habit
of regarding communications from spirits as referring to what we assume to
be the future life. Well, this communication didn’t. The spirit with whom I was
talking had not, in short, ever been incarnated. He was what the Spiritualists
and Theosophists, and so on, call an “Elemental.” And to him, I represented the
future state. I was, so to speak, the communicating spirit and he the psychical
researcher. He was, I inferred, very far advanced on his own plane and expecting
very shortly to “pass over,” as he put it. Also, I gathered that he was in his own
world by way of being an intellectual; keenly interested in the future—that is, in
our present state; and that the Slipperton phenomena were entirely due to the
experiments he had been carrying out (“on strictly scientific lines,” he assured
me) to try and ascertain the conditions of life on this plane.

Perhaps I can, now, illustrate his attitude by a few quotations from our
conversation. For example:

Spirit. “Are you happy where you are?”

Myself. “Moderately. At times. Some of us are.”

Spirit. “Are you yourself happy?”

Myself. “I may say so. Yes.”

Spirit. “What do you do? Try and give me some idea of life on your plane.”

Myself. “It varies so immensely with the individual and the set in which
one lives. But we—oh! we have a great variety of what we call ‘interests’ and
occupations, and most of us, of course, have to work for our livings.”

Spirit. “I don’t understand that. What are your livings, and how do you work
for them?”

Myself. “We can’t live without food, you see. We have to eat and drink and
sleep; protect ourselves against heat and cold and the weather generally, which
means clothes and shelter—garments to wear and houses to live in, that is.”
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Spirit. “I have inferred something of this very vaguely from my experiments.
For instance, I gather that you put on hair in the daytime, and take it off when
you are—where you are at the present time. Also, I have noticed that when the
coverings which at present conceal you are pulled away, you invariably replace
them. Am I to deduce from that that you try to keep your bodies warm and your
heads cool at night?”

Myself. “Well, that’s a trifle complicated. About the hair, you understand,
some of us lose our hair—it comes out, we don’t know why—in middle life, as
mine has, and women and some men are rather ashamed of this and wear—
er—other people’s hair in the daytime to hide the defect.”

Spirit. “Why?”

Myself. “Oh, vanity. We want to appear younger than we really are.”
Spirit. “Why?”

The Researcher bent a little lower over his notebook as he said:

Iseem tohave written “Damnation” at this point; but so far as I can remember
I did not speak the word aloud. You will see, however, that I tried my best to
be patient in what were really the most exasperating circumstances. But I will
miss the next page or two, and come to more interesting material. Ah I here:

Spirit. “This thing you call death, or dying? Am I to understand that it
corresponds to what we call incarnation?”

Myself. “We are not sure. Some of us believe that our actual bodies will rise
again in the flesh; others that the body perishes and the spirit survives in an
uncertain state of which we have very little knowledge; others, again, that death
is the end of everything.”

Spirit. “In brief, you know nothing whatever about it?”
Myself. “Uncommonly little.”

Spirit. “Do you remember your lives as elementals?”
Myself (definitely). “No!”

Spirit. “Then where do you suppose yourselves to begin?”

Myself. “We don’t know. There are various guesses. None of them particularly
likely.”

Spirit. “Such as?”
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Myself. “Oh, some of us believe that the soul or spirit is a special creation
made by a higher power we call God, and breathed into the body at birth. And
some that the soul or spirit, itself eternal, finds a temporary house in the body,
and progresses from one to another with intervals between each incarnation.”

Spirit. “Then this being born is what we should call dying?”

Myself. “Quite. It makes no difference. And, as a matter of fact, the
overwhelming majority of us—that is to say, all but about one in every million—
never bother our heads where we came from, or what’s likely to happen to us
when we die, or are born, as you would call it.”

I have a note here that after this we were both silent for about ten minutes.

Spirit (despondently). “I wish I could get some sort of idea what you do all
the time and what you think about. I thought, when I so unexpectedly got into
touch with someone in the future state, that I should be able to learn everything.
And I have, so far, learnt nothing—absolutely nothing. In fact, except that
I have been able to correct my inferences with regard to one or two purely
material experiments, I may say that I know less now than I did before. And,
by the way, those things over there—he pointed to the washstand—I noticed
that at certain times you go through some ceremony with them upstairs, and
as I wished to discover if there was any reason why you should not perform the
same ceremony downstairs, I moved the things. Well, I noticed that the spirit
who was here before you was apparently very annoyed. Can you give me any
explanation of that?”

Myself. “Our bodies become soiled by contact with matter, and we wash
ourselves in water. We prefer to do it in our bedrooms.”

Spirit. “Why?”

Myself. “We use a certain set of rooms for one purpose and another set for
other purposes.”

Spirit. “Why?”

Myself. “I don’t know why. We do.”

Spirit. “But you are sure of the fact, even if you can give no reason?”
Myself. “Absolutely.”

Spirit. “I'wish I could prove that. One of my fellow-scientists, who has recently
been able to press his investigations even further than I have up to the present
time, has recently brought forward good evidence to prove that spirits are all
black, wear no coverings on their bodies, live in the simplest of dwellings, and,
although they have a few ceremonies, certainly have none which in any way
corresponds to that you have just described.”
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Myself. “He has probably been investigating the habits of the Australian
aborigines.”

Spirit. “What are they?”

Myself. “Men, or, as you would say, spirits, like us in a few respects, but
utterly different in most.”

Spirit. “Have you ever seen them?”

Myself. “No.”

Spirit. “Or met anyone who has?”

Myself. “No.”

Spirit. “Then this account of them tallies with nothing in your experience.”
Myself. “No, but they exist all right. There’s no doubt of that.”

Spirit. “I question it. In any case, I could not accept your word as evidence,
seeing that you have neither seen them yourself nor met with anyone who has.”

And so on, you know (the Researcher muttered, flicking over the pages of
his note-book).

He was infernally sceptical about those aborigines. It seems that he had
had a tremendous argument with the other investigator about the possibility
of “spirits” being black and naked, and he was dead set on proving that he had
been right. I think, as a matter of fact, that what I said tended to confirm him
in his theory. He put it that if there were such spirits on this plane, I must have
seen them or have had some quite first-hand evidence of their existence; and
when I said that I had seen black people, Indians, and so on, he cross-examined
me until I got confused. You see, I had to confess that they weren’t, strictly
speaking, black, that they wore clothes, and washed, and lived in houses; and
he got me involved in apparent contradictions—you have no idea how easy it
1s, when you are trying to be very lucid—and then he changed the subject with
the remark that I was a very poor witness.

It was about this time that I began to lose my temper. It was after three o’clock
when we got to that point, and I was getting very tired, and, strange as it may
appear, curiously doubtful about my own existence. I had for some time been
coming to the conclusion that he did not quite believe in my reality; and after
he had dismissed my account of the black races as being untrustworthy, he said,
half to himself, that quite probably I was nothing more than an hallucination,
a thought projection of his own mind. And after that I got more and more
annoyed—partly, I think, because I had a kind of haunting fear that what he
had said might be true. When you have been talking to a spirit for over three
hours in the middle of the night, you are liable to doubt anything.
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But it was foolish of me to try and prove to him that I had a real objective
existence, because obviously it wasn’t possible. I tried to touch him, and my
hand went through him as if he were nothing more than a patch of mist. Then
I got right out of bed and moved various articles about the room, but, as he said,
that proved nothing, for if he had an hallucination about me, he might equally
well have one about the things I appeared to move. And then we drifted into a
futile argument as to what I looked like.

It began as a sort of test, to try if my own conception of myself tallied with
his; and it didn’t—not in the very least. In fact, the description he gave of me
would have done very well for the typical goblin of fairy-tale, which, as I told
him, was precisely how I saw him. He laughed at that, and told me that, as a
matter of fact, he had no shape at all, and that my conception of him proved his
description of me was the correct one, because I had visualised myself. He said
that he would appear to me in any shape that I happened to be thinking of, and
naturally I should be thinking of my own. And I could not disprove a thing he
said; and when I looked at myself in the cheval glass, I was not at all sure that
I did not look like the traditional goblin.

Well, I assure you that I felt just then as if the one possible way left to
demonstrate my sanity, my very existence, was to lose my temper; and I did it
very thoroughly. I raved up and down the room, knocked the furniture about,
chucked my boots through him, and called him a damned elemental. And although
it had no more effect upon him than if I had been in another world—as I suppose
in a sense I actually was—that outbreak did help to restore my sanity.

Perhaps you may have noticed that if a man is worsted in an argument he
invariably loses his temper? It is the only means he has left to convince himself
that he is right. Well, my temper did that for me on this occasion. I could not
prove my existence to that confounded spirit by any logic or demonstration, but
I could prove it to myself by getting angry. And I did.

The Researcher glared round the circle as if challenging anyone there to deny
the validity of his existence, then slapped his note-book together and sat upon it.

Idonot expect you tobelieve my story (he concluded, with a touch of vehemence).
Indeed, I would much sooner that you did not believe it. I have been trying to
doubt it myself for the past eleven years, and I still hope to succeed in that
endeavour, aided by my intensive study of the comforting theories of the later
Victorian scientists. But I must warn you that there was just one touch of what
one might call evidence, beyond my own impressions of that night—which may
havebeen, and probably were, a mixture of telepathy, hallucination, expectancy,
and auto-suggestion, that found expression in automatic writing.

This rather flimsy piece of evidence rests upon a conclusion drawn from
the end of my conversation with the spirit. I was still banging about the room,
then, and I said that I had finished with psychical research, that never again
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would I make the least inquiry with regard to a possible future life, or any kind
of spiritualistic phenomenon. And, curiously enough, the poltergeist precisely
echoed my resolve. He said that that night’s experience had clearly shown him
that the research was useless, that it could never prove anything, and that,
even if it did, no one would believe it. For if, as he pointed out, we who were in
a manner of speaking face to face, were unable to prove our own existence to
each other, how could we expect to prove the other’s existence to anyone else?

It was getting light then, and he faded out almost immediately afterwards.

But it is a fact that there were no more poltergeist phenomena in that house,
although the Slippertons went back to it a month or two later and still have
the same cook.

Printedin Great Britain by Harell, Watson & Viney, Li., London and Aylesbury.
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INTRODUCTION.

This is another little story from The Keepsake of 1828. It was told to me many
years ago by the late Miss Anna Seward, who, among other accomplishments
that rendered her an amusing inmate in a country house, had that of recounting
narratives of this sort with very considerable effect—much greater, indeed,
than any one would be apt to guess from the style of her written performances.
There are hours and moods when most people are not displeased to listen to such
things; and I have heard some of the greatest and wisest of my contemporaries
take their share in telling them.

AUGUST 1831

THE TAPESTRIED CHAMBER,;
OR,
THE LADY IN THE SACQUE.

The following narrative is given from the pen, so far as memory permits, in
the same character in which it was presented to the author’s ear; nor has he
claim to further praise, or to be more deeply censured, than in proportion to the
good or bad judgment which he has employed in selecting his materials, as he
has studiously avoided any attempt at ornament which might interfere with
the simplicity of the tale.
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At the same time, it must be admitted that the particular class of stories
which turns on the marvellous possesses a stronger influence when told than
when committed to print. The volume taken up at noonday, though rehearsing
the same incidents, conveys a much more feeble impression than is achieved
by the voice of the speaker on a circle of fireside auditors, who hang upon the
narrative as the narrator details the minute incidents which serve to give
it authenticity, and lowers his voice with an affectation of mystery while he
approaches the fearful and wonderful part. It was with such advantages that
the present writer heard the following events related, more than twenty years
since, by the celebrated Miss Seward of Litchfield, who, to her numerous
accomplishments, added, in a remarkable degree, the power of narrative in
private conversation. In its present form the tale must necessarily lose all the
interest which was attached to it by the flexible voice and intelligent features
of the gifted narrator. Yet still, read aloud to an undoubting audience by the
doubtful light of the closing evening, or in silence by a decaying taper, and
amidst the solitude of a half-lighted apartment, it may redeem its character
as a good ghost story. Miss Seward always affirmed that she had derived her
information from an authentic source, although she suppressed the names of
the two persons chiefly concerned. I will not avail myself of any particulars I
may have since received concerning the localities of the detail, but suffer them
to rest under the same general description in which they were first related to
me; and for the same reason I will not add to or diminish the narrative by any
circumstance, whether more or less material, but simply rehearse, as I heard
it, a story of supernatural terror.

About the end of the American war, when the officers of Lord Cornwallis’s
army, which surrendered at Yorktown, and others, who had been made prisoners
during theimpolitic andill-fated controversy, were returning to their own country,
torelate their adventures, and repose themselves after their fatigues, there was
amongst them a general officer, to whom Miss S. gave the name of Browne, but
merely, as I understood, to save the inconvenience of introducing a nameless
agent in the narrative. He was an officer of merit, as well as a gentleman of
high consideration for family and attainments.

Some business had carried General Browne upon a tour through the western
counties, when, in the conclusion of a morning stage, he found himself in the
vicinity of a small country town, which presented a scene of uncommon beauty,
and of a character peculiarly English.

The little town, with its stately old church, whose tower bore testimony to the
devotion of ages long past, lay amidst pastures and cornfields of small extent,
but bounded and divided with hedgerow timber of great age and size. There
were few marks of modern improvement. The environs of the place intimated
neither the solitude of decay nor the bustle of novelty; the houses were old, but
in good repair; and the beautiful little river murmured freely on its way to the
left of the town, neither restrained by a dam nor bordered by a towing-path.
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Upon a gentle eminence, nearly a mile to the southward of the town, were
seen, amongst many venerable oaks and tangled thickets, the turrets of a castle
as old as the walls of York and Lancaster, but which seemed to have received
important alterations during the age of Elizabeth and her successor, It had not
been a place of great size; but whatever accommodation it formerly afforded was,
it must be supposed, still to be obtained within its walls. At least, such was the
inference which General Browne drew from observing the smoke arise merrily
from several of the ancient wreathed and carved chimney-stalks. The wall of the
park ran alongside of the highway for two or three hundred yards; and through
the different points by which the eye found glimpses into the woodland scenery,
it seemed to be well stocked. Other points of view opened in succession—now
a full one of the front of the old castle, and now a side glimpse at its particular
towers, the former rich in all the bizarrerie of the Elizabethan school, while the
simple and solid strength of other parts of the building seemed to show that
they had been raised more for defence than ostentation.

Delighted with the partial glimpses which he obtained of the castle through
the woods and glades by which this ancient feudal fortress was surrounded,
our military traveller was determined to inquire whether it might not deserve
a nearer view, and whether it contained family pictures or other objects of
curiosity worthy of a stranger’s visit, when, leaving the vicinity of the park,
he rolled through a clean and well-paved street, and stopped at the door of a
well-frequented inn.

Before ordering horses, to proceed on his journey, General Browne made
inquiries concerning the proprietor of the chateau which had so attracted
his admiration, and was equally surprised and pleased at hearing in reply a
nobleman named, whom we shall call Lord Woodville. How fortunate! Much of
Browne’s early recollections, both at school and at college, had been connected
with young Woodville, whom, by a few questions, he now ascertained to be the
same with the owner of this fair domain. He had been raised to the peerage by
the decease of his father a few months before, and, as the General learned from
the landlord, the term of mourning being ended, was now taking possession of
his paternal estate in the jovial season of merry, autumn, accompanied by a
select party of friends, to enjoy the sports of a country famous for game.

This was delightful news to our traveller. Frank Woodville had been Richard
Browne’s fag at Eton, and his chosen intimate at Christ Church; their pleasures
and their tasks had been the same; and the honest soldier’s heart warmed to
find his early friend in possession of so delightful a residence, and of an estate,
as the landlord assured him with a nod and a wink, fully adequate to maintain
and add to his dignity. Nothing was more natural than that the traveller should
suspend a journey, which there was nothing to render hurried, to pay a visit to
an old friend under such agreeable circumstances.
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The fresh horses, therefore, had only the brief task of conveying the General’s
travelling carriage to Woodville Castle. A porter admitted them at a modern
Gothic lodge, built in that style to correspond with the castle itself, and at the
same time rang a bell to give warning of the approach of visitors. Apparently
the sound of the bell had suspended the separation of the company, bent on the
various amusements of the morning; for, on entering the court of the chateau,
several young men were lounging about in their sporting dresses, looking at and
criticizing the dogs which the keepers held in readiness to attend their pastime.
As General Browne alighted, the young lord came to the gate of the hall, and
for an instant gazed, as at a stranger, upon the countenance of his friend, on
which war, with its fatigues and its wounds, had made a great alteration. But
the uncertainty lasted no longer than till the visitor had spoken, and the hearty
greeting which followed was such as can only be exchanged betwixt those who
have passed together the merry days of careless boyhood or early youth.

“If T could have formed a wish, my dear Browne,” said Lord Woodville, “it
would have been to have you here, of all men, upon this occasion, which my
friends are good enough to hold as a sort of holiday. Do not think you have been
unwatched during the years you have been absent from us. I have traced you
through your dangers, your triumphs, your misfortunes, and was delighted to
see that, whether in victory or defeat, the name of my old friend was always
distinguished with applause.”

The General made a suitable reply, and congratulated his friend on his new
dignities, and the possession of a place and domain so beautiful.

“Nay, you have seen nothing of it as yet,” said Lord Woodville, “and I trust
you do not mean to leave us till you are better acquainted with it. It is true,
I confess, that my present party is pretty large, and the old house, like other
places of the kind, does not possess so much accommodation as the extent of
the outward walls appears to promise. But we can give you a comfortable old-
fashioned room, and I venture to suppose that your campaigns have taught you
to be glad of worse quarters.”

The General shrugged his shoulders, and laughed. “I presume,” he said, “the
worst apartment in your chateau is considerably superior to the old tobacco-cask
in which I was fain to take up my night’s lodging when I was in the Bush, as
the Virginians call it, with the light corps. There I lay, like Diogenes himself,
so delighted with my covering from the elements, that I made a vain attempt
to have it rolled on to my next quarters; but my commander for the time would
give way to no such luxurious provision, and I took farewell of my beloved cask
with tears in my eyes.”

“Well, then, since you do not fear your quarters,” said Lord Woodville, “you
will stay with me a week at least. Of guns, dogs, fishing-rods, flies, and means
of sport by sea and land, we have enough and to spare—you cannot pitch on an
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amusement but we will find the means of pursuing it. But if you prefer the gun
and pointers, I will go with you myself, and see whether you have mended your
shooting since you have been amongst the Indians of the back settlements.”

The General gladly accepted his friendly host’s proposal in all its points.
After a morning of manly exercise, the company met at dinner, where it was
the delight of Lord Woodville to conduce to the display of the high properties of
his recovered friend, so as to recommend him to his guests, most of whom were
persons of distinction. He led General Browne to speak of the scenes he had
witnessed; and as every word marked alike the brave officer and the sensible
man, who retained possession of his cool judgment under the most imminent
dangers, the company looked upon the soldier with general respect, as on one
whohad proved himself possessed of an uncommon portion of personal courage—
that attribute of all others of which everybody desires to be thought possessed.

The day at Woodville Castle ended as usual in such mansions. The hospitality
stopped within the limits of good order. Music, in which the young lord was a
proficient, succeeded to the circulation of the bottle; cards and billiards, for
those who preferred such amusements, were in readiness; but the exercise of
the morning required early hours, and not long after eleven o’clock the guests
began to retire to their several apartments.

The young lord himself conducted his friend, General Browne, to the chamber
destined for him, which answered the description he had given of it, being
comfortable, but old-fashioned, The bed was of the massive form used in the end
of the seventeenth century, and the curtains of faded silk, heavily trimmed with
tarnished gold. But then the sheets, pillows, and blankets looked delightful to
the campaigner, when he thought of his “mansion, the cask.” There was an air of
gloom in the tapestry hangings, which, with their worn-out graces, curtained the
walls of the little chamber, and gently undulated as the autumnal breeze found
its way through the ancient lattice window, which pattered and whistled as the
air gained entrance. The toilet, too, with its mirror, turbaned after the manner
of the beginning of the century, with a coiffure of murrey-coloured silk, and its
hundred strange-shaped boxes, providing for arrangements which had been
obsolete for more than fifty years, had an antique, and in so far a melancholy,
aspect. But nothing could blaze more brightly and cheerfully than the two large
wax candles; or if aught could rival them, it was the flaming, bickering fagots in
the chimney, that sent at once their gleam and their warmth through the snug
apartment, which, notwithstanding the general antiquity of its appearance,
was not wanting in the least convenience that modern habits rendered either
necessary or desirable.

“This is an old-fashioned sleeping apartment, General,” said the young lord,;
“but I hope you find nothing that makes you envy your old tobacco-cask.”
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“I am not particular respecting my lodgings,” replied the General; “yet were
I to make any choice, I would prefer this chamber by many degrees to the gayer
and more modern rooms of your family mansion. Believe me that, when I unite
its modern air of comfort with its venerable antiquity, and recollect that it is
your lordship’s property, I shall feel in better quarters here than if I were in
the best hotel London could afford.”

“I trust—I have no doubt—that you will find yourself as comfortable as I
wish you, my dear General,” said the young nobleman; and once more bidding
his guest good-night, he shook him by the hand, and withdrew.

The General once more looked round him, and internally congratulating
himself on his return to peaceful life, the comforts of which were endeared by
the recollection of the hardships and dangers he had lately sustained, undressed
himself, and prepared for a luxurious night’s rest.

Here, contrary to the custom of this species of tale, we leave the General in
possession of his apartment until the next morning.

The company assembled for breakfast at an early hour, but without the
appearance of General Browne, who seemed the guest that Lord Woodville was
desirous of honouring above all whom his hospitality had assembled around him.
He more than once expressed surprise at the General’s absence, and at length
sent a servant to makeinquiry after him. The man brought back information that
General Browne had been walking abroad since an early hour of the morning,
in defiance of the weather, which was misty and ungenial.

“The custom of a soldier,” said the young nobleman to his friends. “Many of
them acquire habitual vigilance, and cannot sleep after the early hour at which
their duty usually commands them to be alert.”

Yet the explanation which Lord Woodville thus offered to the company
seemed hardly satisfactory to his own mind, and it was in a fit of silence and
abstraction that he waited the return of the General. It took place near an hour
after the breakfast bell had rung. He looked fatigued and feverish. His hair, the
powdering and arrangement of which was at this time one of the most important
occupations of a man’s whole day, and marked his fashion as much as in the
present time the tying of a cravat, or the want of one, was dishevelled, uncurled,
void of powder, and dank with dew. His clothes were huddled on with a careless
negligence, remarkable in a military man, whose real or supposed duties are
usually held to include some attention to the toilet; and his looks were haggard
and ghastly in a peculiar degree.

“So you have stolen a march upon us this morning, my dear General,” said
Lord Woodville; “or you have not found your bed so much to your mind as I had
hoped and you seemed to expect. How did you rest last night?”
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“Oh, excellently well! remarkably well! never better in my life,” said General
Browne rapidly, and yet with an air of embarrassment which was obvious to
his friend. He then hastily swallowed a cup of tea, and neglecting or refusing
whatever else was offered, seemed to fall into a fit of abstraction.

“You will take the gun to-day, General?” said his friend and host, but had to
repeat the question twice ere he received the abrupt answer, “No, my lord; I am
sorry I cannot have the opportunity of spending another day with your lordship;
my post horses are ordered, and will be here directly.”

All who were present showed surprise, and Lord Woodville immediately
replied “Post horses, my good friend! What can you possibly want with them
when you promised to stay with me quietly for at least a week?”

“I believe,” said the General, obviously much embarrassed, “that I might, in
the pleasure of my first meeting with your lordship, have said something about
stopping here a few days; but I have since found it altogether impossible.”

“That 1s very extraordinary,” answered the young nobleman. “You seemed
quite disengaged yesterday, and you cannot have had a summons to-day, for
our post has not come up from the town, and therefore you cannot have received
any letters.”

General Browne, without giving any further explanation, muttered something
about indispensable business, and insisted on the absolute necessity of his
departure in a manner which silenced all opposition on the part of his host, who
saw that his resolution was taken, and forbore all further importunity.

“At least, however,” he said, “permit me, my dear Browne, since go you will
or must, to show you the view from the terrace, which the mist, that is now
rising, will soon display.”

He threw open a sash-window, and stepped down upon the terrace as he
spoke. The General followed him mechanically, but seemed little to attend to
what his host was saying, as, looking across an extended and rich prospect, he
pointed out the different objects worthy of observation. Thus they moved on till
Lord Woodville had attained his purpose of drawing his guest entirely apart
from the rest of the company, when, turning round upon him with an air of great
solemnity, he addressed him thus:—

“Richard Browne, my old and very dear friend, we are now alone. Let me
conjure you to answer me upon the word of a friend, and the honour of a soldier.
How did you in reality rest during last night?”

“Most wretchedly indeed, my lord,” answered the General, in the same tone of
solemnity—"so miserably, that I would not run the risk of such a second night,
not only for all the lands belonging to this castle, but for all the country which
I see from this elevated point of view.”
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“This is most extraordinary,” said the young lord, as if speaking to himself;
“then there must be something in the reports concerning that apartment.” Again
turning to the General, he said, “For God’s sake, my dear friend, be candid
with me, and let me know the disagreeable particulars which have befallen you
under a roof, where, with consent of the owner, you should have met nothing
save comfort.”

The General seemed distressed by this appeal, and paused a moment before
he replied. “My dear lord,” he at length said, “what happened to me last night
is of a nature so peculiar and so unpleasant, that I could hardly bring myself
to detail it even to your lordship, were it not that, independent of my wish to
gratify any request of yours, I think that sincerity on my part may lead to some
explanation about a circumstance equally painful and mysterious. To others,
the communication I am about to make, might place me in the light of a weak-
minded, superstitious fool, who suffered his own imagination to delude and
bewilder him; but you have known me in childhood and youth, and will not
suspect me of having adopted in manhood the feelings and frailties from which
my early years were free.” Here he paused, and his friend replied,—

“Do not doubt my perfect confidence in the truth of your communication,
however strange it may be,” replied Lord Woodville. “I know your firmness of
disposition too well, to suspect you could be made the object of imposition, and
am aware that your honour and your friendship will equally deter you from
exaggerating whatever you may have witnessed.”

“Well, then,” said the General, “I will proceed with my story as well as I can,
relying upon your candour, and yet distinctly feeling that I would rather face a
battery than recall to my mind the odious recollections of last night.”

He paused a second time, and then perceiving that Lord Woodville remained
silent and in an attitude of attention, he commenced, though not without obvious
reluctance, the history of his night’s adventures in the Tapestried Chamber.

“I undressed and went to bed so soon as your lordship left me yesterday
evening; but the wood in the chimney, which nearly fronted my bed, blazed
brightly and cheerfully, and, aided by a hundred exciting recollections of my
childhood and youth, which had been recalled by the unexpected pleasure of
meeting your lordship, prevented me from falling immediately asleep. I ought,
however, to say that these reflections were all of a pleasant and agreeable kind,
grounded on a sense of having for a time exchanged the labour, fatigues, and
dangers of my profession for the enjoyments of a peaceful life, and the reunion
of those friendly and affectionate ties which I had torn asunder at the rude
summons of war.

“While such pleasing reflections were stealing over my mind, and gradually
lulling me to slumber, I was suddenly aroused by a sound like that of the rustling
of a silken gown, and the tapping of a pair of high-heeled shoes, as if a woman
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were walking in the apartment. Ere I could draw the curtain to see what the
matter was, the figure of a little woman passed between the bed and the fire.
The back of this form was turned to me, and I could observe, from the shoulders
and neck, it was that of an old woman, whose dress was an old-fashioned gown,
which I think ladies call a sacque—that is, a sort of robe completely loose in the
body, but gathered into broad plaits upon the neck and shoulders, which fall
down to the ground, and terminate in a species of train.

“I thought the intrusion singular enough, but never harboured for a moment
the idea that what I saw was anything more than the mortal form of some old
woman about the establishment, who had a fancy to dress like her grandmother,
and who, having perhaps (as your lordship mentioned that you were rather
straitened for room) been dislodged from her chamber for my accommodation,
had forgotten the circumstance, and returned by twelve to her old haunt. Under
this persuasion I moved myselfin bed and coughed a little, to make the intruder
sensible of my being in possession of the premises. She turned slowly round,
but, gracious Heaven! my lord, what a countenance did she display to me! There
was no longer any question what she was, or any thought of her being a living
being. Upon a face which wore the fixed features of a corpse were imprinted the
traces of the vilest and most hideous passions which had animated her while
she lived. The body of some atrocious criminal seemed to have been given up
from the grave, and the soul restored from the penal fire, in order to form for a
space a union with the ancient accomplice of its guilt. I started up in bed, and
sat upright, supporting myself on my palms, as I gazed on this horrible spectre.
The hag made, as it seemed, a single and swift stride to the bed where I lay,
and squatted herself down upon it, in precisely the same attitude which I had
assumed in the extremity of horror, advancing her diabolical countenance within
half a yard of mine, with a grin which seemed to intimate the malice and the
derision of an incarnate fiend.”

Here General Browne stopped, and wiped from his brow the cold perspiration
with which the recollection of his horrible vision had covered it.

“My lord,” he said, “I am no coward, I have been in all the mortal dangers
incidental to my profession, and I may truly boast that no man ever knew Richard
Browne dishonour the sword he wears; but in these horrible circumstances,
under the eyes, and, as it seemed, almost in the grasp of an incarnation of an
evil spirit, all firmness forsook me, all manhood melted from me like wax in
the furnace, and I felt my hair individually bristle. The current of my life-blood
ceased to flow, and I sank back in a swoon, as very a victim to panic terror as
ever was a village girl, or a child of ten years old. How long I lay in this condition
I cannot pretend to guess.

“But I was roused by the castle clock striking one, so loud that it seemed as
if it were in the very room. It was some time before I dared open my eyes, lest
they should again encounter the horrible spectacle. When, however, I summoned
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courage to look up, she was no longer visible. My first idea was to pull my bell,
wake the servants, and remove to a garret or a hay-loft, to be ensured against a
second visitation. Nay, I will confess the truth that my resolution was altered,
not by the shame of exposing myself, but by the fear that, as the bell-cord
hung by the chimney, I might, in making my way to it, be again crossed by the
fiendish hag, who, I figured to myself, might be still lurking about some corner
of the apartment.

“I will not pretend to describe what hot and cold fever-fits tormented me
for the rest of the night, through broken sleep, weary vigils, and that dubious
state which forms the neutral ground between them. A hundred terrible objects
appeared to haunt me; but there was the great difference betwixt the vision
which I have described, and those which followed, that I knew the last to be
deceptions of my own fancy and over-excited nerves.

“Day at last appeared, and I rose from my bed ill in health and humiliated
in mind. I was ashamed of myself as a man and a soldier, and still more so at
feeling my own extreme desire to escape from the haunted apartment, which,
however, conquered all other considerations; so that, huddling on my clothes
with the most careless haste, I made my escape from your lordship’s mansion,
to seek in the open air some relief to my nervous system, shaken as it was by
this horrible rencounter with a visitant, for such I must believe her, from the
other world. Your lordship has now heard the cause of my discomposure, and
of my sudden desire to leave your hospitable castle. In other places I trust we
may often meet, but God protect me from ever spending a second night under
that roof!”

Strange as the General’s tale was, he spoke with such a deep air of conviction
that it cut short all the usual commentaries which are made on such stories.
Lord Woodville never once asked him if he was sure he did not dream of the
apparition, or suggested any of the possibilities by which it is fashionable to
explain supernatural appearances as wild vagaries of the fancy, or deceptions
of the optic nerves, On the contrary, he seemed deeply impressed with the truth
and reality of what he had heard; and, after a considerable pause regretted,
with much appearance of sincerity, that his early friend should in his house
have suffered so severely.

“I am the more sorry for your pain, my dear Browne,” he continued, “that it is
the unhappy, though most unexpected, result of an experiment of my own. You
must know that, for my father and grandfather’s time, at least, the apartment
which was assigned to you last night had been shut on account of reports that
it was disturbed by supernatural sights and noises. When I came, a few weeks
since, into possession of the estate, I thought the accommodation which the castle
afforded for my friends was not extensive enough to permit the inhabitants of
the invisible world to retain possession of a comfortable sleeping apartment.
I therefore caused the Tapestried Chamber, as we call it, to be opened, and,
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without destroying its air of antiquity, I had such new articles of furniture
placed in it as became the modern times. Yet, as the opinion that the room was
haunted very strongly prevailed among the domestics, and was also known in
the neighbourhood and to many of my friends, I feared some prejudice might
be entertained by the first occupant of the Tapestried Chamber, which might
tend to revive the evil report which it had laboured under, and so disappoint
my purpose of rendering it a useful part or the house. I must confess, my dear
Browne, that your arrival yesterday, agreeable to me for a thousand reasons
besides, seemed the most favourable opportunity of removing the unpleasant
rumours which attached to the room, since your courage was indubitable, and
your mind free of any preoccupation on the subject. I could not, therefore, have
chosen a more fitting subject for my experiment.”

“Upon my life,” said General Browne, somewhat hastily, “I am infinitely
obliged to your lordship—very particularly indebted indeed. I am likely to
remember for some time the consequences of the experiment, as your lordship
is pleased to call it.”

“Nay, now you are unjust, my dear friend,” said Lord Woodville. “You have
only to reflect for a single moment, in order to be convinced that I could not
augur the possibility of the pain to which you have been so unhappily exposed.
I was yesterday morning a complete sceptic on the subject of supernatural
appearances. Nay, I am sure that, had I told you what was said about that room,
those very reports would have induced you, by your own choice, to select it for
your accommodation. It was my misfortune, perhaps my error, but really cannot
be termed my fault, that you have been afflicted so strangely.”

“Strangely indeed!” said the General, resuming his good temper; “and I
acknowledge that I have no right to be offended with your lordship for treating
me like what I used to think myself—a man of some firmness and courage. But
I see my post horses are arrived, and I must not detain your lordship from your
amusement.”

“Nay, my old friend,” said Lord Woodville, “since you cannot stay with us
another day—which, indeed, I can no longer urge—give me at least half an hour
more. You used to love pictures, and I have a gallery of portraits, some of them
by Vandyke, representing ancestry to whom this property and castle formerly
belonged. I think that several of them will strike you as possessing merit.”

General Browne accepted the invitation, though somewhat unwillingly. It
was evident he was not to breathe freely or at ease till he left Woodville Castle
far behind him. He could not refuse his friend’s invitation, however; and the
less so, that he was a little ashamed of the peevishness which he had displayed
towards his well-meaning entertainer.
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The General, therefore, followed Lord Woodville through several rooms into
a long gallery hung with pictures, which the latter pointed out to his guest,
telling the names, and giving some account of the personages whose portraits
presented themselves in progression. General Browne was but little interested
in the details which these accounts conveyed to him. They were, indeed, of the
kind which are usually found in an old family gallery. Here was a Cavalier who
had ruined the estate in the royal cause; there a fine lady who had reinstated it
by contracting a match with a wealthy Roundhead. There hung a gallant who
had been in danger for corresponding with the exiled Court at Saint Germain’s;
here one who had taken arms for William at the Revolution; and there a third
that had thrown his weight alternately into the scale of Whig and Tory.

While lord Woodville was cramming these words into his guest’s ear, “against
the stomach of his sense,” they gained the middle of the gallery, when he
beheld General Browne suddenly start, and assume an attitude of the utmost
surprise, not unmixed with fear, as his eyes were suddenly caught and riveted
by a portrait of an old lady in a sacque, the fashionable dress of the end of the
seventeenth century.

“There she 1s!” he exclaimed—"there she is, in form and features, though
Inferior in demoniac expression to the accursed hag who visited me last night!”

“Ifthatbe thecase,” said the young nobleman, “there can remain nolonger any
doubt of the horrible reality of your apparition. That is the picture of a wretched
ancestress of mine, of whose crimes a black and fearful catalogue is recorded in
a family history in my charter-chest. The recital of them would be too horrible;
it is enough to say, that in yon fatal apartment incest and unnatural murder
were committed. I will restore it to the solitude to which the better judgment
of those who preceded me had consigned it; and never shall any one, so long as
I can prevent it, be exposed to a repetition of the supernatural horrors which
could shake such courage as yours.”

Thus the friends, who had met with such glee, parted in a very different
mood—Lord Woodville to command the Tapestried Chamber to be unmantled,
and the door built up; and General Browne to seek in some less beautiful country,
and with some less dignified friend, forgetfulness of the painful night which he
had passed in Woodville Castle.
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ALGERNON HENRY BLACKwoOD, CBE*
(MARCH 14, 1869 TOo DECEMBER 10, 1951)

Algernon Henry Blackwood (1869-1951) was a British writer of tales of mystery
and the supernatural.

He certainly had a varied work career; he spent time farming in Canada, operating
a hotel, mining for gold in Alaska, and working as a newspaper reporter in New
York City, all in addition to writing, He wrote about some of these experiences in
Episodes Before Thirty (1923),

Blackwood returned to England in 1899 and began working on short stories.
He published his first book of short stories, The Empty House in 1906, and thereafter
became a full-time fiction writer. His later collections include John Silence (1908),
stories about a detective sensitive to extrasensory phenomena, and Tales of the
Uncanny and Supernatural (1949), and 22 stories selected from his nine other books
of short stories.

Blackwood reached abroad audience in hislater years when hebecame anarrator
of ghost tales on British radio and television.

Algernon Blackwood died on December, 10, 1951, following a series of strokes. The
cause of his death was officially given as cerebral thrombosis, with arteriosclerosis
as a contributing factor. His remains were cremated and scattered by his nephew
a few later at Saanenmoser Pass in the Swiss Alps.

* Commander of the Order of the British Empire



J. D. BERESFORD
(MARCH 17, 1873 TO FEBRUARY 2, 1947)

John Davys Beresford (1873-1947), perhaps better known as J D. Beresford,
was an English writer, who is now remembered primarily for his ghost stories,
dystopian tales, and science fiction.

Beresford grew up near Petersborough, England. Two facts that were in
particular influential in forming Bereford’s view of the world were:

1. His father was a clergyman.

2. He was crippled in infancy by polio (infantile paralysis) that left him partially
disabled.

Although his father was a clergyman, the young Beresford declared himself
to be an agnostic. He also decided to pursue a career in architecture but then
changed his mind and decided to concentrate on a professional writing career.

J. D. Beresford started as a dramatist before switching to journalism, and
specifically as a book reviewer for The Manchester Guardian.

His interest in psychology and altered mental states, however, became too
strong and piqued his calling to be creative writer of psychological drama and
science fiction.

Beresford, who was a great admirer of H. G. Wells, wrote the first sustained
examination (in 1915) of his mentor’s early work. Indeed, Wells’influence played
an important role on Beresford’s writing career, such as The Early History of
Jacob Stahl (1911), and on The Hamdenshire Wonder , which in turn became a
major influence on author Olaf Stapledon.

The Hampdenshire Wonder was not only his first, but most well-known science
fiction novel. It’s also considered as his most Wellsian work. This biographical
account of a freak superchild born, known simply as the “Wonder,” and who out
of his time, unable through the sheer vastness of his Intelligence to empathize
with the subnormal-seeming humans around him, communicates rather little
but does unambiguously reject religion — leading, it is strongly implied, to his
death at the hands of an enraged, fanatical clergyman.

Beresford’s second science fiction novel, Goslings (1913), is set after a great
zoonotic pandemic of Chinese origin hasreached Europe and Britain, eliminating
almost all males.

Another of Beresford’s science-fiction novels is his acclaimed The Riddle of the
Tower (1944), which is his acclaimed Dystopian story about a hive-like society.

His daughter, Elisabeth Beresford (1926-2010), was creator of the literary and
TV franchise The Wombles.



SIR WALTER ScoTT
(AucusT 15,1771 TO SEPTEMBER 21, 1832)

Sir Walter Scott was an influential Scottish novelist, poet, biographer, and historian.
Many of his works remain classics of European and Scottish literature, indeed, he’s
had a major impact on literature both in Europea and North America.

Scott studied law as an apprentice to his father before his writing career
flourished.

He was 25 years old when he published his first work, The Chase, and
William and Helen (1796), which was a translation of two Romantic ballads by
the German balladeer G.A. Birger.

He was appointed in 1799 as the sheriff depute of Selkirkshire, which was
a position he held for the rest of his life. In 1806, he was appointed clerk to the
Court of Session in Edinburgh.

Scott became an instant best seller with historical narrative poems like “The
Lay of the Last Minstrel” (1805), followed by “The Lady of the Lake” (1810),
“Rokeby” (1813), and “The Lord of the Isles” (1815).

He also wrote immensely successful novels, particularly historical novels,
notably Ivanhoe (1819), Guy Mannering (1815), Rob Roy (1817), Ivanhoe(1814),
Waverly (1816), The Antiquary (1816), The Heart of Mid-Lothian (1818), and
The Bride of Lammermoor (1819). He published Waverly, which centers around
the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745, anonymously in 1814, though it’s now considered
the first historical novel in Western literature.

After living in Naples, Italy in 1831, Scott returned home as his health
declined, and he died in Abbotsford, Roxburgh, Scotland, on September 21, 1832.
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