SHORT
STORIES
COLLECTION

Algernon Blackwood



ILLUSTRATED & PUBLISHED
BY
CHEAPEST BOOKS

< HEAPEST
OOKS

www.cheapestboooks.com

Copyright, 2026
Istanbul

ISBN: 978-625-8829-26-6

© All rights reserved. No part of this book shell be reproduced
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopy, recording or by any
information or retrieval system, without written permission form
the publisher.

[2]



Table of Contents

ABOUT AUTHOR et sssssessssssessesssssssessessens 5
PREFACE ...ttt sssssssssssssses 8
ANCIENT LIGNLS o ssssssssssssssssssaens 10
ANCIENT SOICETIES ...ouereererssrsesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssness 19
TSSO 19
L] e 38
TSP 44
Vs 53
PPN 71
VL 86
A Psychical INVaSION .......eneneeseeseessesssessesssssssesssssssseens 94
Dream TreSPaSS ....eeenmsssessssssssesssssssesssesssessssssssesasees 176
EQYptian SOICErY ... eesessessesssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessnns 188
Lttt 188
2 et 195
. O T TPV 203
Gt e 210



Keeping HiS Promise ........eeeeseesseessesssessssssssnens 213

SECret WOrShip...oeeneieessessssssssssssssssssssssesssssssessssssssssnns 236
The Deferred Appointment ... 289
The Goblin’s ColleCtion..........eenereerseeeseessseesnnes 298
THE OlIVE ...t 309
THE Prayer ... eeesseeseessesssesssssssssssessssessssessssessssesssnns 327
The Second Generation ... 337
The WRISPEIEFS ....eereetsseesisssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnes 348
Wireless COoNfUSION ........oeneeenmeereesseessesssessseesssesssseesnans 357
Accessory Before the Fact........ e 367
A Case of Eavesdropping......eesssssessesseens 377
The EMPty HOUSE........eeeeteseeeseesseessesssse s 401
A Haunted ISIand ........eeeseesseesseesseessseesnnes 427
A SUSPICIOUS Gif...ouerererecesreeesseesssssssssessesssssssssssesssssseens 452
A Victim of Higher Space.......oeneenseerneessseeesseesnns 470

[4]



ABOUT AUTHOR

Algernon Blackwood (7869 — 719571) was one of the
most prolific and pioneering English authors of weird
fiction and ghost stories. He developed a unique style
exploring the uncanny powers of nature, mysticism, and
the dark boundaries of human psychology.
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If you enjoy horror / thriller in the style of Stephen King
or H. P. Lovecraft, the true father of the genre is Algernon
Blackwood. Even Lovecraft said, "He is the greatest
master of supernatural horror ever."

@ Life and Personality

« Strict Upbringing: Raised in a highly conservative
Calvinist household, which triggered his lifelong pursuit of
alternative mysticism.

e« Adventurous Youth: Spent years in Canada and
the United States working diverse jobs, including milk
farming, journalism, and bartending.

e Occult Interests: Joined the famous Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn due to his deep fascination
with the supernatural.

e Media Career: Became a popular broadcaster for
the BBC in his later years, narration-style reading his own
ghost stories on radio and television.

R Major Works

Blackwood excelled at transforming natural elements
into sources of terror. His most notable works include:

e« The Willows: Follows two friends canoeing down
the Danube River who encounter sinister, non-human
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forces. H. P. Lovecraft praised it as the greatest weird
fiction story ever written.

e The Wendigo: A classic horror tale set in the
Canadian wilderness, based on the Native American myth
of a cannibalistic forest spirit.

« John Silence Series: A collection of stories
featuring a ‘"psychic detective" who uses occult
knowledge to solve supernatural mysteries.

me Literary Style

« Cosmic Horror: Focuses on the insignificance of
humanity and the terrifying scale of the universe, rather
than typical monsters.

e Atmospheric Nature: Forests, rivers, and
desolate landscapes are not just settings, but active,
living, and threatening characters.
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PREFACE

Where Nature Whispers and the Unknown Waits.

The Definitive Cosmic Horror Collection.

Step into a world where the wilderness is alive, the

shadows have voices, and the human mind is merely a
fragile guest in a vast, ancient universe. Algernon
Blackwood, the legendary master of supernatural fiction
and a towering influence on H. P. Lovecraft, invites you to
journey beyond the edge of safe reality. From lonely,
wind-swept riverbeds to deep, suffocating forests, this
definitive collection brings together his most terrifying and
atmospheric short masterpieces, where ordinary people
come face-to-face with the sublime terror of the unseen.

Within these pages, you will encounter elemental
forces that defy human comprehension, haunted
landscapes that warp time, and entities that hunt not the
flesh, but the very sanity of their victims. Blackwood
masterfully avoids cheap jump scares, choosing instead
to build a slow, hypnotic dread that crawls beneath your
skin. His characters find themselves completely stripped
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of modern protection, forced to survive psychological and
spiritual battles against ancient gods and cosmic
anomalies that exist just outside our perception.

Experience the unparalleled atmospheric storytelling
that reshaped modern horror, weird fiction, and ghost
stories. Poetic, deeply philosophical, and profoundly
chilling, this timeless anthology is an essential addition to
the library of every reader who loves to question what
truly hides in the dark corners of our world.
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Ancient Lights

I rom Southwater, where he left the train, the road

led due west. That he knew; for the rest he trusted to luck,
being one of those born walkers who dislike asking the
way. He had that instinct, and as a rule it served him well.
“A mile or so due west along the sandy road till you come
to a stile on the right; then across the fields. You'll see the
red house straight before you.” He glanced at the post-
card’s instructions once again, and once again he tried to
decipher the scratched-out sentence—without success. It
had been so elaborately inked over that no word was
legible. Inked-out sentences in a letter were always
enticing. He wondered what it was that had to be so very
carefully obliterated.

The afternoon was boisterous, with a tearing, shouting
wind that blew from the sea, across the Sussex weald.
Massive clouds with rounded, piled-up edges, cannoned
across gaping spaces of blue sky. Far away the line of
Downs swept the horizon, like an arriving wave.
Chanctonbury Ring rode their crest—a scudding ship, hull
down before the wind. He took his hat off and walked
rapidly, breathing great draughts of air with delight and
exhilaration. The road was deserted; no horsemen,
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bicycles, or motors; not even a tradesman’s cart; no
single walker. But anyhow he would never have asked the
way. Keeping a sharp eye for the stile, he pounded along,
while the wind tossed the cloak against his face, and
made waves across the blue puddles in the yellow road.
The trees showed their under leaves of white. The
bracken and the high new grass bent all one way. Great
life was in the day, high spirits and dancing everywhere.
And for a Croydon surveyor’s clerk just out of an office
this was like a holiday at the sea.

It was a day for high adventure, and his heart rose up to
meet the mood of Nature. His umbrella with the silver ring
ought to have been a sword, and his brown shoes should
have been top-boots with spurs upon the heels. Where
hid the enchanted Castle and the princess with the hair of
sunny gold? His horse....

The stile came suddenly into view and nipped
adventure in the bud. Everyday clothes took him prisoner
again. He was a surveyor’s clerk, middle-aged, earning
three pounds a week, coming from Croydon to see about
a client’s proposed alterations in a wood—something to
ensure a better view from the dining-room window.
Across the fields, perhaps a mile away, he saw the red
house gleaming in the sunshine; and resting on the stile a
moment to get his breath he noticed a copse of oak and
hornbeam on the right. “Aha,” he told himself, “so that
must be the wood he wants to cut down to improve the
view? I'll ’ave a look at it.” There were boards up, of
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course, but there was an inviting little path as well. “'m
not a trespasser,” he said; “it's part of my business, this
is.” He scrambled awkwardly over the gate and entered
the copse. A little round would bring him to the field again.

But the moment he passed among the trees the wind
ceased shouting and a stillness dropped upon the world.
So dense was the growth that the sunshine only came
through in isolated patches. The air was close. He
mopped his forehead and put his green felt hat on, but a
low branch knocked it off again at once, and as he
stooped an elastic twig swung back and stung his face.
There were flowers along both edges of the little path;
glades opened on either side; ferns curved about in
damper corners, and the smell of earth and foliage was
rich and sweet. It was cooler here. What an enchanting
little wood, he thought, turning down a small green glade
where the sunshine flickered like silver wings. How it
danced and fluttered and moved about! He put a dark
blue flower in his buttonhole. Again his hat, caught by an
oak branch as he rose, was knocked from his head,
falling across his eyes. And this time he did not put it on
again. Swinging his umbrella, he walked on with
uncovered head, whistling rather loudly as he went. But
the thickness of the trees hardly encouraged whistling,
and something of his gaiety and high spirits seemed to
leave him. He suddenly found himself treading
circumspectly and with caution. The stillness in the wood
was so peculiar.

[12]



There was a rustle among the ferns and leaves and
something shot across the path ten yards ahead, stopped
abruptly an instant with head cocked sideways to stare,
then dived again beneath the underbrush with the speed
of a shadow. He started like a frightened child, laughing
the next second that a mere pheasant could have made
him jump. In the distance he heard wheels upon the road,
and wondered why the sound was pleasant. “Good old
butcher’s cart,” he said to himself—then realised that he
was going in the wrong direction and had somehow got
turned round. For the road should be behind him, not in
front.

And he hurriedly took another narrow glade that lost
itself in greenness to the right. “That’'s my direction, of
course,” he said; “the trees has mixed me up a bit, it
seems”—then found himself abruptly by the gate he had
first climbed over. He had merely made a circle. Surprise
became almost discomfiture then. And a man, dressed
like a gamekeeper in browny green, leaned against the
gate, hitting his legs with a switch. “I'm making for Mr.
Lumley’s farm,” explained the walker. “This is his wood, |
believe——" then stopped dead, because it was no man
at all, but merely an effect of light and shade and foliage.
He stepped back to reconstruct the singular illusion, but
the wind shook the branches roughly here on the edge of
the wood and the foliage refused to reconstruct the figure.
The leaves all rustled strangely. And just then the sun
went behind a cloud, making the whole wood look
otherwise. Yet how the mind could be thus doubly
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deceived was indeed remarkable, for it almost seemed to
him the man had answered, spoken—or was this the
shuffling noise the branches made?—and had pointed
with his switch to the notice-board upon the nearest tree.
The words rang on in his head, but of course he had
imagined them: “No, it's not his wood. It's ours.” And
some village wit, moreover, had changed the lettering on
the weather-beaten board, for it read quite plainly,
“Trespassers will be persecuted.”

And while the astonished clerk read the words and
chuckled, he said to himself, thinking what a tale he’d
have to tell his wife and children later—*“The blooming
wood has tried to chuck me out. But I'll go in again. Why,
it's only a matter of a square acre at most. I'm bound to
reach the fields on the other side if | keep straight on.” He
remembered his position in the office. He had a certain
dignity to maintain.

The cloud passed from below the sun, and light
splashed suddenly in all manner of unlikely places. The
man went straight on. He felt a touch of puzzling
confusion somewhere; this way the copse had of shifting
from sunshine into shadow doubtless troubled sight a
little. To his relief, at last, a new glade opened through the
trees and disclosed the fields with a glimpse of the red
house in the distance at the far end. But a little wicket
gate that stood across the path had first to be climbed,
and as he scrambled heavily over—for it would not
open—he got the astonishing feeling that it slid off
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sideways beneath his weight, and towards the wood. Like
the moving staircases at Harrod’'s and Earl's Court, it
began to glide off with him. It was quite horrible. He made
a violent effort to get down before it carried him into the
trees, but his feet became entangled with the bars and
umbrella, so that he fell heavily upon the farther side,
arms spread across the grass and nettles, boots clutched
between the first and second bars. He lay there a moment
like a man crucified upside down, and while he struggled
to get disentangled—feet, bars, and umbrella formed a
regular net—he saw the little man in browny green go
past him with extreme rapidity through the wood. The
man was laughing. He passed across the glade some fifty
yards away, and he was not alone this time. A companion
like himself went with him. The clerk, now upon his feet
again, watched them disappear into the gloom of green
beyond. “They’re tramps, not gamekeepers,” he said to
himself, half mortified, half angry. But his heart was
thumping dreadfully, and he dared not utter all his
thought.

He examined the wicket gate, convinced it was a trick
gate somehow—then went hurriedly on again, disturbed
beyond belief to see that the glade no longer opened into
fields, but curved away to the right. What in the world had
happened to him? His sight was so utterly at fault. Again
the sun flamed out abruptly and lit the floor of the wood
with pools of silver, and at the same moment a violent
gust of wind passed shouting overhead. Drops fell
clattering everywhere upon the leaves, making a sharp
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pattering as of many footsteps. The whole copse
shuddered and went moving.

“Rain, by George,” thought the clerk, and feeling for his
umbrella, discovered he had lost it. He turned back to the
gate and found it lying on the farther side. To his
amazement he saw the fields at the far end of the glade,
the red house, too, ashine in the sunset. He laughed then,
for, of course, in his struggle with the gate, he had
somehow got turned round—had fallen back instead of
forwards. Climbing over, this time quite easily, he retraced
his steps. The silver band, he saw, had been torn from
the umbrella. No doubt his foot, a nail, or something had
caught in it and ripped it off. The clerk began to run; he
felt extraordinarily dismayed.

But, while he ran, the entire wood ran with him, round
him, to and fro, trees shifting like living things, leaves
folding and unfolding, trunks darting backwards and
forwards, and branches disclosing enormous empty
spaces, then closing up again before he could look into
them. There were footsteps everywhere, and laughing,
crying voices, and crowds of figures gathering just behind
his back till the glade, he knew, was thick with moving life.
The wind in his ears, of course, produced the voices and
the laughter, while sun and clouds, plunging the copse
alternately in shadow and bright dazzling light, created
the figures. But he did not like it, and he went as fast as
ever his sturdy legs could take him. He was frightened
now. This was no story for his wife and children. He ran
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like the wind. But his feet made no sound upon the soft
mossy turf.

Then, to his horror, he saw that the glade grew narrow,
nettles and weeds stood thick across it, it dwindled down
into a tiny path, and twenty yards ahead it stopped finally
and melted off among the trees. What the trick gate had
failed to achieve, this twisting glade accomplished
easily—carried him in bodily among the dense and
crowding trees.

There was only one thing to do—turn sharply and dash
back again, run headlong into the life that followed at his
back, followed so closely too that now it almost touched
him, pushing him in. And with reckless courage this was
what he did. It seemed a fearful thing to do. He turned
with a sort of violent spring, head down and shoulders
forward, hands stretched before his face. He made the
plunge; like a hunted creature he charged full tilt the other
way, meeting the wind now in his face.

Good Lord! The glade behind him had closed up as
well; there was no longer any path at all. Turning round
and round, like an animal at bay, he searched for an
opening, a way of escape, searched frantically,
breathlessly, terrified now in his bones. But foliage
surrounded him, branches blocked the way; the trees
stood close and still, unshaken by a breath of wind; and
the sun dipped that moment behind a great black cloud.
The entire wood turned dark and silent. It watched him.
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Perhaps it was this final touch of sudden blackness that
made him act so foolishly, as though he had really lost his
head. At any rate, without pausing to think, he dashed
headlong in among the trees again. There was a
sensation of being stiflingly surrounded and entangled,
and that he must break out at all costs—out and away
into the open of the blessed fields and air. He did this ill-
considered thing, and apparently charged straight into an
oak that deliberately moved into his path to stop him. He
saw it shift across a good full yard, and being a
measuring man, accustomed to theodolite and chain, he
ought to know. He fell, saw stars, and felt a thousand tiny
fingers tugging and pulling at his hands and neck and
ankles. The stinging nettles, no doubt, were responsible
for this. He thought of it later. At the moment it felt
diabolically calculated.

But another remarkable illusion was not so easily
explained. For all in a moment, it seemed, the entire wood
went sliding past him with a thick deep rustling of leaves
and laughter, myriad footsteps, and tiny little active,
energetic shapes; two men in browny green gave him a
mighty hoist—and he opened his eyes to find himself
lying in the meadow beside the stile where first his
incredible adventure had begun. The wood stood in its
usual place and stared down upon him in the sunlight.
There was the red house in the distance as before. Above
him grinned the weather-beaten notice-board:
“Trespassers will be prosecuted.”
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Dishevelled in mind and body, and a good deal shaken
in his official soul, the clerk walked slowly across the
fields. But on the way he glanced once more at the post-
card of instructions, and saw with dull amazement that the
inked-out sentence was quite legible after all beneath the
scratches made across it: “There is a short cut through
the wood—the wood | want cut down—if you care to take
it.” Only “care” was so badly written, it looked more like

another word; the “c” was uncommonly like “d.”

“That’s the copse that spoils my view of the Downs, you
see,” his client explained to him later, pointing across the
fields, and referring to the ordnance map beside him. |
want it cut down and a path made so and so.” His finger
indicated direction on the map. “The Fairy Wood—it’s still
called, and it's far older than this house. Come now, if
you’re ready, Mr. Thomas, we might go out and have a
look at it....”

Ancient Sorceries

I

There are, it would appear, certain wholly unremarkable
persons, with none of the characteristics that invite
adventure, who yet once or twice in the course of their
smooth lives undergo an experience so strange that the
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world catches its breath—and looks the other way! And it
was cases of this kind, perhaps, more than any other, that
fell into the widespread net of John Silence, the psychic
doctor, and, appealing to his deep humanity, to his
patience, and to his great qualities of spiritual sympathy,
led often to the revelation of problems of the strangest
complexity, and of the profoundest possible human
interest.

Matters that seemed almost too curious and fantastic
for belief he loved to trace to their hidden sources. To
unravel a tangle in the very soul of things—and to release
a suffering human soul in the process—was with him a
veritable passion. And the knots he untied were, indeed,
often passing strange.

The world, of course, asks for some plausible basis to
which it can attach credence—something it can, at least,
pretend to explain. The adventurous type it can
understand: such people carry about with them an
adequate explanation of their exciting lives, and their
characters obviously drive them into the circumstances
which produce the adventures. It expects nothing else
from them, and is satisfied. But dull, ordinary folk have no
right to out-of-the-way experiences, and the world having
been led to expect otherwise, is disappointed with them,
not to say shocked. Its complacent judgment has been
rudely disturbed.
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“‘Such a thing happen to thatman!” it cries—“a
commonplace person like that! It is too absurd! There
must be something wrong!”

Yet there could be no question that something did
actually happen to little Arthur Vezin, something of the
curious nature he described to Dr. Silence. Outwardly, or
inwardly, it happened beyond a doubt, and in spite of the
jeers of his few friends who heard the tale, and observed
wisely that “such a thing might perhaps have come to
Iszard, that crack-brained Iszard, or to that odd fish
Minski, but it could never have happened to
commonplace little Vezin, who was fore-ordained to live
and die according to scale.”

But, whatever his method of death was, Vezin certainly
did not “live according to scale” so far as this particular
event in his otherwise uneventful life was concerned; and
to hear him recount it, and watch his pale delicate
features change, and hear his voice grow softer and more
hushed as he proceeded, was to know the conviction that
his halting words perhaps failed sometimes to convey. He
lived the thing over again each time he told it. His whole
personality became muffled in the recital. It subdued him
more than ever, so that the tale became a lengthy
apology for an experience that he deprecated. He
appeared to excuse himself and ask your pardon for
having dared to take part in so fantastic an episode. For
little Vezin was a timid, gentle, sensitive soul, rarely able
to assert himself, tender to man and beast, and almost
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constitutionally unable to say No, or to claim many things
that should rightly have been his. His whole scheme of life
seemed utterly remote from anything more exciting than
missing a train or losing an umbrella on an omnibus. And
when this curious event came upon him he was already
more years beyond forty than his friends suspected or he
cared to admit.

John Silence, who heard him speak of his experience
more than once, said that he sometimes left out certain
details and put in others; yet they were all obviously true.
The whole scene was unforgettably cinematographed on
to his mind. None of the details were imagined or
invented. And when he told the story with them all
complete, the effect was undeniable. His appealing brown
eyes shone, and much of the charming personality,
usually so carefully repressed, came forward and
revealed itself. His modesty was always there, of course,
but in the telling he forgot the present and allowed himself
to appear almost vividly as he lived again in the past of
his adventure.

He was on the way home when it happened, crossing
northern France from some mountain trip or other where
he buried himself solitary-wise every summer. He had
nothing but an unregistered bag in the rack, and the train
was jammed to suffocation, most of the passengers being
unredeemed holiday English. He disliked them, not
because they were his fellow-countrymen, but because
they were noisy and obtrusive, obliterating with their big
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limbs and tweed clothing all the quieter tints of the day
that brought him satisfaction and enabled him to melt into
insignificance and forget that he was anybody. These
English clashed about him like a brass band, making him
feel vaguely that he ought to be more self-assertive and
obstreperous, and that he did not claim insistently enough
all kinds of things that he didn’t want and that were really
valueless, such as corner seats, windows up or down,
and so forth.

So that he felt uncomfortable in the train, and wished
the journey were over and he was back again living with
his unmarried sister in Surbiton.

And when the train stopped for ten panting minutes at
the little station in northern France, and he got out to
stretch his legs on the platform, and saw to his dismay a
further batch of the British Isles debouching from another
train, it suddenly seemed impossible to him to continue
the journey. Even his flabby soul revolted, and the idea of
staying a night in the little town and going on next day by
a slower, emptier train, flashed into his mind. The guard
was already shouting “en voiture” and the corridor of his
compartment was already packed when the thought came
to him. And, for once, he acted with decision and rushed
to snatch his bag.

Finding the corridor and steps impassable, he tapped at
the window (for he had a corner seat) and begged the
Frenchman who sat opposite to hand his luggage out to
him, explaining in his wretched French that he intended to
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break the journey there. And this elderly Frenchman, he
declared, gave him a look, half of warning, half of
reproach, that to his dying day he could never forget;
handed the bag through the window of the moving train;
and at the same time poured into his ears a long
sentence, spoken rapidly and low, of which he was able
to comprehend only the last few words: “a cause du
sommeil et a cause des chats.”

In reply to Dr. Silence, whose singular psychic
acuteness at once seized upon this Frenchman as a vital
point in the adventure, Vezin admitted that the man had
impressed him favourably from the beginning, though
without being able to explain why. They had sat facing
one another during the four hours of the journey, and
though no conversation had passed between them—
Vezin was timid about his stuttering French—he
confessed that his eyes were being continually drawn to
his face, almost, he felt, to rudeness, and that each, by a
dozen nameless little politenesses and attentions, had
evinced the desire to be kind. The men liked each other
and their personalities did not clash, or would not have
clashed had they chanced to come to terms of
acquaintance. The Frenchman, indeed, seemed to have
exercised a silent protective influence over the
insignificant little Englishman, and without words or
gestures betrayed that he wished him well and would
gladly have been of service to him.
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“And this sentence that he hurled at you after the bag?”
asked John Silence, smiling that peculiarly sympathetic
smile that always melted the prejudices of his patient,
“were you unable to follow it exactly?”

‘It was so quick and low and vehement,” explained
Vezin, in his small voice, “that | missed practically the
whole of it. | only caught the few words at the very end,
because he spoke them so clearly, and his face was bent
down out of the carriage window so near to mine.”

“/A cause du sommeil et a cause des chats’?” repeated
Dr. Silence, as though half speaking to himself.

“That’s it exactly,” said Vezin; “which, | take it, means
something like ‘because of sleep and because of the
cats,’ doesn'’t it?”

“Certainly, that's how | should translate it,” the doctor
observed shortly, evidently not wishing to interrupt more
than necessary.

“And the rest of the sentence—all the first part | couldn’t
understand, | mean—was a warning not to do
something—not to stop in the town, or at some particular
place in the town, perhaps. That was the impression it
made on me.”

Then, of course, the train rushed off, and left Vezin
standing on the platform alone and rather forlorn.

The little town climbed in straggling fashion up a sharp
hill rising out of the plain at the back of the station, and
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was crowned by the twin towers of the ruined cathedral
peeping over the summit. From the station itself it looked
uninteresting and modern, but the fact was that the
medizeval position lay out of sight just beyond the crest.
And once he reached the top and entered the old streets,
he stepped clean out of modern life into a bygone
century. The noise and bustle of the crowded train
seemed days away. The spirit of this silent hill-town,
remote from tourists and motor-cars, dreaming its own
quiet life under the autumn sun, rose up and cast its spell
upon him. Long before he recognised this spell he acted
under it. He walked softly, almost on tiptoe, down the
winding narrow streets where the gables all but met over
his head, and he entered the doorway of the solitary inn
with a deprecating and modest demeanour that was in
itself an apology for intruding upon the place and
disturbing its dream.

At first, however, Vezin said, he noticed very little of all
this. The attempt at analysis came much later. What
struck him then was only the delightful contrast of the
silence and peace after the dust and noisy rattle of the
train. He felt soothed and stroked like a cat.

“Like a cat, you said?” interrupted John Silence, quickly
catching him up.

“Yes. At the very start | felt that.” He laughed
apologetically. “l felt as though the warmth and the
stillness and the comfort made me purr. It seemed to be
the general mood of the whole place—then.”
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The inn, a rambling ancient house, the atmosphere of
the old coaching days still about it, apparently did not
welcome him too warmly. He felt he was only tolerated,
he said. But it was cheap and comfortable, and the
delicious cup of afternoon tea he ordered at once made
him feel really very pleased with himself for leaving the
train in this bold, original way. For to him it had seemed
bold and original. He felt something of a dog. His room,
too, soothed him with its dark panelling and low irregular
ceiling, and the long sloping passage that led to it seemed
the natural pathway to a real Chamber of Sleep—a little
dim cubby hole out of the world where noise could not
enter. It looked upon the courtyard at the back. It was all
very charming, and made him think of himself as dressed
in very soft velvet somehow, and the floors seemed
padded, the walls provided with cushions. The sounds of
the streets could not penetrate there. It was an
atmosphere of absolute rest that surrounded him.

On engaging the two-franc room he had interviewed the
only person who seemed to be about that sleepy
afternoon, an elderly waiter with Dundreary whiskers and
a drowsy courtesy, who had ambled lazily towards him
across the stone yard; but on coming downstairs again for
a little promenade in the town before dinner he
encountered the proprietress herself. She was a large
woman whose hands, feet, and features seemed to swim
towards him out of a sea of person. They emerged, so to
speak. But she had great dark, vivacious eyes that
counteracted the bulk of her body, and betrayed the fact
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that in reality she was both vigorous and alert. When he
first caught sight of her she was knitting in a low chair
against the sunlight of the wall, and something at once
made him see her as a great tabby cat, dozing, yet
awake, heavily sleepy, and yet at the same time prepared
for instantaneous action. A great mouser on the watch
occurred to him.

She took him in with a single comprehensive glance
that was polite without being cordial. Her neck, he
noticed, was extraordinarily supple in spite of its
proportions, for it turned so easily to follow him, and the
head it carried bowed so very flexibly.

“‘But when she looked at me, you know,” said Vezin,
with that little apologetic smile in his brown eyes, and that
faintly deprecating gesture of the shoulders that was
characteristic of him, “the odd notion came to me that
really she had intended to make quite a different
movement, and that with a single bound she could have
leaped at me across the width of that stone yard and
pounced upon me like some huge cat upon a mouse.”

He laughed a little soft laugh, and Dr. Silence made a
note in his book without interrupting, while Vezin
proceeded in a tone as though he feared he had already
told too much and more than we could believe.

“Very soft, yet very active she was, for all her size and
mass, and | felt she knew what | was doing even after |
had passed and was behind her back. She spoke to me,
and her voice was smooth and running. She asked if |
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had my luggage, and was comfortable in my room, and
then added that dinner was at seven o’clock, and that
they were very early people in this little country town.
Clearly, she intended to convey that late hours were not
encouraged.”

Evidently, she contrived by voice and manner to give
him the impression that here he would be “managed,” that
everything would be arranged and planned for him, and
that he had nothing to do but fall into the groove and
obey. No decided action or sharp personal effort would be
looked for from him. It was the very reverse of the train.
He walked quietly out into the street feeling soothed and
peaceful. He realised that he was in a milieu that suited
him and stroked him the right way. It was so much easier
to be obedient. He began to purr again, and to feel that all
the town purred with him.

About the streets of that little town he meandered
gently, falling deeper and deeper into the spirit of repose
that characterised it. With no special aim he wandered up
and down, and to and fro. The September sunshine fell
slantingly over the roofs. Down winding alleyways, fringed
with tumbling gables and open casements, he caught
fairylike glimpses of the great plain below, and of the
meadows and yellow copses lying like a dream-map in
the haze. The spell of the past held very potently here, he
felt.

The streets were full of picturesquely garbed men and
women, all busy enough, going their respective ways; but
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no one took any notice of him or turned to stare at his
obviously English appearance. He was even able to
forget that with his tourist appearance he was a false note
in a charming picture, and he melted more and more into
the scene, feeling delightfully insignificant and
unimportant and unselfconscious. It was like becoming
part of a softly-coloured dream which he did not even
realise to be a dream.

On the eastern side the hill fell away more sharply, and
the plain below ran off rather suddenly into a sea of
gathering shadows in which the little patches of woodland
looked like islands and the stubble fields like deep water.
Here he strolled along the old ramparts of ancient
fortifications that once had been formidable, but now were
only vision-like with their charming mingling of broken
grey walls and wayward vine and ivy. From the broad
coping on which he sat for a moment, level with the
rounded tops of clipped plane trees, he saw the
esplanade far below lying in shadow. Here and there a
yellow sunbeam crept in and lay upon the fallen yellow
leaves, and from the height he looked down and saw that
the townsfolk were walking to and fro in the cool of the
evening. He could just hear the sound of their slow
footfalls, and the murmur of their voices floated up to him
through the gaps between the trees. The figures looked
like shadows as he caught glimpses of their quiet
movements far below.
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He sat there for some time pondering, bathed in the
waves of murmurs and half-lost echoes that rose to his
ears, muffled by the leaves of the plane trees. The whole
town, and the little hill out of which it grew as naturally as
an ancient wood, seemed to him like a being lying there
half asleep on the plain and crooning to itself as it dozed.

And, presently, as he sat lazily melting into its dream, a
sound of horns and strings and wood instruments rose to
his ears, and the town band began to play at the far end
of the crowded terrace below to the accompaniment of a
very soft, deep-throated drum. Vezin was very sensitive to
music, knew about it intelligently, and had even ventured,
unknown to his friends, upon the composition of quiet
melodies with low-running chords which he played to
himself with the soft pedal when no one was about. And
this music floating up through the trees from an invisible
and doubtless very picturesque band of the townspeople
wholly charmed him. He recognised nothing that they
played, and it sounded as though they were simply
improvising without a conductor. No definitely marked
time ran through the pieces, which ended and began
oddly after the fashion of wind through an ZAolian harp. It
was part of the place and scene, just as the dying sunlight
and faintly-breathing wind were part of the scene and
hour, and the mellow notes of old-fashioned plaintive
horns, pierced here and there by the sharper strings, all
half smothered by the continuous booming of the deep
drum, touched his soul with a curiously potent spell that
was almost too engrossing to be quite pleasant.
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There was a certain queer sense of bewitchment in it
all. The music seemed to him oddly unartificial. It made
him think of trees swept by the wind, of night breezes
singing among wires and chimney-stacks, or in the rigging
of invisible ships; or—and the simile leaped up in his
thoughts with a sudden sharpness of suggestion—a
chorus of animals, of wild creatures, somewhere in
desolate places of the world, crying and singing as
animals will, to the moon. He could fancy he heard the
wailing, half-human cries of cats upon the tiles at night,
rising and falling with weird intervals of sound, and this
music, muffled by distance and the trees, made him think
of a queer company of these creatures on some roof far
away in the sky, uttering their solemn music to one
another and the moon in chorus.

It was, he felt at the time, a singular image to occur to
him, yet it expressed his sensation pictorially better than
anything else. The instruments played such impossibly
odd intervals, and the crescendos and diminuendos were
so very suggestive of cat-land on the tiles at night, rising
swiftly, dropping without warning to deep notes again, and
all in such strange confusion of discords and accords.
But, at the same time a plaintive sweetness resulted on
the whole, and the discords of these half-broken
instruments were so singular that they did not distress his
musical soul like fiddles out of tune.
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He listened a long time, wholly surrendering himself as
his character was, and then strolled homewards in the
dusk as the air grew chilly.

“There was nothing to alarm?” put in Dr. Silence briefly.

“Absolutely nothing,” said Vezin; “but you know it was
all so fantastical and charming that my imagination was
profoundly impressed. Perhaps, too,” he continued, gently
explanatory, “it was this stirring of my imagination that
caused other impressions; for, as | walked back, the spell
of the place began to steal over me in a dozen ways,
though all intelligible ways. But there were other things |
could not account for in the least, even then.”

“Incidents, you mean?”

“‘Hardly incidents, | think. A lot of vivid sensations
crowded themselves upon my mind and | could trace
them to no causes. It was just after sunset and the
tumbled old buildings traced magical outlines against an
opalescent sky of gold and red. The dusk was running
down the twisted streets. All round the hill the plain
pressed in like a dim sea, its level rising with the
darkness. The spell of this kind of scene, you know, can
be very moving, and it was so that night. Yet | felt that
what came to me had nothing directly to do with the
mystery and wonder of the scene.”

“‘Not merely the subtle transformations of the spirit that
come with beauty,” put in the doctor, noticing his
hesitation.
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“‘Exactly,” Vezin went on, duly encouraged and no
longer so fearful of our smiles at his expense. “The
impressions came from somewhere else. For instance,
down the busy main street where men and women were
bustling home from work, shopping at stalls and barrows,
idly gossiping in groups, and all the rest of it, | saw that |
aroused no interest and that no one turned to stare at me
as a foreigner and stranger. | was utterly ignored, and my
presence among them excited no special interest or
attention.

“‘And then, quite suddenly, it dawned upon me with
conviction that all the time this indifference and inattention
were merely feigned. Everybody as a matter of fact was
watching me closely. Every movement | made was known
and observed. Ignoring me was all a pretence—an
elaborate pretence.”

He paused a moment and looked at us to see if we
were smiling, and then continued, reassured—

“It is useless to ask me how | noticed this, because |
simply cannot explain it. But the discovery gave me
something of a shock. Before | got back to the inn,
however, another curious thing rose up strongly in my
mind and forced my recognition of it as true. And this, too,
| may as well say at once, was equally inexplicable to me.
I mean | can only give you the fact, as fact it was to me.”

The little man left his chair and stood on the mat before
the fire. His diffidence lessened from now onwards, as he
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lost himself again in the magic of the old adventure. His
eyes shone a little already as he talked.

“Well,” he went on, his soft voice rising somewhat with
his excitement, “I was in a shop when it came to me
first—though the idea must have been at work for a long
time subconsciously to appear in so complete a form all at
once. | was buying socks, | think,” he laughed, “and
struggling with my dreadful French, when it struck me that
the woman in the shop did not care two pins whether |
bought anything or not. She was indifferent whether she
made a sale or did not make a sale. She was only
pretending to sell.

“This sounds a very small and fanciful incident to build
upon what follows. But really it was not small. | mean it
was the spark that lit the line of powder and ran along to
the big blaze in my mind.

‘For the whole town, | suddenly realised, was
something other than | so far saw it. The real activities
and interests of the people were elsewhere and otherwise
than appeared. Their true lives lay somewhere out of
sight behind the scenes. Their busy-ness was but the
outward semblance that masked their actual purposes.
They bought and sold, and ate and drank, and walked
about the streets, yet all the while the main stream of their
existence lay somewhere beyond my ken, underground,
in secret places. In the shops and at the stalls they did not
care whether | purchased their articles or not; at the inn,
they were indifferent to my staying or going; their life lay
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remote from my own, springing from hidden, mysterious
sources, coursing out of sight, unknown. It was all a great
elaborate pretence, assumed possibly for my benefit, or
possibly for purposes of their own. But the main current of
their energies ran elsewhere. | almost felt as an
unwelcome foreign substance might be expected to feel
when it has found its way into the human system and the
whole body organises itself to eject it or to absorb it. The
town was doing this very thing to me.

“This bizarre notion presented itself forcibly to my mind
as | walked home to the inn, and | began busily to wonder
wherein the true life of this town could lie and what were
the actual interests and activities of its hidden life.

“‘And, now that my eyes were partly opened, | noticed
other things too that puzzled me, first of which, | think,
was the extraordinary silence of the whole place.
Positively, the town was muffled. Although the streets
were paved with cobbles the people moved about silently,
softly, with padded feet, like cats. Nothing made noise. All
was hushed, subdued, muted. The very voices were
quiet, low-pitched like purring. Nothing clamorous,
vehement or emphatic seemed able to live in the drowsy
atmosphere of soft dreaming that soothed this little hill-
town into its sleep. It was like the woman at the inn—an
outward repose screening intense inner activity and
purpose.

“Yet there was no sign of lethargy or sluggishness
anywhere about it. The people were active and alert. Only
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a magical and uncanny softness lay over them all like a
spell.”

Vezin passed his hand across his eyes for a moment as
though the memory had become very vivid. His voice had
run off into a whisper so that we heard the last part with
difficulty. He was telling a true thing obviously, yet
something that he both liked and hated telling.

‘I went back to the inn,” he continued presently in a
louder voice, “and dined. | felt a new strange world about
me. My old world of reality receded. Here, whether | liked
it or no, was something new and incomprehensible. |
regretted having left the train so impulsively. An
adventure was upon me, and | loathed adventures as
foreign to my nature. Moreover, this was the beginning
apparently of an adventure somewhere deep within me, in
a region | could not check or measure, and a feeling of
alarm mingled itself with my wonder—alarm for the
stability of what | had for forty years recognised as my
‘personality.’

“I went upstairs to bed, my mind teeming with thoughts
that were unusual to me, and of rather a haunting
description. By way of relief | kept thinking of that nice,
prosaic noisy train and all those wholesome, blustering
passengers. | almost wished | were with them again. But
my dreams took me elsewhere. | dreamed of cats, and
soft-moving creatures, and the silence of life in a dim
muffled world beyond the senses.”



11

Vezin stayed on from day to day, indefinitely, much
longer than he had intended. He felt in a kind of dazed,
somnolent condition. He did nothing in particular, but the
place fascinated him and he could not decide to leave.
Decisions were always very difficult for him and he
sometimes wondered how he had ever brought himself to
the point of leaving the train. It seemed as though some
one else must have arranged it for him, and once or twice
his thoughts ran to the swarthy Frenchman who had sat
opposite. If only he could have understood that long
sentence ending so strangely with “a cause du sommeil et
a cause des chats.” He wondered what it all meant.

Meanwhile the hushed softness of the town held him
prisoner and he sought in his muddling, gentle way to find
out where the mystery lay, and what it was all about. But
his limited French and his constitutional hatred of active
investigation made it hard for him to buttonhole anybody
and ask questions. He was content to observe, and
watch, and remain negative.

The weather held on calm and hazy, and this just suited
him. He wandered about the town till he knew every street
and alley. The people suffered him to come and go
without let or hindrance, though it became clearer to him
every day that he was never free himself from
observation. The town watched him as a cat watches a
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mouse. And he got no nearer to finding out what they
were all so busy with or where the main stream of their
activities lay. This remained hidden. The people were as
soft and mysterious as cats.

But that he was continually under observation became
more evident from day to day.

For instance, when he strolled to the end of the town
and entered a little green public garden beneath the
ramparts and seated himself upon one of the empty
benches in the sun, he was quite alone—at first. Not
another seat was occupied; the little park was empty, the
paths deserted. Yet, within ten minutes of his coming,
there must have been fully twenty persons scattered
about him, some strolling aimlessly along the gravel
walks, staring at the flowers, and others seated on the
wooden benches enjoying the sun like himself. None of
them appeared to take any notice of him; yet he
understood quite well they had all come there to watch.
They kept him under close observation. In the street they
had seemed busy enough, hurrying upon various errands;
yet these were suddenly all forgotten and they had
nothing to do but loll and laze in the sun, their duties
unremembered. Five minutes after he left, the garden was
again deserted, the seats vacant. But in the crowded
street it was the same thing again; he was never alone.
He was ever in their thoughts.

By degrees, too, he began to see how it was he was so
cleverly watched, yet without the appearance of it. The

[39]



people did nothing directly. They behaved obliquely. He
laughed in his mind as the thought thus clothed itself in
words, but the phrase exactly described it. They looked at
him from angles which naturally should have led their
sight in another direction altogether. Their movements
were oblique, too, so far as these concerned himself. The
straight, direct thing was not their way evidently. They did
nothing obviously. If he entered a shop to buy, the woman
walked instantly away and busied herself with something
at the farther end of the counter, though answering at
once when he spoke, showing that she knew he was
there and that this was only her way of attending to him. It
was the fashion of the cat she followed. Even in the
dining-room of the inn, the be-whiskered and courteous
waiter, lithe and silent in all his movements, never
seemed able to come straight to his table for an order or a
dish. He came by zigzags, indirectly, vaguely, so that he
appeared to be going to another table altogether, and
only turned suddenly at the last moment, and was there
beside him.

Vezin smiled curiously to himself as he described how
he began to realise these things. Other tourists there
were none in the hostel, but he recalled the figures of one
or two old men, inhabitants, who took their déjeuner and
dinner there, and remembered how fantastically they
entered the room in similar fashion. First, they paused in
the doorway, peering about the room, and then, after a
temporary inspection, they came in, as it were, sideways,
keeping close to the walls so that he wondered which
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table they were making for, and at the last minute making
almost a little quick run to their particular seats. And again
he thought of the ways and methods of cats.

Other small incidents, too, impressed him as all part of
this queer, soft town with its muffled, indirect life, for the
way some of the people appeared and disappeared with
extraordinary swiftness puzzled him exceedingly. It may
have been all perfectly natural, he knew, yet he could not
make it out how the alleys swallowed them up and shot
them forth in a second of time when there were no visible
doorways or openings near enough to explain the
phenomenon. Once he followed two elderly women who,
he felt, had been particularly examining him from across
the street—quite near the inn this was—and saw them
turn the corner a few feet only in front of him. Yet when he
sharply followed on their heels he saw nothing but an
utterly deserted alley stretching in front of him with no
sign of a living thing. And the only opening through which
they could have escaped was a porch some fifty yards
away, which not the swiftest human runner could have
reached in time.

And in just such sudden fashion people appeared when
he never expected them. Once when he heard a great
noise of fighting going on behind a low wall, and hurried
up to see what was going on, what should he see but a
group of girls and women engaged in vociferous
conversation which instantly hushed itself to the normal
whispering note of the town when his head appeared over
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the wall. And even then none of them turned to look at
him directly, but slunk off with the most unaccountable
rapidity into doors and sheds across the yard. And their
voices, he thought, had sounded so like, so strangely like,
the angry snarling of fighting animals, almost of cats.

The whole spirit of the town, however, continued to
evade him as something elusive, protean, screened from
the outer world, and at the same time intensely, genuinely
vital; and, since he now formed part of its life, this
concealment puzzled and irritated him; more—it began
rather to frighten him.

Out of the mists that slowly gathered about his ordinary
surface thoughts, there rose again the idea that the
inhabitants were waiting for him to declare himself, to take
an attitude, to do this, or to do that; and that when he had
done so they in their turn would at length make some
direct response, accepting or rejecting him. Yet the vital
matter concerning which his decision was awaited came
no nearer to him.

Once or twice he purposely followed little processions
or groups of the citizens in order to find out, if possible, on
what purpose they were bent; but they always discovered
him in time and dwindled away, each individual going his
or her own way. It was always the same: he never could
learn what their main interest was. The cathedral was
ever empty, the old church of St. Martin, at the other end
of the town, deserted. They shopped because they had
to, and not because they wished to. The booths stood
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neglected, the stalls unvisited, the little cafés desolate.
Yet the streets were always full, the townsfolk ever on the
bustle.

“‘Can it be,” he thought to himself, yet with a
deprecating laugh that he should have dared to think
anything so odd, “can it be that these people are people
of the twilight, that they live only at night their real life, and
come out honestly only with the dusk? That during the
day they make a sham though brave pretence, and after
the sun is down their true life begins? Have they the souls
of night-things, and is the whole blessed town in the
hands of the cats?”

The fancy somehow electrified him with little shocks of
shrinking and dismay. Yet, though he affected to laugh,
he knew that he was beginning to feel more than uneasy,
and that strange forces were tugging with a thousand
invisible cords at the very centre of his being. Something
utterly remote from his ordinary life, something that had
not waked for years, began faintly to stir in his soul,
sending feelers abroad into his brain and heart, shaping
queer thoughts and penetrating even into certain of his
minor actions. Something exceedingly vital to himself, to
his soul, hung in the balance.

And, always when he returned to the inn about the hour
of sunset, he saw the figures of the townsfolk stealing
through the dusk from their shop doors, moving sentry-
wise to and fro at the corners of the streets, yet always
vanishing silently like shadows at his near approach. And
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as the inn invariably closed its doors at ten o’clock he had
never yet found the opportunity he rather half-heartedly
sought to see for himself what account the town could
give of itself at night.

“——a cause du sommeil et & cause des chats”—the
words now rang in his ears more and more often, though
still as yet without any definite meaning.

Moreover, something made him sleep like the dead.

I11

It was, | think, on the fifth day—though in this detail his
story sometimes varied—that he made a definite
discovery which increased his alarm and brought him up
to a rather sharp climax. Before that he had already
noticed that a change was going forward and certain
subtle transformations being brought about in his
character which modified several of his minor habits. And
he had affected to ignore them. Here, however, was
something he could no longer ignore; and it startled him.

At the best of times he was never very positive, always
negative rather, compliant and acquiescent; yet, when
necessity arose he was capable of reasonably vigorous
action and could take a strongish decision. The discovery
he now made that brought him up with such a sharp turn
was that this power had positively dwindled to nothing. He
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found it impossible to make up his mind. For, on this fifth
day, he realised that he had stayed long enough in the
town and that for reasons he could only vaguely define to
himself it was wiser and safer that he should leave.

And he found that he could not leave!

This is difficult to describe in words, and it was more by
gesture and the expression of his face that he conveyed
to Dr. Silence the state of impotence he had reached. All
this spying and watching, he said, had as it were spun a
net about his feet so that he was trapped and powerless
to escape; he felt like a fly that had blundered into the
intricacies of a great web; he was caught, imprisoned,
and could not get away. It was a distressing sensation. A
numbness had crept over his will till it had become almost
incapable of decision. The mere thought of vigorous
action—action towards escape—began to terrify him. All
the currents of his life had turned inwards upon himself,
striving to bring to the surface something that lay buried
almost beyond reach, determined to force his recognition
of something he had long forgotten—forgotten years upon
years, centuries almost ago. It seemed as though a
window deep within his being would presently open and
reveal an entirely new world, yet somehow a world that
was not unfamiliar. Beyond that, again, he fancied a great
curtain hung; and when that too rolled up he would see
still farther into this region and at last understand
something of the secret life of these extraordinary people.



‘Is this why they wait and watch?” he asked himself
with rather a shaking heart, “for the time when | shall join
them—or refuse to join them? Does the decision rest with
me after all, and not with them?”

And it was at this point that the sinister character of the
adventure first really declared itself, and he became
genuinely alarmed. The stability of his rather fluid little
personality was at stake, he felt, and something in his
heart turned coward.

Why otherwise should he have suddenly taken to
walking stealthily, silently, making as little sound as
possible, for ever looking behind him? Why else should
he have moved almost on tiptoe about the passages of
the practically deserted inn, and when he was abroad
have found himself deliberately taking advantage of what
cover presented itself? And why, if he was not afraid,
should the wisdom of staying indoors after sundown have
suddenly occurred to him as eminently desirable? Why,
indeed?

And, when John Silence gently pressed him for an
explanation of these things, he admitted apologetically
that he had none to give.

“It was simply that | feared something might happen to
me unless | kept a sharp look-out. | felt afraid. It was
instinctive,” was all he could say. “| got the impression
that the whole town was after me—wanted me for
something; and that if it got me | should lose myself, or at
least the Self | knew, in some unfamiliar state of
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consciousness. But | am not a psychologist, you know,”
he added meekly, “and | cannot define it better than that.”

It was while lounging in the courtyard half an hour
before the evening meal that Vezin made this discovery,
and he at once went upstairs to his quiet room at the end
of the winding passage to think it over alone. In the yard it
was empty enough, true, but there was always the
possibility that the big woman whom he dreaded would
come out of some door, with her pretence of knitting, to sit
and watch him. This had happened several times, and he
could not endure the sight of her. He still remembered his
original fancy, bizarre though it was, that she would spring
upon him the moment his back was turned and land with
one single crushing leap upon his neck. Of course it was
nonsense, but then it haunted him, and once an idea
begins to do that it ceases to be nonsense. It has clothed
itself in reality.

He went upstairs accordingly. It was dusk, and the oil
lamps had not yet been lit in the passages. He stumbled
over the uneven surface of the ancient flooring, passing
the dim outlines of doors along the corridor—doors that
he had never once seen opened—rooms that seemed
never occupied. He moved, as his habit now was,
stealthily and on tiptoe.

Half-way down the last passage to his own chamber
there was a sharp turn, and it was just here, while groping
round the walls with outstretched hands, that his fingers
touched something that was not wall—something that
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moved. It was soft and warm in texture, indescribably
fragrant, and about the height of his shoulder; and he
immediately thought of a furry, sweet-smelling kitten. The
next minute he knew it was something quite different.

Instead of investigating, however,—his nerves must
have been too overwrought for that, he said,—he shrank
back as closely as possible against the wall on the other
side. The thing, whatever it was, slipped past him with a
sound of rustling, and retreating with light footsteps down
the passage behind him, was gone. A breath of warm,
scented air was wafted to his nostrils.

Vezin caught his breath for an instant and paused,
stockstill, half leaning against the wall—and then almost
ran down the remaining distance and entered his room
with a rush, locking the door hurriedly behind him. Yet it
was not fear that made him run: it was excitement,
pleasurable excitement. His nerves were tingling, and a
delicious glow made itself felt all over his body. In a flash
it came to him that this was just what he had felt twenty-
five years ago as a boy when he was in love for the first
time. Warm currents of life ran all over him and mounted
to his brain in a whirl of soft delight. His mood was
suddenly become tender, melting, loving.

The room was quite dark, and he collapsed upon the
sofa by the window, wondering what had happened to
him and what it all meant. But the only thing he
understood clearly in that instant was that something in
him had swiftly, magically changed: he no longer wished
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to leave, or to argue with himself about leaving. The
encounter in the passage-way had changed all that. The
strange perfume of it still hung about him, bemusing his
heart and mind. For he knew that it was a girl who had
passed him, a girl’s face that his fingers had brushed in
the darkness, and he felt in some extraordinary way as
though he had been actually kissed by her, kissed full
upon the lips.

Trembling, he sat upon the sofa by the window and
struggled to collect his thoughts. He was utterly unable to
understand how the mere passing of a girl in the darkness
of a narrow passage-way could communicate so electric a
thrill to his whole being that he still shook with the
sweetness of it. Yet, there it was! And he found it as
useless to deny as to attempt analysis. Some ancient fire
had entered his veins, and now ran coursing through his
blood; and that he was forty-five instead of twenty did not
matter one little jot. Out of all the inner turmoil and
confusion emerged the one salient fact that the mere
atmosphere, the merest casual touch, of this girl, unseen,
unknown in the darkness, had been sufficient to stir
dormant fires in the centre of his heart, and rouse his
whole being from a state of feeble sluggishness to one of
tearing and tumultuous excitement.

After a time, however, the number of Vezin’s years
began to assert their cumulative power; he grew calmer;
and when a knock came at length upon his door and he
heard the waiter’s voice suggesting that dinner was nearly
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over, he pulled himself together and slowly made his way
downstairs into the dining-room.

Every one looked up as he entered, for he was very
late, but he took his customary seat in the far corner and
began to eat. The trepidation was still in his nerves, but
the fact that he had passed through the courtyard and hall
without catching sight of a petticoat served to calm him a
little. He ate so fast that he had almost caught up with the
current stage of the table d’héte, when a slight commotion
in the room drew his attention.

His chair was so placed that the door and the greater
portion of the long salle a manger were behind him, yet it
was not necessary to turn round to know that the same
person he had passed in the dark passage had now come
into the room. He felt the presence long before he heard
or saw any one. Then he became aware that the old men,
the only other guests, were rising one by one in their
places, and exchanging greetings with some one who
passed among them from table to table. And when at
length he turned with his heart beating furiously to
ascertain for himself, he saw the form of a young girl, lithe
and slim, moving down the centre of the room and making
straight for his own table in the corner. She moved
wonderfully, with sinuous grace, like a young panther, and
her approach filled him with such delicious bewilderment
that he was utterly unable to tell at first what her face was
like, or discover what it was about the whole presentment
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of the creature that filled him anew with trepidation and
delight.

“‘Ah, Ma’'mselle est de retour!” he heard the old waiter
murmur at his side, and he was just able to take in that
she was the daughter of the proprietress, when she was
upon him, and he heard her voice. She was addressing
him. Something of red lips he saw and laughing white
teeth, and stray wisps of fine dark hair about the temples;
but all the rest was a dream in which his own emotion
rose like a thick cloud before his eyes and prevented his
seeing accurately, or knowing exactly what he did. He
was aware that she greeted him with a charming little
bow; that her beautiful large eyes looked searchingly into
his own; that the perfume he had noticed in the dark
passage again assailed his nostrils, and that she was
bending a little towards him and leaning with one hand on
the table at his side. She was quite close to him—that
was the chief thing he knew—explaining that she had
been asking after the comfort of her mother’s guests, and
was now introducing herself to the latest arrival—himself.

“‘M’sieur has already been here a few days,” he heard
the waiter say; and then her own voice, sweet as singing,
replied—

“Ah, but M’sieur is not going to leave us just yet, | hope.
My mother is too old to look after the comfort of our
guests properly, but now | am here | will remedy all that.”
She laughed deliciously. “M’sieur shall be well looked
after.”
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