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INTRODUCCION A LA EDICION ESPANOLA



CLARK ASHTON SMITH naci6 el 13 de enero de 1893 en Long Valley,
California, en una cabafa rodeada de bosques cercana al pueblecito de
Auburn. Alli pas6é gran parte de su vida, dedicando su tiempo a diversos
trabajos, affaires amorosos y, fundamentalmente, a “autoeducarse”. Fue
consultor atento y asiduo de la Enciclopedia Britanica y el Diccionario Completo
de Oxford. También aprendié idiomas, consiguiendo un considerable dominio
del espariol y del francés, que le permitié incluso escribir poemas en estos
idiomas.

Permanecio en Auburn basta 1954, donde se casé con Carol Jones Dorman,
y, Siete afios antes de su muerte, se fue a vivir a Pacific Grove, California,
donde moriria el 14 de agosto de 1961.

Muchos obstaculos se opusieron a su proyectada carrera de poeta. El
negocio de sus padres —la cria de pollos— no era muy rentable, y tuvo que
aceptar multitud de trabajos, desde lefiador hasta editor nocturno de un
periddico local, pasando por recolector de fruta, minero y mecanografo.

En 1912 publica The Startreader y consigue la proteccion del poeta George
Sterling ingresando en el circulo literario de San Francisco, que incluia figuras
como Jack London y Ambrose Bierce. Con Ebony and Crystal (1922) alcanza
Ssu auge como poeta, pero poco después abandonaré la poesia para escribir
relatos con los que poder ganarse la vida. Si al principio sus narraciones son
rechazadas por Farnsworth Wright, editor de la entonces famosa Weird Tales,
al final se convertira en uno de sus colaboradores mas importantes. Sin
embargo, a partir de 1936 decae espectacularmente su produccion. La
desaparicion de algunos de sus colegas, entre ellos Lovecraft, pudo influir en
esta ausencia de creatividad.

Clark Ashton Smith es conocido en nuestro pais de la mano de H. P
Lovecraft por su inclusion en el circulo del autor de Providence y su
participacion en Los Mitos de Cthulhu. Sin embargo, la correspondencia de H.
P. nos revela una posible relacion inversa de maestro—alumno. Fue el propio
Lovecraft quien quedd fascinado por la poesia de Smith y se dirigio
primeramente a él (carta del 12 de agosto de 1922), e incluso le pidi6 que
ilustrara uno de sus relatos, “El horror oculto”, para Weird Tales. Con el tiempo,
Smith va a ir perdiendo esta posicion predominante, pero nunca del todo,

manteniéndose siempre como uno de los mas originales e independientes



autores cercanos a Lovecraft. El estilo de sus relatos confirma esta teoria si los
comparamos con aquellos de August Derleth, Donald Wandrei, Belknap Long o
Robert Bloch en su primera época.

Al abordar la obra de un escritor de relatos como Smith, se hace dificil lograr
una acertada edicion y seleccion de sus narraciones por lo variopinto de sus
temas. Lo ideal hubiera sido iniciar una publicacion cronolégica, considerando
la fecha de sus manuscritos, tarea practicamente imposible por la multitud de
cuentos recogidos en volumenes, algunos poco menos que incunables para los
lectores del género.

Otra alternativa hubiera sido la presentacion de las antologias originales,
editadas por Arkham House, desde las mas antiguas a las mas actuales, las
primeras en vida del autor. Sin embargo, los problemas de los derechos de
estos libros han hecho imposible esta eleccion. En definitiva, se ha preparado
un volumen con lo mejor del autor —paternidad de la propia Arkham House—,
dividido en ciclos tematicos: Averoigne, Atlantis—Poseidonis y Los Mundos
Perdidos, para seguir en la linea de nuestro titulo anteriormente publicado en la
coleccion Icaro, Zothique.

El ciclo de Averoigne, del cual presentamos cuatro de sus cuentos, nos
remite a la pasion del escritor por la cultura francesa y, sobre todo, por la
literatura simbolista del siglo XIX —no por nada, posee el barroquismo y la
exuberancia de aquella época—. Entre sus obras favoritas destacaban Las
tentaciones de San Antonio y Salambd, de Gustave Flaubert, ademas de haber
llegado a traducir Las Flores del Mal, de Baudelaire. Averoigne evoca las
reminiscencias de un reino pagano situado en la Galia Romana del siglo V,
donde florece el culto prohibido de los druidas, cuyas connotaciones sacrilegas
se acercan a los Mitos de Cthulhu de Lovecraft al inventarse el propio Smith el
livre d'Eibon, alter ego del Necronomicon y cumulo del saber blasfemo de
aquella época.

En Atlantis—Poseidonis asistimos al lanzamiento y caida de los imperios
perdidos, que, al igual que la serie sobre Hyperborea, nos muestra la grandeza
de una edad supuestamente preglacial, donde sobreviven los -cultos
prehumanos. A destacar la personalidad del mago Malygris, protagonista de
dos de los relatos recogidos, cuyas palabras anteceden la decadencia del

esplendor perdido.



Con el epigrafe de Los Mundos Perdidos, que da titulo a este volumen,
hemos incluido una gama de excelentes relatos, uno de ellos perteneciente a
su serie sobre Xiccarph —EI laberinto de Maal Dweb—, ofro del mundo de La
ciudad de la llama que canta, y algunos sobre el planeta Marte, mas propios de
la ciencia—ficcién de los pulps de la época —destaca Las criptas de Yoh—
Vombis, un antecedente del terror espacial impreso en la pelicula Alien—. El
resto de las narraciones se refieren a “paraisos artificiales” inducidos por
supuestas drogas o por la imaginacion del protagonista, que parte de un lugar
comun, su querida California, para comenzar a sofar con esos “Mundos
Perdidos”. (Una aclaracion: no debe confundirse esta ultima seccién del libro
con la antologia del mismo nombre, presentada por Arkham House, aunque
siete de los cuentos de dicha recopilacion aparecen en el presente libro.)

En cada uno de los relatos que nos ocupan hemos sefialado, ademas del
titulo original de la obra, la fecha de su composicion o el final de su
elaboracion, el lugar donde se publico por primera vez y la antologia original a
la cual pertenece. Hay diferentes relatos que poseen mas de un nombre
conocido, dependiendo de las revistas donde fueron publicados o del capricho
del propio autor. Esto también se ha tenido en cuenta, asi como alguna otra
nota aclaratoria.

A pesar de la importancia de Smith en Estados Unidos como uno de los
precursores de la ciencia—ficcion, el terror y la fantasia moderna, en Espafha
no deja de ser un autor para iniciados, poco conocido y apreciado. El fin de
esta antologia es subrayar su importancia y su nombre como uno de los
grandes de la literatura fantastica. La consecucion editorial de sus obras
completas depende en cierta medida de la acogida que le dispense el lector.

Para terminar, me gustaria dedicar el trabajo en esta recopilacion a Arturo
Gonzalo por haber utilizado algunas de sus ideas sobre Clark Ashton Smith.

También dar las gracias a Alejo Cuervo por la bibliografia consultada.

ALBERTO SANTOS CASTILLO
Septiembre 1991



INTRODUCCION A LA EDICION NORTEAMERICANA

ECORDANDO la época cuando tenia once o doce anos, me vienen a la
Rmemoria dos narraciones, La ciudad de la llama que canta y Sefior del
asteroide, ambas de Clark Ashton Smith. Estas narraciones, mas que
ninguna otra que pueda recordar, son las responsables de mi decision,
todavia en el colegio, de convertirme en escritor. Desde luego que
habia otros escritores que me interesaban, pero, en lo que al campo de las
narraciones cortas se refiere, Clark Ashton Smith era el unico en mi horizonte.
Llenaba mi mente de mundos increibles, de maravillosas ciudades imposibles,
y de las aun mas fantasticas criaturas que habitaban esos mundos y ciudades.

Naturalmente, nunca imaginé, el dia de Navidad de 1932, cuando recibi mi
primera maquina de escribir de juguete, que llegaria el momento en que iba a
poder pagar mi deuda de agradecimiento para con este hombre cuya influencia
fue tan convincente y tan completa. Por lo tanto, esta introduccion sélo puede
ser fruto del carifio y no un ensayo critico. Me basta con dejar éstos a otros que
tienen esa aficion, y a los que se les paga por ello.

Releyendo esas narraciones muchos afios después, descubro la razén por
la que han estado conmigo durante tanto tiempo: poseen, ante todo, una
conviccion sensual. Una de las primeras cosas que un escritor de ficcion debe
aprender es a rodear a sus personajes, y por lo tanto a sus lectores, de una
escena, de una atmosfera, proveyéndoles de un marco de referencia. Una vez
haya atrapado a sus lectores con las imagenes, sonidos, olores y texturas,
podra hacer con ellos lo que quiera. A partir de ese momento, no importa lo
grandes o grotescos que sean los milagros que les presente; sus lectores no
podran resistirse ante ellos. Clark Ashton Smith raramente se ha desviado de
esta primera ley de todo escritor. Cruce el umbral de sus historias, y se
zambullira en el color, el sonido, el sabor, el olor y la textura del lenguaje.

Smith siempre ha sido para mi un escritor especial para gustos especiales;
su fama fue aislada. Si alguna vez dejara de serlo, yo no lo puedo afirmar.
Todo escritor tiene algo sugerente, y aquellos que sobresalen de lo ordinario
son, o bien condenados al infierno, o bien olvidados por el camino. Para

aquellos lectores que no deseen condenar y que estén mas que dispuestos a



recuperar lo que con frecuencia ha estado perdido, esta coleccion de relatos
puede ser muy bien el especial, el solitario sabor que estan buscando.

Aqui esta el mundo, aqui estan los mundos, de Clark Ashton Smith, cuyas
ciudades empequeriecen las sombras que vagan a través de ellas. Querido

lector, por favor, un paso adelante y sumérjase.

RAY BRADBURY



| - AVEROIGNE



THE HOLINESS OF AZEDARAC

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

y the Ram with a Thousand Ewes! By the Tail of Dagon and the Horns
' Bof Derceto!" said Azédarac, as he fingered the tiny, pot-bellied vial of

vermilion liquid on the table before him. 'Something will have to be

done with this pestilential Brother Ambrose. | have now learned that he

was sent to Ximes by the Archbishop of Averoigne for no other
purpose than to gather proof of my subterraneous connection with Azazel and
the Old Ones. He has spied upon my evocations in the vaults, he has heard the
hidden formulae, and beheld the veritable manifestation of Lilit, and even of log-
Sotdt and Sodagui, those demons who are more ancient than the world; and
this very morning, an hour agone, he has mounted his white ass for the return
journey to Vyones. There are two ways — or, in a sense, there is one way — in
which | can avoid the bother and inconvenience of a trial for sorcery: the
contents of this vial must be administered to Ambrose before he has reached
his journey's end — or, failing this, | myself shall be compelled to make use of a

similar medicament.'

Jehan Mauvaissoir looked at the vial and then at Azédarac. He was not at all
horrified, nor even surprised, by the non-episcopal oaths and the somewhat
uncanonical statements which he had just heard from the Bishop of Ximes. He
had known the Bishop too long and too intimately, and had rendered him too
many services of an unconventional nature, to be surprised at anything. In fact,
he had known Azédarac long before the sorcerer had ever dreamt of becoming
a prelate, in a phase of his existence that was wholly unsuspected by the
people of Ximes; and Azédarac had not troubled to keep many secrets from

Jehan at any time.

'| understand,' said Jehan. 'You can depend upon it that the contents of the

vial will be administered. Brother Ambrose will hardly travel post-haste on that



ambling white ass; and he will not reach Vyones before tomorrow noon. There
is abundant time to overtake him. Of course, he knows me — at least, he knows

Jehan Mauvaissoir.... But that can be easily remedied.’

Azédarac smiled confidently. 'l leave the affair — and the vial — in your
hands, Jehan. Of course, no matter what the eventuation, with all the Satanic
and pre-Satanic facilities at my disposal, | should be in no great danger from
these addlepated bigots. However, | am very comfortably situated here in
Ximes; and the lot of a Christian Bishop who lives in the odor of incense and
piety, and maintains in a meanwhile a private understanding with the Adversary,
is certainly preferable to the mischancy life of a hedgesorcerer. | do not care to

be annoyed or disturbed, or ousted from my sinecure, if such can be avoided.

'‘May Moloch devour that sanctimonious little milksop of an Ambrose," he
went on. 'l must be growing old and dull, not to have suspected him before this.
It was the horrorstricken and averted look he has been wearing lately that made
me think he had peered through the keyhole on the subterranean rites. Then,
when | heard he was leaving, | wisely thought to review my library; and | have
found that the Book of Eibon, which contains the oldest incantations, and the
secret, man-forgotten lore of log-Sotdt and Sodagui, is now missing. As you
know, | had replaced the former binding of aboriginal, sub-human skin with the
sheep-leather of a Christian missal, and had surrounded the volume with rows
of legitimate prayer-books. Ambrose is carrying it away under his robe as proof
conclusive that | am addicted to the Black Arts. No one in Averoigne will be able
ta read the immemorial Hyperborean script; but the dragon's-blood illuminations

and drawings will be enough to damn me.'

Master and servant regarded each other for an interval of significant silence.
Jehan eyed with profound respect the haughty stature, the grimly lined
lineaments, the grizzled tonsure, the odd, ruddy, crescent scar on the pallid
brow of Azédarac, and the sultry points of orange-yellow fire that seemed to
burn deep down in the chill and liquid ebon of his eyes. Azédarac, in his turn,

considered with confidence the vulpine features and discreet, inexpressive air



of Jehan, who might have been — and could be, if necessary — anything from

a mercer to a cleric.

"It is regrettable,' resumed Azédarac, 'that any question of my holiness and
devotional probity should have been raised among the clergy of Averoigne. But
| suppose it was inevitable sooner or later — even though the chief difference
between myself and many other ecclesiastics is, that | serve the Devil wittingly
and of my own free will, while they do the same in sanctimonious blindness....
However, we must do what we can to delay the evil hour of public scandal, and
eviction from our neatly feathered nest. Ambrose alone could prove anything to
my detriment at present; and you, Jehan, will remove Ambrose to a realm
wherein his monkish tattlings will be of small consequence. After that, | shall be
doubly vigilant. The next emissary from Vyones, | assure you, will find nothing

to report but saintliness and bead-telling.’

The thoughts of Brother Ambrose were sorely troubled, and at variance with
the tranquil beauty of the sylvan scene, as he rode onward through the forest of
Averoigne between Ximes and Vyones. Horror was nesting in his heart like a
knot of malignant vipers; and the evil Book of Eibon, that primordial manual of
sorcery, seemed to burn beneath his robe like a huge, hot, Satanic sigil pressed
against his bosom. Not for the first time, there occurred to him the wish that
Clément, the Archbishop, had delegated someone else to investigate the
Erebean turpitude of Azédarac. Sojourning for a month in the Bishop's
household, Ambrose had learned too much for the peace of mind of any pious
cleric, and had seen things that were like a secret blot of shame and terror on
the white page of his memory. To find that a Christian prelate could serve the
powers of nethermost perdition, could entertain in privity the foulnesses that are
older than Asmodai, was abysmally disturbing to his devout soul; and ever
since then he had seemed to smell corruption everywhere, and had felt on

every side the serpentine encroachment of the dark Adversary.



As he rode on among the somber pines and verdant beeches, he wished
also that he were mounted on something swifter than the gentle, milk-white ass
appointed for his use by the Archbishop. He was dogged by the shadowy
intimation of leering gargoyle faces, of invisible cloven feet, that followed him
behind the thronging trees and along the umbrageous meanderings of the road.
In the oblique rays, the elongated webs of shadow wrought by the dying
afternoon, the forest seemed to attend with bated breath the noisome and
furtive passing of innominable things. Nevertheless, Ambrose had met no one
for miles; and he had seen neither bird nor beast nor viper in the summer

woods.

His thoughts returned with fearful insistence to Azédarac, who appeared to
him as a tall, prodigious Antichrist, uprearing his sable vans and giant figure
from out the flaming mire of Abaddon, Again he saw the vaults beneath the
Bishop's mansion, wherein he had peered one night on a scene of infernal
terror and loathliness, had beheld the Bishop swathed in the gorgeous, coiling
fumes of unholy censers, that mingled in midair with the sulfurous and
bituminous vapors of the Pit; and through the vapors had seen the lasciviously
swaying limbs, the bellying and dissolving features of foul enormous entities....
Recalling them, again he trembled at the pre-Adamite lubriciousness of Lilit,
again he shuddered at the trans-galactic horror of the demon Sodagui, and the
ultra-dimensional hideousness of that being known as log-Sot6t to the sorcerers

of Averoigne.

How balefully potent and subversive, he thought, were these immemorial
devils, who had placed their servant Azédarac in the very bosom of the Church,
in a position of high and holy trust. For nine years the evil prelate had held an
unchallenged and unsuspected tenure, had befouled the bishopric of Ximes
with infidelities that were worse than those of the Paynims. Then, somehow,
through anonymous channels, a rumour had reached Clément — a warning
whis- per that not even the Archbishop had dared to voice aloud; and Ambrose,
a young Benedictine monk, the nephew of Clément, had been dispatched to
examine privily the fester- ing foulness that threatened the integrity of the

Church. Only at that time did anyone recall how little was actually known



regarding the antecedents of Azédarac; how tenu- ous were his claims to
ecclesiastical preferment, or even to mere priestship; how veiled and doubtful
were the steps by which he had attained his office. It was then realized that a

formidable wizardry had been at work.

Uneasily, Ambrose wondered if Azédarac had already discovered the
removal of the Book of Eibon from among the missals contaminated by its
blasphemous presence. Even more uneasily, he wondered what Azédarac
would do in that event, and how long it would take him to connect the absence

of the volume with his visitor's departure.

At this point, the meditations of Ambrose were inter- rupted by the hard
clatter of galloping hoofs that ap- proached from behind. The emergence of a
centaur from the oldest wood of paganism could scarcely have startled him to a
keener panic; and he peered apprehensively over his shoulder at the nearing
horseman. This person, moun- ted on a fine black steed with opulent trappings,
was a bushy-bearded of obvious consequence; for his gay garments were
those of a noble or a courtier. He overtook Ambrose and passed on with a polite
nod, seeming to be wholly intent on his own affairs. The monk was immensely
reassured, though vaguely troubled for some moments by a feeling that he had
seen elsewhere, under circumstances which he was unable to recall, the
narrow eyes and sharp profile that contrasted so oddly with the bluff beard of
the horseman. However, he was comfortably sure that he had never seen the
man in Ximes. The rider soon vanished beyond a leafy turn of the arboreal
highway. Ambrose re- turned to the pious horror and apprehensiveness of his

former soliloquy.

As he went on, it seemed to him that the sun had gone down with untimely
and appalling swiftness. Though the heavens above were innocent of cloud,
and the low-lying air was free from vapors, the woods were embrowned by an
inexplicable gloom that gathered visibly on all sides. In this gloom, the trunks of
the trees were strangely distorted, and the low masses of foliage assumed
unnatural and disquieting forms. It appeared to Ambrose that the silence around

him was a fragile film through which the raucous rumble and mutter of diabolic



voices might break at any moment, even as the foul and sunken driftage that

rises anon above the surface of a smoothly flowing river.

With much relief, he remembered that he was not far from a wayside tavern,
known as the Inn of Bonne Jouissance. Here, since his journey to Vyones was

little more than half completed, he resolved to tarry for the night.

A minute more, and he saw the lights of the inn. Before their benign and
golden radiance, the equivocal forest shadows that attended him seemed to
halt and retire and he gained the haven of the tavern courtyard with the feeling

of one who has barely escaped from an army of goblin perils.

Committing his mount to the care of a stable-servant, Ambrose entered the
main room of the inn. Here he was greeted with the deference due to his cloth
by the stout and unctuous taverner; and, being assured that the best
accommodations of the place were at his disposal, he seated himself at one of
several tables where other guests had already gathered to await the evening

meal.

Among them, Ambrose recognized the bluff-bearded horseman who had
overtaken him in the woods an hour agone. This person was sitting alone, and
a little apart. The other guests, a couple of travelling mercers, a notary, and two
soldiers, acknowledged the presence of the monk with all due civility; but the
horseman arose from his table, and coming over to Ambrose, began

immediately to make overtures that were more than those of common courtesy.

'Will you not dine mth me, sir monk?' he invited, in a gruff but ingratiating
voice that was perplexingly familiar to Ambrose, and yet, like the wolfish profile,

was irrecognizable at the time.

'l am the Sieur des Emaux, from Touraine, at your service,' the man went on.
'It would seem that we are traveliag the same road — possibly to the same

destination. Mine is the cathedral city of Vyones. And yours?'



Though he was vaguely perturbed, and even a little suspicious, Ambrose
found himself unable to decline the invitation. In reply to the last question, he
admitted that he also was on his way to Vyones. He did not altogether like the
Sieur des Emaux, whose slitted eyes gave back the candle-light of the inn with
a covert glitter, and whose manner was somewhat effusive, not to say fulsome.
But there seemed to be no ostensible reason for refusing a courtesy that was
doubtless well-meant and genuine. He accompanied his host to their separate
table.

'You belong to the Benedictine order, | observe,' said the Sieur des Emaux,
eyeing the monk with an odd smile that was tinged with furtive irony. 'lt is an
order that | have always admired greatly — a most noble and worthy

brotherhood. May | not inquire your name?'

Ambrose gave the requested information with a curious reluctance.

"Well, then, Brother Ambrose,' said the Sieur des Emaux, 'l suggest that we
drink to your health and the prosperity of your order in the red wine of
Averoigne while we are waiting for supper to be served. Wine is always
welcome following a long journey, and is no less beneficial before a good meal

than after.'

Ambrose mumbled an unwilling assent. He could not have told why, but the
personality of the man was more and more distasteful to him. He seemed to
detect a sinister undertone in the purring voice, to surprise an evil meaning in
the low-lidded glance. And all the while his brain was tantalized by intimations
of a forgotten memory. Had he seen his interlocutor in Ximes? Was the self-

styled Sieur des Emaux a henchman of Azédarac in disguise?

Wine was now ordered by his host, who left the table to confer with the
innkeeper for this purpose, and even insisted on paying a visit to the cellar, that
he might select a suitable viatage in person. Noting the obeisance paid to the
man by the people of the tavern, who addressed him by name, Anbrose felt a

certain measure of reassurance. When the taverner, followed by the Sieur des



Emaux, returned with two earthen pitchers of wine, he had well-nigh succeeded
in dismissing his vague doubts and vaguer fears. Two large goblets were now
placed on the table, and the Sieur des Emaux filled them immediately from one
of the pitchers. It seemed to Ambrose that the first of the goblets already
contained a small amount of some sanguine fluid, before the wine was poured
into it; but he could not have sworn to this in the dim light, and thaught that he

must have been mistaken.

'Here are two matchless vintages,' said the Sieur des Emaux, indicating the
pitchers. 'Both are so excellent that | was unable to choose between them; but
you, Brother Ambrose, are perhaps capable of deciding their merits with a finer

palate than mine.'

He pushed one of the filled goblets toward Ambrose. 'This is the wine of La
Frenaie,' he said. 'Drink, it will verily transyort you from the world by virtue of the

mighty fire that slumbers in its heart.'

Ambrose took the profFered goblet, and raised it to his lips. The Sieur des
Emaux was bending forward above his own wine to inhale its bouquet; and
something in his posture was terrifyingly familiar to Ambrose. In a chill flash of
horror, his memory told him that the thin, pointed features behind the square
beard were dubiously similar to those of Jehan Mauvaissoir, whom he had often
seen in the household of Azédarac, and who, as he had reason to believe, was
implicated in the Bishop's sorceries. He wondered why he had not placed the
resemblance before, and what wizardry had drugged his powers of recollection.
Even now he was not sure; but the mere suspicion terrified him as if some

deadly serpent had reared its head across the table.

'‘Drink, Brother Ambrose,' urged the Sieur des Emaux, draining his own

goblet. 'To your welfare and that of all good Benedictines.'

Ambrose hesitated. The cold, hypnotic eyes of his interlocutor were upon
him, and he was powerless to refuse, in spite of all his apprehensions.

Shuddering slightly, with the sense of some irresistible compulsion, and feeling



that he might drop dead from the virulent working of a sudden poison, he

emptied his goblet.

An instant more, and he felt that his worst fears had been justified. The wine
burned like the liquid flames of Phlegeton in his throat and on his lips; it seemed
to fill his veins with a hot, infernal quicksilver. Then, all at once, an unbearable
cold had inundated his being; an icy whirlwind wrapped him round with coils of
roaring air, the chair melted beneath him, and he was falling through endless
glacial gulfs. The walls of the inn had flown like receding vapors; the lights went
out like stars in the black mist of a marish; and the face of the Sieur des Emaux
faded with them on the swirling shadows, even as a bubble that breaks on the

milling of midnight waters.

It was with some difficulty that Ambrose assured himself that he was not
dead. He had seemed to fall eternally, through a gray night that was peopled
with ever-changing forms, with blurred unstable masses that dissolved to other
masses before they could assume definitude. For a moment, he thought there
were walls about him once more; and then he was plunging fron terrace to
terrace of a world of phantom trees. At whiles, he thought also that there were
human faces; but all was doubtful and evanescent, all was drifting smoke and

surging shadow.

Abruptly, with no sense of transition or impact, he found that he was no
longer falling. The vague fantasmagoria around him had returned to an actual
scene — but a scene in which there was no trace of the Inn of Bonne

Jouissance, or the Sieur des Emaux.

Ambrose peered about with incredulous eyes on a situation that was truly

unbelievable. He was sitting in broad daylight on a large square block of roughly



hewn granite. Around him, at a little distance, beyond the open space of a
grassy glade, were the lofty pines and spreading beeches of an elder forest,
whose boughs were already touched by the gold of the declining sun.

Immediately before him, several men were standing.

These men appeared to regard Ambrose with a profound and almost
religious amazement. They were bearded and savage of aspect, with white
robes of a fashion he had never before seen. Their hair was long and matted,
like tangles of black snakes; and their eyes burned with a frenetic fire. Each of

them bore in his right hand a rude knife of sharply chiselled stone.

Ambrose wondered if he had died after all, and if these beings were the
strange devils of some unlisted hell. In the face of what had happened, and the
light of Ambrose's own beliefs, it was a far from unreasanable conjecture. He
peered with fearful trepidation at the supposed demons, and began to mumble
a prayer to the God who had aban- doned him so inexplicably to his spiritual
foes. Then he remembered the necromantic powers of Azédarac, and
conceived another surmise — that he had been spirited bodily away from the
Inn of Bonne Jouissance, and delivered into the hands of those pre-Sataaic
entities that served the sorcerous Bishop. Becoming convinced of his own
physical solidity and integrity, and reflecting that such was scarcely the
appropriate condition of a disincarnate soul, and also that the sylvan scene
about him was hardly characteristic of the infernal regions, he accepted this as
the true explanation. He was still alive, and still on earth, though the
circumstances of his situation were more than mysterious, and were fraught

with dire, unknowable danger.

The strange beings had maintained an utter silence, as if they were too
dumbfounded for speech. Hearing the prayerful nurmurs of Ambrose, they
seemed to recover from their surprise, and became not only articulate but
vociferous. Ambrose could make nothing of their harsh vocables, in which
sibilants and aspirates and gutturals were often combined in a manner difficult

for the normal human tongue to imitate. However, he caught the word 'taranit’,



several times repeated, and wondered if it were the name of an especially

malevolent demon.

The speech of the weird beings began to assume a sort of rude rhythm, like
the intonations of some primordial chant. Two of them stepped forward and
seized Ambrose, while the voices of their companions rose in a shrill,

triumphant litany.

Scarcely knowing what had happened, and still less what was to follow,
Ambrose was flung supine on the granite block, and was held down by one of
his captors, while the other raised aloft the keen blade of chiselled flint which he
carried. The blade was poised in the air above Ambrose's heart, and the monk
realized in sudden terror that it would fall with dire velocity and pierce him

through before the lapse of another moment.

Then, above the demoniac chanting, which had risen to a mad, malignant
frenzy, he heard the sweet and imperious cry of a woman's voice. In the wild
confusion of his terror, the words were strange and meaningless to him; but
plainly they were understood by his captors, and were taken as an undeniable
command. The stone knife was lowered sullenly, and Ambrose was permitted to

resume a sitting posture on the flat slab.

His rescuer was standing on the edge of the open glade, in the wide-flung
umbrage of an ancient pine. She came forward now; and the white-garmented
beings fell back with evident respect before her. She was very tall, with a
fearless and regal demeanor, and was gowned in a dark shimmering blue, like
the star-laden blue of nocturnal summer skies. Her hair was knotted in a long
golden-brown braid, heavy as the glistening coils of some eastern serpcnt. Her
eyes were a strange amber, her lips a vermilion touched with the coolness of
woodland shadow, and her skin was of alabastrine fairness. Ambrose saw that
she was beautiful; but she inspired him with the same awe that he would have
felt before a queen, together with something of the fear and consternation which
a virtuous young monk would conceive in the perilous presence of an alluring

succubus.



'‘Come with me,' she said to Ambrose, in a tongue that his monastic studies
enabled him to recognize as an obsolete variant of the French of Averoigne —
a tongue that no man had supposedly spoken for many hundred years.
Obediently and in great wonder, he arose and followed her, with no hindrance

from his glowering and reluctant captors.

The woman led him to a narrow path that wound sinuously away through the
deep forest. In a few moments, the glade, the granite block, and the cluster of

white-robed men were lost to sight behind the heavy foliage.

'Who are you?' asked the lady, turning to Ambrose. 'You look like one of
those crazy missionaries who are beginning to enter Averoigne nowadays. |
believe that people call them Christians. The Druids have sacrificed so many of

them to Taranit, that | marvel at your temerity in coming here.’

Ambrose found it difficult to comprehend the archaic phrasing; and the import
of her words was so utterly strange and baffling that he felt sure he must have

misunderstood her.

'I| am Brother Ambrose,' he replied, expressing himself slowly and awkwardly
in the long-disused dialect. 'Of course, | am a Christian; but | confess that | fail
to understand you. | have heard of the pagan Druids; but surely they were all

driven from Averoigne many centuries ago.'

The woman stared at Ambrose, with open amazement and pity. Her

brownish-yellow eyes were bright and clear as a mellowed wine.

'Poor little one,' she said. 'l fear that your dreadful experiences have served
to unsettle you. It was fortunate that | came along when | did, and decided to
intervene. | seldom interfere with the Druids aud their sacrifices; but | saw you
sitting on their altar a little while agone, and was struck by your youth and

comeliness.’



Ambrose felt more and more that he had been made the victim of a most
peculiar sorcery; but, even yet, he was far from suspecting the true magnitude
of this sorcery. Amid his bemusement and consternation, however, he realized
that he owed his life to the singular and lovely woman beside him, and began to

stammer out his gratitude.

'You need not thank me,' said the lady, with a dulcet smile. 'l am Moriamis,
the enchantress, and the Druids fear my magic, which is more sovereign and
more excellent than theirs, though | use it only for the welfare of men and not
for their bale or bane." The monk was dismayed to learn that his fair rescuer
was a sorceress, even though her powers were professedly benignant. The
knowledge added to his alarm; but he felt that it would be politic to conceal his

emotions in this regard.

'Indeed, | am grateful to you,' he protested. 'And now, if you can tell me the
way to the Inn of Bonne Jouissance, which | left not long ago, | shall owe you a
further debt.' Moriamis knitted her light brows. 'l have never heard of the Inn of

Bonne Jouissance. There is no such place in this region.’'

'‘But this is the forest of Averoigne, is it not?' inquired the puzzled Ambrose.
'And surely we are not far from the road that runs between the town of Ximes

and the city of Vyones?'

'I have never heard of Ximes, or Vyones, either,' said Moriamis. "Truly, the
land is known as Averoigne, and this forest is the great wood of Averoigne,
which men have called by that name from primeval years. But there are no
towns such as the ones whereof you speak, Brother Ambrose. | fear that you
still wander a little in your mind." Ambrose was aware of a maddening
perplexity. 'l have been most damnably beguiled,' he said, half to himself. 'lt is

all the doing of that abominable sorcerer, Azédarac, | am sure.

The woman started as if she had been stung by a wild bee. There was
something both eager and severe in the searching gaze that she turned upon

Ambrose.



'Azédarac?' she queried. 'What do you know of Azé- darac? | was once
acquainted with someone by that name; and | wonder if it could be the same
person. Is he tall and a little gray, with hot, dark eyes, and a proud, half-angry

air, and a crescent scar on the brow?"

Greatly mystified, and more troubled than ever, Ambrose admitted the
veracity of her description. Realizing that in same unknown way he had
stumbled upon the hidden antecedents of the sorcerer, he confided the story of
his adventures to Moriamis, hoping that she would reciprocate with further

information concerning Azédarac.

The woman listened with the air of one who is much interested but not at all
surprised.

'l understand now,' she observed, when he had finished. Anon | shall explain
everything that mystifies and troubles you. | think | know this Jehan
Mauvaissoir, also; he has long been the man-servant of Azédarac, though his
name was Melchire in other days. These two have always been the underlings
of evil, and have served the Old Ones in ways forgotten or never known by the
Druids.'

'Indeed, | hope you can explain what has happened,' said Ambrose. 'lt is a
fearsome and strange and ungodly thing, to drink a draft of wine in a tavern at
eventide, and then find one's self in the heart of the forest by afternoon daylight,

among demons such as those from whom you succored me.'
'Yea," countered Moriamis 'it is even stranger than you dream. Tell me,
Brother Ambrose, what was the year in which you entered the Inn of Bonne

Jouissance?'

'Why, it is the year of our Lord, 1175, of course. What other year could it be?'



"The Druids use a different chronology,' replied Moriamis, 'and their notation
would mean nothing to you. But, according to that which the Christian
missionaries would now introduce in Averoigne, the present year is A.D. 475.
You have been sent back no less than seven hundred years into what the
people of your era would regard as the past. The Druid altar an which | found

you lying is probably located on the future site of the Inn of Bonne Jouissance.'

Ambrose was more than dumbfounded. His mind was unable to grasp the

entire import of Moriamis' words.

'‘But how can such things be'?" he cried. 'How can a man go backward in

time, among years and people that have long turned to dust?'

‘That, mayhap, is a mystery for Azédarac to unriddle. However, the past and
the future co-exist with what we call the present, and are merely the two
segments of the circle of time. We see them and name them according to our

own position in the circle.'

Ambrose felt that he had fallen among necromancies of a most unhallowed
and unexampled sort, and had been made the victim of diableries unknown to
the Christian catalogues.

Tongue-tied by a consciousness that all comment, all protest or even prayer
would prove inadequate to the situation, he saw that a stone tower with small
lozenge-shaped windows was now visible above the turrets of pine along the

path which he and Moriamis were following.

‘This is my home," said Moriamis, as they came forth from beneath the
thinning trees at the foot of a little knoll on which the tower was situated.

'Brother Ambrose, you must be my guest.'

Ambrose was unable to decline the proffered hospitality, in spite of his
feeling that Moriamis was hardly the most suitable of chatelaines for a chaste

and God-fearing monk. However, the pious misgivings with which she inspired



him were not unmingled with fascination. Also, like a lost child, he clung to the

only available protection in a land of fearful perils and astounding mysteries.

The interior of the tower was neat and clean and homelike, though with
furniture of a ruder sort than that to which Ambrose was accustomed, and rich
but roughly woven arrases. A serving-woman, tall as Moriamis herself, but
darker, brought to him a huge bowl! of milk and wheaten bread, and the monk
was now able to assuage the hunger that had gone unsatisfied in the Inn of

Bonne Jouissance.

As he seated himself before the simple fare, he realized that the Book of
Eibon was still heavy in the bosom of his gown. He removed the volume, and
gave it gingerly to Moriamis. Her eyes widened, but she made no comment until

he had finished his meal. Then she said:

"This volume is indeed the property of Azédarac, who was formerly a
neighbor of mine. | knew the scoundrel quite well — in fact, | knew him all too
well." Her bosom heaved with an obscure emotion as she paused for a moment.
'He was the wisest and the mightiest of sorcerers, and the most secret withal;
for no one knew the time and the manner of his coming into Averoigne, or the
fashion in which he had procured the immemorial Book of Eibon, whose runic
writings were beyond the lore of all other wizards. He was master of all
enchantments and all demons, and likewise a compounder of mighty potions.
Among these were certain philtres, blended with potent spells and possessed of
unique virtue, that would send the drinker backward or forward in time. One of
them, | believe, was administered to you by Melchire, or Jehan Mauvaissoir;
and Azédarac himself, together with this man-servant, made use of another —
perhaps not for the first time — when they went onward from the presemt age
of the Druids into that age of Christian authority to which you belong. There was
a blood-red vial for the past, and a green for the future. Behold! | possess one

of each — though Azédarac was unaware that | knew of their existence.'

She opened a little cupboard, in which were the various charms and

medicaments, the sun-dried herbs and mooncompounded essences that a



sorceress would employ. From among them she brought out the two vials, one
of which contained a sanguine-colored liquid, and the other a fluid of emerald

brightness.

'l stole them one day, out of womanly curiosity, from his hidden store of
philtres and elixirs and nagistrals,’ continued Moriamis. 'l could have followed
the rascal when he disappeared into the future, if | had chosen to do so. But |
am well enough content with ny own age; and moreover, | am not the sort of

woman who pursues a wearied and reluctant lover....'

"Then,' said Ambrose, more bewildered than ever, but hopeful, 'if | were to

drink the contents of the green vial, | should return to my own epoch.'

'Precisely. And | am sure, from what you have told me, that your return would
be a source of much annoyance to Azédarac. It is like the fellow, to have
established himself in a fat prelacy. He was ever the master of circumstance,
with an eye to his own accommodation and comfort. It would hardly please him,
| am sure, if you were to reach the Archbishop.... | am not revengeful by nature

... but on the other hand —'

It is hard to understand how anyone could have wearied of you,' said

Ambrose, gallantly, as he began to comprehend the situation.

Moriamis smiled. 'That is prettily said. And you are really a charming youth,
in spite of that dismal-looking robe. | am glad that | rescued you from the
Druids, who would have torn your heart out and offered it to their demon,
Taranit.'

'‘And now you will send me back?'

Moriamis frowned a little, and then assumed her most seductive air.

'‘Are you in such a hurry to leave your hostess? Now that you are living in

another century than your own, a day, a week, or a month will make no



difference in the date of your return. | have also retained the formulas of
Azédarac; and | know how to graduate the potion, if necessary. The usual
period of transportation in time is exactly seven huadred years; but the philtre

can be strengthened or weakened a little.'

The sun had fallen beyond the pines, and a soft twilight was beginning to
invade the tower. The maid-servant had left the room. Moriamis cane over and
seated herself beside Ambrose on the rough bench he was occupying. Still
smiling, she fixed her amber eyes uyon him, with a languid flame in their depths
— a flame that seemed to brighten as the dusk grew stronger. Without
speaking, she began slowly to unbraid her heavy hair, from which there
emanated a perfume that was subtle and delicious as the perfume of grape-

flowers.

Ambrose was embarrassed by this delightful proximity. 'l am not sure that it

would be right for me to remain, after all. What would the Archbishop think?'

'My dear child. the Archbishop will not even be born for at least six hundred
and fifty years. And it will be still longer before you are born. And when you
return, anything that you have done during your stay with me will have
happened no less than seven centuries ago ... which should be long enough to

procure the remission of any sin, no matter how often repeated.’

Like a man who has been taken in the toils of some fantastic drean, and
finds that the dream is not altogether disagreeable, Ambrose yielded to this
feminine and irrefutable reasoning. He hardly knew what was to happen; but,
under the exceptional circumstances indicated by Moriamis, the rigors of
monastic discipline might well be relaxed to almost any conceivable degree,

without entailing spiritual perdition or even a serious breach of vows.

v



A month later, Moriamis and Ambrose were standing beside the Druid altar.
It was late in the evening; and a slightly gibbous moon had risen upon the
deserted glade and was fringing the tree-tops with wefted silver. The warm

breath of the summer night was gentle as the sighing of a woman in slumber.

'Must you go, after all?' said Moriamis, in a pleading and regretful voice.

"It is my duty. | must return to Clément with the Book of Eibon and the other
evidence | have collected against Azédarac.' The words sounded a little unreal
to Ambrose as he uttered them; and he tried very hard, but vainly, to convince
himself of the cogency and validity of his arguments. The idyll of his stay with
Moriamis, to which he was oddly unable to attach any true conviction of sin, had
given to all that preceded it a certain dismal insubstantiality. Free of all
responsibility or restraint, in the sheer obliviousness of dreams, he had lived like
a happy pagan; and now he must go back to the drear existence of a nediaeval

monk, beneath the prompting of an obscure sense of duty.

'I shall not try to hold you," Moriamis sighed. 'But | shall miss you, and
remenber you as a worthy lover and a pleasant playmate. Here is the philtre.'
The green essence was cold and almost hueless in the moonlight, as Moriamis

poured it into a little cup and gave it to Ambrose.

'‘Are you sure of its precise efficacy?' the monk inquired. 'Are you sure that |
shaH return to the Inn of Bonne Jouissance, at a time not far subsequent to that

of my departure therefrom?’

'Yea,' said Moriamis, 'for the potion is infallible. But stay, | have also brought
along the other vial — the vial of the past. Take it with you — for who knows,

you may sometime wish to return and visit me again.'

Ambrose accepted the red vial and placed it in his robe beside the ancient
manual of Hyperborean sorcery. Then, after an appropriate farewell to

Moriamis, he drained with sudden resolution the contents of the cup.



The moonlit glade, the gray altar, and Moriamis, all vanished in a swirl of
flame and shadow. It seemed to Ambrose that he was soaring endlessly
through fantasmagoric gulfs, amid the ceaseless shifting and melting of
unstable things, the transient forming and fading of irresoluble worlds. At the
end, he found himself sitting once more in the Inn of Bonne Jouissance. at what
he assumed to be the very same table before which he had sat with the Sieur
des Emaux. It was daylight, and the room was full of people, among whom he
looked in vain for the rubicund face of the innkeeper, or the servants and fellow-
guests he had previously seen. All were unfamiliar to him; and the furniture was

strangely worn, and was grimier than he remembered it.

Perceiving the presence of Ambrose, the people began to eye him with open
curiosity and wonderment. A tall man with dolorous eyes and lantern jaws came
hastily forward and bowed before him with an air that was half servile but full of

a prying impertinence.

'What do you wish?' he asked.

'Is this the Inn of Bonne Jouissance?'

The innkeeper stared at Ambrose. 'Nay, it is the Inn of Haute Esperance, of
which | have been the taverner these thirty years. Could you not read the sign?
It was called the Inn of Bonne Jouissance in my father's time, but the name was

changed after his death.'

Ambrose was filled with consternation. '‘But the inn was differently named,
and was kept by another man when | visited it not long ago,' he cried in

bewilderment. 'The owner was a stout, jovial man, not in the least like you.'

"That would answer the description of my father,’ said the taverner, eyeing
Ambrose more dubiously than ever. 'He has been dead for the full thirty years

of which | speak; and surely you were not even born at the time of his decease.’



Ambrose began to realize what had happened. The emerald potion, by some
error or excess of potcncy, had taken him many years beyond his own time into

the future!

'I must resume my journey to Vyones,' he said in a bewildered voice, without
fully comprehending the implications of his situation. 'l have a message for the
Archbishop Clément — and must not delay longer in delivering it.'

'‘But Clément has been dead even longer than my father,' exclaimed the inn-
keeper. 'From whence do you come, that you are ignorant of this?' It was plain
from his manner that he had begun to doubt the sanity of Ambrose. Others,
overhearing the strange discussion, had begun to crowd about, and were plying

the monk with jocular and sometimes ribald questions.

'And what of Azédarac, the Bishop of Ximes? Is he dead, too?' inquired
Ambrose, desperately. 'You mean St. Azédarac, no doubt. He outlived Clément,
but nevertheless he has been dead and duly canonized for thirty-two years.
Some say that he did not die, but was transported to heaven alive, and that his
body was never buried in the great mausoleum reared for him at Ximes. But

that is probably a mere legend.’

Ambrose was overwhelmed with unspeakable desolation and confusion. In
the meanwhile, the crowd about him had increased, and in spite of his robe, he

was being made the subject of rude remarks and jeers.

"The good Brother has lost his wits,' cried some. 'The wines of Averoigne are
too strong for him," said others. 'What year is this?' demanded Ambrose, in his

desperation.

"The year of our Lord, 1230, replied the taverner, breaking into a derisive

laugh. 'And what year did you think it was?"'

'It was the year 1175 when | last visited the Inn of Bonne Jouissance,'

admitted Ambrose.



His declaration was greeted with fresh jeers and laughter. 'Hola, young sir,
you were not even conceived at that time,' the taverner said. Then, seeming to
remember something, he went on in a more thoughtful tone: 'When | was a
child, my father told me of a young monk, about your age, who came to the Inn
of Bonne Jouissance one evening in the summer of 1175, and vanished
inexplicably after drinking a draft of red wine. | believe his name was Ambrose.
Perhaps you are Ambrose, and have only just returned from a visit to nowhere.'
He gave a derisory wink, and the new jest was taken up and bandied from

mouth to mouth among the frequenters af the tavern.

Ambrose was trying to realize the full import of his predicament. His mission
was now useless, through the death or disappearance of Azédarac; and no one
would remain in all Averoigne to recognize him or believe his story. He felt the

hopelessness of his alienation among unknown years and people.

Suddenly he remembered the red vial given him at parting by Moriamis. The
potion, like the green philtre, might prove uncertain in its effect; but he was
seized by an allconsuming desire to escape from the weird embarrassment and
wilderment of his present position. Also, he longed for Moriamis like a lost child
for its mother; and the charm of his sojourn in the past was upon him with an
irresistible spell. Ignoring the ribald faces and voices about him, he drew the vial

from his bosom, uncorked it, and swallowed the contents....

He was back in the forest glade, by the gigantic altar. Moriamis was beside
him again, lovely and warm and breathing; and the moon was still rising above
the pinetops. It seemed that no more than a few moments could have elapsed
since he had said farewell to the beloved enchantress. 'l thought you might

return,’ said Moriamis. 'And | waited a little while."



Ambrose told her of the singular mishap that had attended his journey in

time.

Moriamis nodded gravely. 'The green philtre was more potent than | had
supposed,’ she remarked. 'lt is fortunate, though, that the red philtre was
equivalently strong, and could bring you back to me through all those added
years. You will have to remain with me now, for | possessed only the two vials. |

hope you are not sorry.'

Ambrose proceeded to prove, in a somewhat unmonastic manner, that her

hope was fully justified.

Neither then nor at any other time did Moriamis tell him that she herself had
strengthened slightly and equally the two philtres by means of the private

formula which she had also stolen from Azédarac.



LA SANTIDAD DE AZEDARAC

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

or la cabra de las mil tetas! jPor la cola de Dagén y los cuernos de
— i PDerceto! —dijo Azédarac mientras acariciaba el pequefio frasco

panzudo lleno de un liquido escarlata colocado en la mesa frente a

él—. Algo hay que hacer con este pestilente hermano Ambrosio. He
descubierto ahora que ha sido enviado a Ximes por el arzobispo de Averoigne
sin ningun otro propdsito que reunir pruebas de mi conexién subterranea con
Azazel y los Antiguos. Ha espiado mis invocaciones en las criptas, ha
escuchado las férmulas ocultas y ha contemplado la auténtica manifestacion de
Lilit, e incluso de log—Sotb6t y Sodagui, esos demonios que son mas antiguos
que el mundo; y esta misma mafana, hace una hora, ha montado en su asno
blanco para el viaje de regreso a Vyones. Hay dos maneras —o, en un sentido,
hay una manera— en las cuales puedo evitar las molestias e inconvenientes de
un juicio por brujeria: el contenido de este frasco debe ser administrado a
Ambrosio antes de que llegue al final de su viaje, o, a falta de esto, yo mismo
me veré obligado a hacer uso de un medicamento semejante.

Jehan Mauvaissoir mir6 el frasco y luego a Azédarac. No estaba en absoluto
horrorizado, ni siquiera sorprendido, por los nada episcopales juramentos y
afirmaciones poco antieclesiasticas que acababa de escuchar del obispo de
Ximes. Habia conocido al obispo demasiado tiempo y demasiado intimamente,
y le habia prestado demasiados servicios de una naturaleza anticonvencional,
para sorprenderse ante nada. De hecho, habia conocido a Azédarac mucho
antes de que el hechicero hubiese sofiado con convertirse en sacerdote, en
una fase de su existencia que era del todo insospechada por las gentes de
Ximes; y Azédarac no se habia molestado en tener muchos secretos con
Jehan en ningun momento.

—Comprendo —dijo Jehan—. Puedes contar conque el contenido del frasco
sera administrado. EI hermano Ambrosio dificilmente viajara con rapidez sobre

aquel asno blanco que va al paso; y no alcanzara Vyones antes de manana al



mediodia. Hay tiempo abundante para alcanzarle. Por supuesto, él me conoce.
O, al menos, conoce a Jehan Mauvaissoir... Pero eso puede remediarse
facilmente.

Azédarac sonrié confiado.

—Dejo el asunto y el frasco en tus manos, Jehan. Por supuesto, no importa
cual sea el resultado; con todos los medios satanicos y pre—satanicos a mi
disposicién, no estaré en ningun gran peligro por parte de esos fanaticos
mentecatos. Sin embargo, me encuentro muy comodamente situado aqui en
Ximes, y el destino de un obispo cristiano que vive entre el olor del incienso y
de la piedad, y mantiene mientras tanto un acuerdo privado con el Adversario,
es ciertamente preferible a la vida accidentada de un hechicero de campo.
Preferiria no ser molestado o distraido, o ser expulsado de mi sinecura, si algo
semejante puede evitarse.

—~Qjala que Moloch devore a ese pequefio mojigato maricon de Ambrosio —
continu6—, debo estar volviéndome viejo y tonto al no haber sospechado de él
antes. Fue la expresién horrorizada y de asco que tenia ultimamente lo que me
hizo pensar que habia observado a través del agujero de la cerradura los ritos
subterraneos. Entonces, cuando oi que se marchaba, sabiamente decidi
revisar mi biblioteca y descubri que el Libro de Eibon, que contiene los
hechizos mas antiguos y la sabiduria secreta olvidada por el hombre, de log—
Sotét y Sodagui, habia desaparecido. Como tu sabes, habia sustituido su
encuadernacion original de piel de un aborigen subhumano por la de cordero
de un misal cristiano y habia rodeado el volumen con filas de libros de oracion
legitimos. Ambrosio se lleva debajo de su tunica una prueba concluyente de
que soy un adicto de las Artes Negras. Nadie en Averoigne sera capaz de leer
el alfabeto inmemorial de Hiperboria; pero las ilustraciones hechas con sangre
de dragdn y los dibujos bastaran para condenarme.

Amo y criado se miraron mutuamente durante un intervalo de silencio
significativo. Jehan miré con respeto la estatura orgullosa, las facciones
tristemente marcadas, la tonsura rizada, la extraia y rojiza cicatriz en forma de
media luna sobre la palida frente de Azédarac, los brillantes puntos de fuego
amarillo naranja que parecian arder en las profundidades del ébano liquido y
congelado de sus ojos. Azédarac, por su parte, estudié con confianza las

facciones vulpinas y el aire discreto, inexpresivo, de Jehan, quien podria haber



sido —y aun podia serlo, si fuese necesario— cualquier cosa, desde un
emisario a un clérigo.

—Es lamentable —continu6 Azédarac— que cualquier duda sobre mi
santidad y probidad devocional se haya levantado entre la clerecia de
Averoigne. Pero supongo que era inevitable tarde o temprano. Aunque la
principal diferencia entre yo mismo y otros muchos eclesiasticos es que yo
sirvo al demonio a sabiendas y por mi propia voluntad, mientras que ellos
hacen lo mismo en su ceguera sanctimoniosa... Sin embargo, debemos hacer
lo que podamos para retrasar la mala hora del escandalo publico y la expulsion
de nuestro bien emplumado nido En la actualidad, s6lo Ambrosio puede probar
algo para mi dafno; y tu, Jehan, enviards a Ambrosio a un reino en que sus
chivateos frailunos tendran escasas consecuencias. Después de eso, estaré
doblemente vigilante. El préximo emisario de Vyones, te lo aseguro, no
encontrara otra cosa sobre la que informar que santidad y el recitado del

Rosario.

Los pensamientos del hermano Ambrosio estaban gravemente perturbados, y
en contraste con la tranquila escena rustica que le rodeaba, mientras
cabalgaba a través del bosque de Averoigne entre Ximes y Vyones. El horror
anidaba en su corazén como un nido de malignas viboras; y el maléfico Libro
de Eibon, ese manual de hechiceria primordial, parecia arder debajo de su
tunica como un enorme y caliente amuleto satanico, apoyado contra su regazo.
No por primera vez, se le ocurrio la idea de que Clemente, el arzobispo,
hubiese delegado en otro para investigar la negra depravacion de Azédarac.
Residiendo durante un mes en el hogar del obispo, Ambrosio habia aprendido
demasiado para la tranquilidad del espiritu de un piadoso clérigo y habia visto
cosas que eran como una mancha secreta de terror y verglienza en las paginas
blancas de su memoria. Descubrir que un prelado cristiano podia servir a los
poderes de la mas completa perdicion, que podia recibir en privado
perversiones mas antiguas que Asmodai, era abismalmente intranquilizador

para su alma devota; y desde entonces le habia parecido oler la corrupcion por



todas partes, y habia sentido por todos lados el avance serpentino del oscuro
Adversario.

Mientras cabalgaba a través de los tristes pinos y los verdosos hayales,
desed también haber montado sobre algo mas rapido que este amable asno,
blanco como la leche, destinado a su uso por el arzobispo. Era seguido por la
sugestién sombria de burlones rostros de gargolas, de invisibles pies hendidos,
que le seguian detras de los arboles que se amontonaban y a lo largo de los
umbrosos recodos del camino. En los oblicuos rayos, en las alargadas redes de
sombras traidas por la tarde agonizante, el bosque parecia esperar,
conteniendo el aliento, el apestoso y furtivo acontecer de cosas innominables.
Sin embargo, Ambrosio no habia encontrado a nadie en varias millas; y no
habia visto ni animal ni pajaro ni vibora en el bosque veraniego. Sus
pensamientos volvian con insistencia temible hacia Azédarac, quien le parecia
un Anticristo alto, prodigioso, alzando sus negras vanguardias y su figura
gigantesca del barro ardiente de Abaddon. De nuevo, vio los sétanos debajo de
la mansion del obispo, en los cuales una noche fue testigo de una escena de
terror y asquerosidad infernales. Habia contemplado al obispo envuelto en las
coloridas exhalaciones de incensarios malditos, que se mezclaban en medio
del aire con los vapores sulfurosos y bituminosos del abismo; y a través de los
vapores habia visto los miembros que se ondulaban lascivamente, los
engafnosos rasgos, que se deshacian, de asquerosas y enormes entidades...
Recordandolas, temblé de nuevo ante la preadamita lujuria de Lilit, de nuevo
sinti6 un escalofrio ante el horror transgalactico del demonio Sodagui y la
fealdad ultra—dimensional del ser conocido como log—Sotét por los
hechiceros de Averoigne.

Cuan perniciosamente poderosos y subversivos, pens6 él, eran estos
demonios de antigiedad inmemorial, quienes habian situado a su sirviente
Azédarac en el propio seno de la Iglesia, en una situacidon de confianza elevada
y sagrada. Durante nueve afios, el malvado prelado habia mantenido la
posesion de su cargo sin despertar sospechas ni ser puesto en duda, habia
envilecido la tiara obispal de Ximes con descreimientos que eran mucho peores
que los de los sarracenos. Entonces, de alguna manera, a través de un canal
anénimo, un rumor habia alcanzado a Clemente, un aviso susurrado que ni

siquiera el arzobispo se habia atrevido a decir en voz alta; y Ambrosio, un joven



monje benedictino, habia sido enviado para estudiar privadamente la vileza que
se extendia, que amenazaba la integridad de la Iglesia. Sélo en ese momento,
se acordd alguien de lo poco que se sabia con seguridad en relacién a los
antecedentes de Azédarac; cuan tenues eran sus pretensiones a un ascenso
eclesiastico, o hasta al simple sacerdocio; lo oscuros y dudosos que eran los
pasos por los cuales habia alcanzado su puesto. Fue entonces cuando se supo
que una brujeria formidable habia estado operando.

Nerviosamente, Ambrosio se pregunté si Azédarac ya habia descubierto que
el Libro de Eibon habia sido retirado de los misales que contaminaba con su
presencia, y cuanto tardaria en conectar la desaparicién del volumen con la
partida de su visitante.

En este punto, las meditaciones de Ambrosio fueron interrumpidas por el
duro resonar de herraduras galopantes, que se aproximaban por detras. La
aparicion de un centauro, procedente de los mas antiguos bosques del
paganismo, dificiimente podria haber despertado en él un panico mas vivo; y
mirdé nerviosamente por encima del hombro al jinete que se aproximaba. Esta
persona, montada sobre un buen caballo negro con arreos opulentos, era un
hombre de barba poblada y evidente importancia, porque sus alegres ropajes
eran propios de un noble o un cortesano. Alcanzé a Ambrosio y pasé de largo
con una educada inclinacion de cabeza, aparentemente absorbido por
completo en sus propios asuntos. El monje se sinti6 muy aliviado, aunque
vagamente preocupado durante unos instantes, por la sensacién de que habia
visto anteriormente, en circunstancias que era incapaz de recordar, los ojos
estrechos y el perfil afilado que contrastaban tan extranamente con la poblada
barba del jinete. Sin embargo, estaba bastante seguro de que nunca habia
visto a aquel hombre en Ximes. El jinete desaparecio pronto detras de un
recodo frondoso de la arbérea pista. Ambrosio volvié al horror piadoso y a la
aprehensividad de su anterior soliloquio.

Al continuar, le parecid6 que el sol se habia puesto con una rapidez
lamentable e inoportuna. Aunque los cielos sobre él estaban limpios de nubes y
el aire libre de vapores, los bosques se hallaban sumergidos en una lobreguez
inexplicable que aumentaba visiblemente por todos lados. Y, en esta tiniebla,
los troncos de los arboles estaban extrafiamente distorsionados y las masas

bajas de follaje adquirian formas antinaturales e inquietantes. Le parecio a



Ambrosio que el silencio a su alrededor era una fragil pelicula a través de la
cual el ronco rumor y el murmullo de voces diabdlicas podria abrirse paso en
cualquier momento como la madera podrida sumergida que se alza de nuevo a
la superficie de la corriente de un rio de raudo fluir.

Con mucho alivio, recordd que no se encontraba lejos de una posada
situada al lado del camino, conocida como la posada de Bonne Jouissance.
Aqui, dado que le faltaba poco para completar la mitad de su viaje a Vyones,
decidié reposar durante Ja noche.

Un minuto mas, y vio las luces de la posada. Ante su brillo, benigno y
dorado, las equivocas sombras del bosque que le seguian parecieron parar y
retirarse cuando alcanzé el refugio del patio, sintiéndose como alguien que
habia escapado por los pelos de un ejército de peligrosos duendes. Entregando
su montura al cuidado del sirviente del establo, Ambrosio entré en el cuarto
principal de la posada. Alli fue recibido con el respeto debido a su habito por el
forzudo y seboso posadero vy, tras asegurarsele que los mejores alojamientos
del lugar estaban a su disposicion, se sentdé en una de las diversas mesas
donde los otros huéspedes se habian reunido para esperar la cena.

Entre ellos, Ambrosio reconocié al jinete de poblada barba que le habia
alcanzado en los bosques hacia una hora. Estaba sentado solo, un poco
separado. Los otros invitados, una pareja de sederos, un notario y dos
soldados, reconocieron la presencia del monje con toda la debida educacion;
pero el jinete se levanté de su mesa y, acercandose hasta Ambrosio, comenzé
inmediatamente a hacerle propuestas que excedian la normal educacion.

—¢No cenara conmigo, senor fraile? —invitd con una voz brusca pero
insinuante que resultaba extrafamente familiar a Ambrosio, y que, sin
embargo, como el perfil lobuno, no podia reconocer en aquel momento.

—Soy4 el Sieur des Emaux, natural de Touraine, a vuestro servicio —el
hombre continu6—. Parece que estamos viajando en la misma direccion y
posiblemente con el mismo destino. El mio es la ciudad catedralicia de Vyones.
&Y el vuestro?

Aunque estaba vagamente molesto, e incluso sentia algunas sospechas,
Ambrosio se encontré incapaz de rechazar la invitacion. Como respuesta a la

ultima pregunta, reconociéo que él mismo también se encontraba en camino



hacia Vyones. No le gustaba del todo el Sieur des Emaux, cuyos ojos rasgados
devolvian la luz de las velas de la posada con un brillo equivoco, y cuyos
modales resultaban hasta cierto punto melosos, por no decir cargantes. Pero
no parecia existir razén ostensible para rechazar una cortesia que era sin duda
bienintencionada y genuina. Acompafioé a su anfitrién a su mesa separada.

—Pertenece a la orden benedictina, he observado —dijo el Sieur des Emaux
mirando al monje con esa extrafia sonrisa mezclada de ironia furtiva—. Es una
orden que yo siempre he admirado grandemente, una muy noble y digna
hermandad. s No podria preguntarle su nombre?

Ambrosio proporcioné la informacion pedida con una curiosa desgana.

—Bueno, entonces, hermano Ambrosio —dijo el Sieur des Emaux—, sugiero
que bebamos por la salud y prosperidad de su orden con el vino rojo de
Averoigne mientras esperamos que nos sea servida la cena. El vino es siempre
bienvenido en un viaje largo, y no es menos beneficioso antes de una buena
comida que después.

Ambrosio murmurd un asentimiento involuntario. No hubiera sido capaz de
decir el porqué, pero la personalidad de aquel hombre le resultaba cada vez
mas desagradable. Le parecia detectar un siniestro doble sentido por debajo de
la voz ronroneante, sorprender una intencion malvada en aquella mirada de
parpados cargados. Y, mientras tanto, su cerebro era atormentado por
sugerencias de una memoria olvidada. ¢;Habia visto a su interlocutor en
Ximes? ;Era el autoproclamado Sieur des Emaux un secuaz de Azédarac
disfrazado?

El vino fue ahora pedido por su anfitrion, quien abandondé la mesa para
hablar con el posadero sobre ese asunto, e incluso insistidé en hacer una visita
a la bodega para poder seleccionar una cosecha adecuada en persona.
Notando la reverencia prestada a aquel hombre por el publico de la taberna,
quien se dirigia a él por su nombre, Ambrosio se sintié tranquilizado hasta
cierto punto. Cuando el posadero, seguido por el Sieur des Emaux, regresé con
dos jarras de barro llenas de vino, practicamente habia conseguido olvidar sus
vagas dudas y todavia mas vagos temores.

Dos grandes copas fueron colocadas sobre la mesa, y el Sieur des Emaux

las llen6é inmediatamente con el contenido de una de las jarras. Le pareci6 a

* Sefior de Emaux, en francés en el original. (N. del E.)



Ambrosio que la primera de aquéllas jarras ya contenia una pequefia cantidad
de algun fluido sanguinolento, antes de que el vino fuese vertido en su interior;
pero no podria haberlo jurado bajo aquella tenue luz, y pensé que deberia estar
equivocado.

—Aqui hay dos cosechas inigualables —dijo el Sieur des Emaux, indicando
las copas—; ambas son tan excelentes, que soy incapaz de elegir entre ellas;
pero tu, hermano Ambrosio, quiza seas capaz de decidir sobre sus méritos con
un paladar mas fino que el mio —empujé una de las copas llenas hacia
Ambrosio.

—Este es un vino de La Frénaie —dijo él—. Bebe, en verdad te transportara
de este mundo en virtud del poderoso fuego que duerme en su interior.

Ambrosio tomo la jarra que se le ofrecia y se la llevo a los labios. El Sieur de
Emaux estaba inclinado hacia adelante sobre su propia copa inhalando su
bouquet, y algo en su postura resultaba aterradoramente familiar a Ambrosio.
En un gélido fogonazo de horror, su memoria le dijo que las facciones,
delgadas y afiladas detras de la barba cuadrada, eran sospechosamente
parecidas a las de Jehan Mauvaissoir, a quien habia visto con frecuencia en el
hogar de Azédarac, y quien, como tenia razones para pensar, estaba implicado
en las hechicerias del obispo. Se preguntdé por qué no habia reconocido el
parecido antes, y qué brujeria habia nublado su capacidad de recordar. Incluso
ahora no estaba seguro, pero la simple sospecha le aterrorizaba como si
alguna mortifera serpiente hubiese levantado la cabeza desde el otro lado de la
mesa.

—Bebe, hermano Ambrosio —insistid el Sieur des Emaux, vaciando su
propia copa—. A tu salud y a la de todos los buenos benedictinos.

Ambrosio vacil6. Los frios ojos hipnéticos de su interlocutor estaban sobre él
y era incapaz de negarse, a pesar de todos sus temores. Temblando
ligeramente, con la sensacion de alguna coaccion irresistible, y con el
presentimiento de que podia caer muerto por el efecto repentino de un veneno
virulento, vacié su copa.

Un instante mas, y sintié que sus peores miedos habian estado justificados.
El vino ardié como las llamas liquidas de Phlegethon en su garganta y en sus
labios; parecia llenar sus venas con caliente mercurio infernal. Entonces, de

repente, un frio insoportable inundd su ser; un gélido remolino le envolvié con



espirales de rugiente aire, la silla se derritié bajo su peso y cay6 a través de
interminables espacios helados. Las paredes de la posada habian volado como
vapores que se disuelven; las luces se apagaron como las estrellas en la niebla
negra de una marisma; y el rostro del Sieur des Emaux se desvanecié con ellas

en las sombras que se revolvian, como una burbuja en un remolino nocturno.

Con cierta dificultad, Ambrosio se convencié a si mismo de que no estaba
muerto. Le parecié haber caido eternamente, a través de una noche gris
habitada por formas siempre cambiantes, con masas borrosas e inestables que
parecian disolverse dentro de otras masas antes de alcanzar un perfil definido.
Por un momento, habia nuevamente paredes a su alrededor; y entonces volvio
a caer, de terraza en terraza, por un mundo de arboles fantasmas. A ratos,
pensd que también habia rostros humanos, pero todo era dudoso y
evanescente, todo era humo flotante y oleadas de sombra.

Abruptamente, sin sensacién de transito ni impacto, descubrié que ya no
caia. La vaga fantasmagoria en torno a él habia vuelto a ser una escena
definida, pero una escena en que no habia rastro de la posada de Bonne
Jouissance o del Sieur des Emaux.

Ambrosio observd, a través de ojos incrédulos, una situacion que resultaba
verdaderamente increible. Estaba sentado a plena luz del dia en un gran
bloque cubico de granito toscamente pulido. Alrededor de él, a escasa
distancia, mas alla del espacio abierto de un prado con hierba, estaban los
altos pinos y frondosos hayales de un bosque antiguo, cuyas ramas ya habian
sido tocadas por el oro de un sol poniente. Inmediatamente enfrente de él,
habia varios hombres en pie.

Estos hombres parecian mirar a Ambrosio con un asombro profundo, casi
religioso. Eran barbudos y de aspecto salvaje, con tunicas blancas de una

moda que él nunca habia visto. Su cabello era largo y con nudos, como nidos



de negras serpientes, y sus ojos ardian con un fuego frenético. Cada uno de
ellos portaba en su mano derecha un tosco cuchillo de afilada piedra pulida.
Ambrosio se preguntd si no habria muerto después de todo y si estos seres
eran los extranos demonios de algun infierno ignoto. Teniendo en cuenta lo que
habia sucedido, y a la luz de las creencias del propio Ambrosio, no era una
conjetura irracional. Mir6 con azoramiento lleno de miedo a los supuestos
demonios, y comenz6 a murmurar una oracion al Dios que le habia
abandonado tan inexplicablemente a sus enemigos espirituales. Entonces
record6 los poderes nigromanticos de Azédarac y concibié otra premisa: que
habia sido transportado corporalmente de la posada de Bonne Jouissance y
entregado a manos de estas entidades pre—satanicas que servian al obispo
hechicero. Convencido de su propia solidez e integridad corporal, y
reflexionando que aquélla era dificilmente la situacion que le correspondia a un
alma descarnada, y ademas que la escena selvatica que le rodeaba era
dificilmente caracteristica de las regiones infernales, aceptdé esto como la
verdadera explicaciéon. Todavia estaba vivo y sobre la tierra, aunque las
circunstancias de su situacion eran mas que misteriosas y estaban llenas de un
peligro grave y desconocido.

Los extrafios seres habian mantenido un completo silencio, como si
estuviesen demasiado asombrados para hablar. Escuchando los rezos
murmurados de Ambrosio, parecieron recobrarse de su sorpresa y se volvieron,
no solo capaces de hablar, sino vociferantes. Ambrosio no podia comprender
ninguno de sus chillones vocablos, en los cuales los sonidos silbados, los
guturales y los aspirados se combinaban a menudo de una manera que
resultaba dificil imitarlos para una lengua humana normal. Sin embargo,
entendié varias veces la palabra taranit repetida, y se pregunto si era ése el
nombre de un demonio especialmente malévolo.

El habla de los extrafios seres empezd a adquirir una especie de tosco ritmo,
como la entonacion de un canto primordial. Dos de ellos avanzaron y sujetaron
a Ambrosio, mientras que las voces de sus compafieros se alzaron en una
aguda y malévola letania.

Apenas consciente de lo que habia sucedido y aun menos de lo que vendria
después, Ambrosio fue arrojado tumbado sobre el bloque de granito y sujetado

por uno de sus captores, mientras el otro levantaba en alto el afilado cuchillo de



silex que portaba. La hoja estaba en el aire, encima del corazén de Ambrosio, y
el monje se dio cuenta, con repentino temor, de que caeria con terrible
velocidad y le atravesaria en un instante.

Entonces, por encima del canto demoniaco, que se habia elevado a un
frenesi loco y maligno, escuché una voz de mujer dulce y autoritaria. En medio
de la confusion incontrolada de su panico, las palabras le resultaron extrafas y
sin sentido; pero fueron comprendidas claramente por sus captores, e
interpretadas como una orden que no podian desobedecer. El cuchillo de
piedra fue retirado con desgana, y a Ambrosio se le permitié sentarse sobre la
plana losa.

Su salvadora estaba de pie en el borde del prado, bajo la amplia sombra de
un antiguo pino. Avanzd, y los individuos de tunica blanca retrocedieron ante
ella con evidente respeto. Era muy alta, con una conducta resuelta y un porte
regio. Llevaba un vestido azul oscuro, hecho con una tela brillante, como el
azul lleno de estrellas de las oscuras noches de verano. Su pelo estaba
recogido en una trenza castafia con brillos dorados, tan pesada como los
resplandecientes anillos de una serpiente oriental. Sus ojos eran de un extrafio
ambar; sus labios, un toque bermellén con la frialdad umbria de los bosques, y
su piel era de una claridad alabastrada. Ambrosio vio que era hermosa; pero le
inspiraba la misma reverencia que podria haber sentido ante una reina, junto a
algo del miedo y aturdimiento que un joven y virtuoso monje sentiria en la
peligrosa presencia de algun tentador sucubo.

—Ven conmigo —dijo a Ambrosio, en una lengua que sus estudios
monacales le permitieron reconocer como una variante anticuada del francés
de Averoigne, un idioma que se suponia que ningun hombre habia hablado
desde hacia muchos siglos. Obedientemente, y muy maravillado, se levanto y
la siguio, sin ningun impedimento por parte de sus coléricos y renuentes
captores. La mujer le condujo a lo largo de un estrecho sendero que
culebreaba sinuoso a través del profundo bosque. En breves momentos, el
prado, el bloque de granito y el puiiado de hombres vestidos de blanco se
perdieron de vista tras el denso follaje.

—¢Quién eres tu? —pregunté la dama, volviéndose hacia Ambrosio—.

Pareces uno de esos misioneros locos que, hoy en dia, estan empezando a



entrar en Averoigne. Creo que la gente les dice cristianos. Los druidas han
sacrificado tantos a Taranit, que me asombro ante tu temeridad de venir aqui.

Ambrosio encontré dificil de comprender el arcaico fraseado; y el sentido de
sus palabras era tan completamente extrafio y sorprendente, que estaba
seguro de haberla comprendido mal.

—Soy el hermano Ambrosio —replicd, expresandose lenta y torpemente en
aquel dialecto, largo tiempo en desuso—. Por supuesto que soy un cristiano;
pero confieso que no consigo comprenderte. He oido hablar de los druidas
paganos; pero seguramente fueron expulsados de Averoigne hace muchos
siglos.

La mujer se quedd mirando a Ambrosio con clara pena y asombro; sus 0jos
castafio amarillentos eran claros y brillantes como un vino anejo.

—Pobrecillo —dijo ella—. Me temo que tus temibles experiencias han
servido para alterarte. Fue afortunado que llegase en ese momento y que
decidiese intervenir. Rara vez me entrometo con los druidas y sus sacrificios,
pero te vi sentado sobre su altar hace un rato y me quedé impresionada por tu
juventud y galanura.

Ambrosio se sentia, cada vez mas, como si hubiese sido victima de una
hechiceria muy rara; pero, incluso entonces, se encontraba lejos de sospechar
el verdadero alcance de esa hechiceria. Se dio cuenta, entre divertido y
consternado, de que le debia la vida a aquella extrana y hermosa mujer que
estaba a su lado, y comenz¢ a farfullar su gratitud.

—No hace falta que me des las gracias —dijo la dama con una dulce
sonrisa—. Yo soy Moriamis la hechicera, y los druidas temen mi magia, que es
mas eficaz y excelente que la suya, aunque la uso soélo en beneficio de los
hombres, nunca para su ruina o perdicion.

El monje se entristecio al saber que su hermosa liberadora era una
hechicera, aunque sus poderes fuesen declaradamente benignos. EIl
conocimiento aumentd su alarma; pero considerd que seria atinado ocultar sus
emociones a este respecto.

—En verdad, te estoy agradecido —protesté él—. Y ahora, si puedes
decirme cual es el camino a la posada de Bonne Jouissance, que abandoné no
hace mucho, estaria todavia mas en deuda contigo.

Moriamis junto sus livianas cejas.



—Nunca he oido hablar de la posada de Bonne Jouissance. No existe tal
lugar en esta region.

—Pero este es el bosque de Averoigne, sno es asi? —pregunté el
asombrado Ambrosio. Y seguramente no nos encontramos lejos de la carretera
que va desde Ximes hasta Vyones.

—Tampoco he oido hablar de Ximes o de Vyones —dijo Moriamis—.
Verdaderamente, esta tierra es conocida como Averoigne y este bosque es el
gran bosque de Averoigne, que los hombres han llamado asi desde afos
inmemoriales. Pero no hay ciudades como las que tu mencionas, hermano
Ambrosio. Me temo que aun desvarias un poco.

Ambrosio era consciente de una confusién enloquecedora.

—He sido engafiado de la manera mas condenable —dijo, a medias, para si
mismo—. Es todo obra de ese abominable hechicero Azédarac, estoy seguro.

La mujer le mir6 fijamente como si la hubiese picado una abeja salvaje.
Habia algo ansioso y duro en la mirada escrutadora que volvié hacia Ambrosio.

—¢Azédarac? —le preguntéo—. ;Qué sabes tu de Azédarac? Una vez
conoci a alguien con ese nombre; y me pregunto si podria ser la misma
persona. ¢ Es alto y un poco entrecano, con ojos calientes y oscuros, y un aire
colérico y medio enfadado y una cicatriz con forma de media luna en la frente?

Muy confuso y mas preocupado que nunca, Ambrosio admitié la veracidad
de la descripcién. Dandose cuenta de que, de una manera desconocida, se
habia tropezado con los antecedentes secretos del hechicero, le confid la
historia de sus aventuras a Moriamis, con la esperanza de que ella pudiese
reciprocar con informacién adicional acerca de Azédarac.

La mujer le escuchd con la actitud de alguien que esta interesado pero no
sorprendido.

—Ahora comprendo —comenté cuando él hubo terminado—. A
continuacion, aclararé todo lo que te confunde y preocupa. También creo
conocer a este Jehan Mauvaissoir; él ha sido largo tiempo el sirviente de
Azédarac, aunque su nombre fue Melchire en otros dias. Estos dos siempre
han sido los lacayos del mal, y han servido a los Antiguos en maneras ya
olvidadas, o nunca conocidas, por los druidas.

—En verdad, espero que puedas explicarme lo que ha sucedido. Es una

cosa temible y extrana y antinatural, beber un trago de vino en una taberna al



caer la noche y encontrarse a continuacion en el corazén del bosque a la luz
del mediodia, entre demonios como esos de los que me rescataste.

—Si —replicé Moriamis—, es todavia mas extraio de lo que tu imaginas.
Dime, hermano Ambrosio, ¢en qué afo fue en el que tu entraste en la posada
de Bonne Jouissance?

—¢Que...? En el afo del senor de 1175, por supuesto. ;En que otro afio
podria haber sido?

—Los druidas emplean una cronologia distinta —replicé Moriamis—, y su
calendario no significaria nada para ti. Pero, de acuerdo con el que los
misioneros cristianos estan introduciendo ahora en Averoigne, el afio actual es
el 475 A. D. Has sido enviado a no menos de setecientos afios en lo que la
gente de tu época consideraria el pasado. El altar druidico en que te encontré
tumbado esta posiblemente colocado en el futuro emplazamiento de la posada
de Bonne Jouissance.

Ambrosio estaba mas que estupefacto. Su mente era incapaz de captar el
significado completo de las palabras de Moriamis.

—Pero scomo pueden ser tales cosas? —qritdé él—. ;Como puede un
hombre volver atras en el tiempo, entre afios y personas que son polvo hace
largo tiempo?

—Ese, quiza, es un misterio que le corresponde a Azédarac resolver. Sin
embargo, el pasado y el futuro coexisten con lo que llamamos el presente, y
son simplemente dos segmentos del circulo del tiempo. Los vemos y les damos
nombre de acuerdo con nuestra posicion en el circulo.

Ambrosio sinti6 que habia ido a parar entre nigromancias de la clase mas
impia, y que era victima de brujerias ignoradas por los catalogos cristianos.

Guardando silencio al ser consciente de que todo comentario, toda protesta
o incluso la oracién resultarian inadecuados ante esta situacion, vio que una
torre de piedra con pequenas ventanas en forma de rombo resultaba ahora
visible sobre las copas de los pinos a lo largo del camino que él y Moriamis
recorrian.

—Este es mi hogar —dijo Moriamis, al avanzar entre los arboles que
clareaban hasta los pies de una pequefa loma sobre la que estaba situada la

torre—. Hermano Ambrosio, debes ser mi huésped.



Ambrosio fue incapaz de rechazar la ofrecida hospitalidad, a pesar de su
sensacion de que Moriamis era dificilmente la anfitriona mas adecuada para un
monje casto y temeroso de Dios. Sin embargo, los escrupulos piadosos que
ella le inspiraba no dejaban de estar mezclados con fascinaciéon. Y ademas,
como un nifo perdido, se agarraba a su unica proteccion disponible en una
tierra de temibles peligros y sorprendentes misterios.

El interior de la torre era limpio, ordenado y acogedor, aunque el mobiliario
pertenecia a una clase mas rustica que aquel al que Ambrosio estaba
acostumbrado, y los tapices de vivo colorido estaban toscamente tejidos.

Una sirvienta, tan alta como la propia Moriamis pero mas morena, le trajo un
enorme cuenco de leche y pan de trigo, y el monje fue ahora capaz de calmar
el hambre que habria quedado sin satisfacer en la posada de Bonne
Jouissance.

Mientras se sentaba ante su sencilla racion, se dio cuenta de que el Libro de
Eibon todavia le pesaba en la pechera de su tunica. Saco el volumen y se lo
entregd delicadamente a Moriamis. Los ojos de ella se desorbitaron, pero no
hizo comentario alguno hasta que él hubo terminado su comida.

Entonces, ella dijo:

—Este volumen es verdaderamente propiedad de Azédarac, quien fue
anteriormente vecino mio. Conoci al canalla bastante bien... De hecho, le
conoci demasiado bien —el pecho de ella temblé, a causa de una oscura
emocion, mientras hizo una pausa—. El era el mas sabio y el mas poderoso de
los hechiceros y, al mismo tiempo, el mas discreto; porque nadie conoce el
momento ni la manera de su llegada a Averoigne, o la forma en que se habia
procurado el inmemorial Libro de Eibon, cuyos escritos runicos estan mas alla
de la sabiduria de los otros brujos. Era el maestro de todos los encantamientos,
el amo de todos los demonios, y asimismo el mezclador de poderosas pocimas.
Entre estas, habia ciertos filtros, mezclados por medio de potentes hechizos y
poseedores de una virtud Unica, que enviarian a quien los bebiese adelante o
atras en el tiempo. Uno de ellos, yo creo, te fue administrado por Melchire, o
Jehan Mauvaissoir; y el propio Azédarac, junto a su sirviente, hicieron uso de
otro, quiza no por primera vez, cuando avanzaron de esta época actual de los
druidas hasta esa época de autoridad cristiana a la que perteneces. Habia un

frasquito rojo como la sangre para el pasado, y otro verde para el futuro. jMira!



Tengo uno de cada clase aunque Azédarac ignoraba que yo conociese su
existencia.

Ella abrié un pequefio cofre, que contenia varios hechizos y medicamentos,
las hierbas secadas por el sol y las esencias mezcladas bajo la luna que una
hechicera emplearia. De entre ellas, sacé dos frascos, uno de los cuales
contenia un liquido de color sanguinolento, y el otro un fluido de brillantez
esmeralda.

—Los robé un dia, impulsada por mi curiosidad femenina, de su almacén
escondido de filtros, elixires y formulas magistrales —continué Moriamis—.
Podria haber seguido al sinverglenza cuando desapareciéo en el futuro, si
hubiese querido; pero estoy bastante satisfecha con mi propia época, y ademas
no soy la clase de mujer que persigue a un amante agotado y reacio...

—Entonces —dijo Ambrosio, mas asombrado que nunca, pero
esperanzado—, si bebiese el contenido del frasco verde, volveria a mi propia
época.

—Precisamente. Y estoy segura, por lo que me has dicho, de que tu regreso
seria una fuente de muchas molestias para Azédarac. Es propio del sujeto
haberse establecido en una jugosa prelatura. Siempre fue el amo de las
circunstancias, con el ojo puesto en su propia comodidad y confort. Poco le iba
a gustar. Estoy segura, si llegases a alcanzar al arzobispo... Yo no soy
vengativa por naturaleza..., pero, por otra parte...

—Es dificil comprender como alguien puede cansarse de ti —dijo Ambrosio
galantemente, al empezar a comprender la situacion.

Moriamis sonrio.

—Eso estuvo bien dicho. Y tu eres en verdad un joven encantador, a pesar
de esa tunica de aspecto patético. Estoy contenta de haberte rescatado de los
druidas, quienes te habrian arrancado el corazén y se lo habrian ofrecido a su
demonio, Taranit.

—¢ Y ahora me enviaras de vuelta?

Moriamis fruncié un poco el cefo y luego adopté su aspecto mas seductor.

—¢ Tienes tanta prisa en abandonar a tu anfitriona? Ahora que estas
viviendo en un siglo diferente al tuyo, un dia, una semana o un mes no
representaran diferencia alguna en la fecha de tu regreso. También he

conservado las férmulas de Azédarac; y sé cémo regular la pocion si fuese



necesario. El periodo habitual de viaje en el tiempo es de setecientos afos;
pero el filtro puede ser reforzado o debilitado un poco.

El sol se habia puesto detras de los pinos, y un suave crepusculo
comenzaba a invadir la torre. La sirvienta habia abandonado el cuarto.
Moriamis se acerco y se sentd junto a Ambrosio en el rustico banco que este
ocupaba. Todavia sonriente, fij6 sus ojos de ambar en él, con una languida
llama brillando en su interior... Una llama que parecia hacerse mas fuerte
conforme el crepusculo se hacia mas profundo. Sin hablar, ella comenzé
lentamente a deshacer la trenza que sujetaba su tupida cabellera, de la cual
emanaba un perfume tan sutil y delicioso como el de las flores del vifiedo.
Ambrosio se sentia avergonzado ante esta deliciosa proximidad.

—No estoy seguro, después de todo, de que me quede. ;Que pensaria el
arzobispo?

—NMi querido nifio, el arzobispo no nacera por lo menos en seiscientos
cincuenta afos. Y todavia falta mas para que tu nazcas. Y, cuando vuelvas,
cualquier cosa que hayas hecho durante tu estancia aqui conmigo habra
sucedido no menos de siete siglos antes..., lo que deberia ser tiempo suficiente
para obtener la remision de cualquier pecado sin importar la frecuencia con que
se haya repetido.

Como un hombre que ha caido en las redes de un extrafio suefo, y
descubre que el suefio no es del todo desagradable, Ambrosio cedié ante este
razonamiento, femenino e irrefutable. Apenas tenia idea de lo que sucederia
después; pero, bajo las extraordinarias circunstancias puntualizadas por
Moriamis, los rigores de la disciplina monastica bien podian relajarse hasta
cualquier extremo concebible, sin que eso representase la perdicion espiritual o

una seria ruptura de los votos.

\'



Un mes mas tarde, Moriamis y Ambrosio estaban de pie junto al altar druida.
Estaba bien avanzada la tarde; una luna ligeramente gibosa se habia puesto
sobre el claro desierto y cubria las copas de los arboles con una trama de
plata. El célido aliento de la noche de verano era tan delicado como el suspiro
de una mujer dormida.

—¢ Tienes de verdad que irte, después de todo? —dijo Moriamis, con una
voz que expresaba ruego y arrepentimiento.

—Es mi deber. Debo regresar a Clemente con el Libro de Eibon y las otras
pruebas que he reunido contra Azédarac —las palabras sonaban un poco
irreales a Ambrosio mientras las pronunciaba, y se esforz6 mucho, pero en
vano, para convencerse de la congruencia y validez de sus argumentos. Lo
idilico de su estancia con Moriamis, a quien era extrafiamente incapaz de
vincular al pecado con verdadera conviccion, habia conferido a todo lo que le
habia precedido un aire de triste insubstancialidad. Libre de toda
responsabilidad o control, en medio del puro olvido de los suefios, habia vivido
la vida de un pagano feliz; y ahora debia regresar a la I6ébrega vida de un
monje medieval impulsado por un oscuro sentido del deber.

—No intentaré retenerte —suspir6 Moriamis—, pero te echaré de menos y te
recordaré como un amante digno y un agradable comparero de juegos. Aqui
esta el filtro.

La esencia verde estaba fria y casi sin color a la luz de la luna, mientras
Moriamis la vertia en una pequena copa y se la entregaba a Ambrosio.

—¢ Estas segura de su precisa eficacia? —inquiri6 el monje—. ;Estas
segura de que volveré a la posada de Bonne Jouissance, en un tiempo no muy
tardio de mi partida de alli?

—Si —dijo Moriamis—, porque la pocion es infalible. Pero espera, también
he traido el otro frasco..., el frasco del pasado. Llévatelo contigo... porque,
jquien sabe!, puedes desear volver en algun momento a visitarme de nuevo.

Ambrosio tomé el frasco rojo y lo colocé en su tunica, junto al antiguo
manual de magia hiperboérea. Entonces, después de una adecuada despedida
de Moriamis, vacio con repentina resolucién el contenido de la copa.

El claro a la luz de la luna, el altar gris y Moriamis, todo desapareci6 en un
remolino de llamas y sombra. Le parecié a Ambrosio que estaba flotando sin fin

a través de golfos fantasmagodricos, a través del movimiento sin fin y el



derretirse de cosas inestables, el formarse momentaneo y el desvanecerse de
mundos irresolubles.

Al final, se encontré de nuevo sentado en la posada de Bonne Jouissance,
en lo que supuso que era la misma mesa ante la cual se habia sentado con el
Sieur des Emaux. Era pleno dia y el cuarto estaba lleno de gente, entre la cual
buscd en vano el rostro rubicundo del posadero, o de los sirvientes y el resto
de los huéspedes que habia visto previamente. Todos le resultaban
desconocidos; y el mobiliario estaba extrafnamente gastado y mas sucio de
como lo recordaba.

Notando la presencia de Ambrosio, la gente empez6 a mirarle con franca
curiosidad y asombro. Un hombre alto, con ojos doloridos y mandibula
cuadrada, avanzé apresuradamente con aire medio servil pero lleno de
impertinencia inquisitiva.

—¢Qué es lo que desea? — pregunto.

—¢ Es ésta la posada de Bonne Jouissance?

El posadero se le quedd mirando fijamente.

—No, ésta es la posada de Haute Espérance, de la cual he sido el tabernero
durante estos ultimos treinta afios. ¢No podia haber leido el cartel? Fue
llamada la posada de Bonne Jouissance en tiempos de mi padre, pero el
nombre fue cambiado después de su muerte.

A Ambrosio le invadio el terror.

—iPero si la posada tenia un nombre diferente y era llevada por un hombre
diferente cuando la visité, no hace mucho! —grit6 asombrado—. El posadero
era un hombre gordo y alegre que no se te parecia en lo mas minimo.

—Eso se corresponde con la descripcidon de mi padre —dijo el tabernero
mirando a Ambrosio de arriba a abajo con mas sospechas que nunca—. Lleva
muerto estos treinta afos de los que hablo, y seguramente tu no habias ni
nacido en el momento de su muerte.

Ambrosio empez6 a darse cuenta de lo que habia sucedido. La pocién
esmeralda, por algun error o exceso de potencia, jle habia conducido mucho
mas alla de su propio tiempo en el futuro!

—Debo continuar mi viaje a Vyones —dijo con una voz asombrada sin
comprender del todo las consecuencias de su situacion—. Tengo un mensaje

para el arzobispo Clemente... y no puedo retrasarme mas en entregarlo.



—ijPero si Clemente lleva muerto mas tiempo todavia que mi padre! —
exclamé el posadero—. ;De donde has salido, que ignoras esto? —resultaba
evidente, por sus modales, que habia empezado a dudar de la cordura de
Ambrosio. Otros, espiando la extrafa discusion, empezaban a amontonarse
alrededor y asaeteaban al monje con preguntas jocosas y, a veces, obscenas.

—¢Y qué hay de Azédarac, el obispo de Ximes? ;Esta él también muerto?
—pregunté Ambrosio, desesperadamente.

—Te refieres, sin duda, a San Azédarac. Vivi6 mas que Clemente, pero, sin
embargo, lleva muerto y canonizado debidamente treinta y dos afos. Algunos
dicen que no murid, sino que fue transportado al cielo en vida, y que su cuerpo
nunca fue enterrado en el gran mausoleo preparado para él en Ximes. Pero
esto es sin duda una simple leyenda.

Ambrosio fue dominado por una tristeza indescriptible y por la confusion.
Mientras tanto, la multitud a su alrededor habia aumentado, y. a pesar de sus
habitos, estaba siendo objeto de comentarios groseros y burlas.

—iEl buen hermano ha perdido el seso! —gritaban algunos.

—ijLos vinos de Averoigne son demasiado fuertes para él! —gritaban otros.

—¢En qué afio estamos? —exigid, en su desesperacion, Ambrosio.

—En el afio de nuestro Sefior de 1230 —replico el tabernero, rompiendo a
reir burlonamente—. ;Y en qué afio creias que estdbamos?

—Fue en el afo 1175 cuando visité por ultima vez la posada de Bonne
Jouissance —admitié Ambrosio. Su afirmacién fue recibida con gritos y burlas.

—Vaya, joven senor, en esa fecha no habias sido ni concebido —dijo el
tabernero. Entonces, recordando algo, adquirié un tono mas reflexivo—.
Cuando yo era un niflo, mi padre me hablé de un monje joven, mas o menos de
tu edad, que llegd a la posada de Bonne Jouissance una tarde de verano del
1175 y que desaparecio inexplicablemente después de tomar un trago de vino
tinto. Creo que su nombre era Ambrosio. Quiza tu eres ese Ambrosio y acabas
de regresar de una visita a ninguna parte —hizo un gesto burlén, y el nuevo
chiste corrié de boca en boca de los habituales de la taberna.

Ambrosio estaba intentando medir la gravedad de su problema. Su misién
era ahora inutil a causa de la muerte o desaparicion de Azédarac; y no
quedaba nadie en Averoigne que le reconociese o creyese su historia. Notd

con desesperacidon que era un extrafio en ese tiempo y entre gentes



desconocidas. Repentinamente, recordd el frasco rojo que le habia sido
entregado por Moriamis al despedirse. La pocion, como el filtro verde, podria
resultar incierta en su efecto; pero estaba dominado por un deseo que le
consumia por escapar de la extrana verglienza y el asombro de su actual
situacion. Ademas, deseaba a Moriamis como un nifo perdido afora a su
madre, y también el encanto de su visita al pasado pesaba sobre él como un
hechizo irresistible. Ignorando las caras burlonas y las voces a su alrededor,

saco el frasco de su pechera, lo abrié y se tragé su contenido...

Vv

Estaba de vuelta en el prado del bosque, junto al altar gigantesco. Moriamis se
hallaba de nuevo junto a él, hermosa y calida y en carne y hueso, mientras la
luna se ponia sobre las copas de los pinos. Parecia que apenas habia
transcurrido un momento desde que se despidié de su querida hechicera.

—Pensé que quiza volvieses —dijo Moriamis—, y decidi esperar un ratito.

Ambrosio le hablo de la singular desgracia que le habia acontecido en su
viaje en el tiempo.

Moriamis incliné la cabeza gravemente.

—El filtro verde era mas poderoso de lo que habia supuesto —comenté—.
Es afortunado, sin embargo, que el filtro rojo fuese igualmente fuerte, y pudiese
devolverte a mi a través de todos esos afos afiadidos. Tendras que quedarte
conmigo ahora, porque soélo poseia aquellos dos frascos. Espero que no lo
lamentes.

Ambrosio comenz6 a demostrar, de una manera algo inadecuada para un
monje, que la esperanza de ella estaba completamente justificada.

Ni entonces, ni en ningun otro momento, le dijo Moriamis que ella misma
habia reforzado ligeramente, y por igual, los dos filtros por medio de la férmula

privada que ella también le habia robado a Azédarac.

The Holiness Of Azedarac, V—1931

(Weird Tales, XI—33. Lost Worlds, X—44)

Trad. Arturo Villarubia

Los Mundos Perdidos (A Rendezvous In Averoigne, 1988)
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THE COLOSSUS OF YLOURGNE

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

|. THE FLIGHT OF THE NECROMANCER

he thrice-infamous nathaire, alchemist, astrologer and necromancer, with
his ten devil-given pupils, had departed very suddenly and under
circumstances of strict secrecy from the town of Vyones. It was widely
thought, among the people of that vicinage, that his departure had been
prompted by a salutary fear of ecclesiastical thumbscrews and faggots.
Other wizards, less notorious than he, had already gone to the stake during a
year of unusual inquisitory zeal; and it was well-known that Nathaire had
incurred the reprobation of the Church. Few, therefore, considered the reason
of his going a mystery; but the means of transit which he had employed, as well
as the destination of the sorcerer and his pupils, were regarded as more than

problematic.

A thousand dark and superstitious rumours were abroad; and passers made
the sign of the Cross when they neared the tall, gloomy house which Nathaire
had built in blasphemous proximity to the great cathedral and had filled with a
furniture of Satanic luxury and strangeness. Two daring thieves, who had
entered the mansion when the fact of its desertion became well established,
reported that much of this furniture, as well as the books and other
paraphernalia of Nathaire, had seemingly departed with its owner, doubtless to
the same fiery bourn. This served to augment the unholy mystery: for it was
patently impossible that Nathaire and his ten apprentices, with several cart-
loads of household belongings, could have passed the everguarded city gates

in any legitimate manner without the knowledge of the custodians.

It was said by the more devout and religious moiety that the Archfiend, with a

legion of bat-winged assistants, had borne them away bodily at moonless



midnight. There were clerics, and also reputable burghers, who professed to
have seen the flight of man-like shapes upon the blotted stars together with
others that were not men, and to have heard the wailing cries of the hell-bound

crew as they passed in an evil cloud over the roofs and city walls.

Others believed that the sorcerers had transported themselves from Vyones
through their own diabolic arts, and had withdrawn to some unfrequented
fastness where Nathaire, who had long been in feeble health, could hope to die
in such peace and serenity as might be enjoyed by one who stood between the
flames of the auto-da-fé and those of Abaddon. It was thought that he had lately
cast his own horoscope, for the first time in his fifty-odd years, and had read

therein an impending conjunction of disastrous planets, signifying early death.

Others still, among whom were certain rival astrologers and enchanters, said
that Nathaire had retired from the public view merely that he might commune
without interruption with various coadjutive demons; and thus might weave,
unmolested, the black spells of a supreme and lycanthropic malice. These
spells, they hinted, would in due time be visited upon Vyones and perhaps upon
the entire region of Averoigne; and would no doubt take the form of a fearsome
pestilence, or a wholesale invultuation, or a realm-wide incursion of succubi and

incubi.

Amid the seething of strange rumours, many half-forgotten tales were
recalled, and new legends were created overnight Much was made of the
obscure nativity of Nathaire and his dubitable wanderings before he had settled,
six years previous, in Vyones. People said that he was fiend-begotten, like the
fabled Merlin: his father being no less a personage than Alastor, demon of
revenge; and his mother a deformed and dwarfish sorceress. From the former,
he had taken his spitefulness and malignity; from the latter, his squat, puny

physique.

He had travelled in Orient lands, and had learned from Egyptian or Saracenic
masters the unhallowed art of necromancy, in whose practice he was

unrivalled. There were black whispers anent the use he had made of long-dead



bodies, of fleshless bones, and the service he had wrung from buried men that
the angel of doom alone could lawfully raise up. He had never been popular,
though many had sought his advice and assistance in the furthering of their own
more or less dubious affairs. Once, in the third year after his coming to Vyones,
he had been stoned in public because of his bruited necromancies, and had
been permanently lamed by a well-directed cobble. This injury, it was thought,
he had never forgiven; and he was said to return the antagonism of the clergy
with the hellish hatred of an Antichrist.

Apart from the sorcerous evils and abuses of which he was commonly
suspected, he had long been looked upon as a corrupter of youth. Despite his
minikin stature, his deformity and ugliness, he possessed a remarkable power,
a mesmeric persuasion; and his pupils, whom he was said to have plunged into
bottomless and ghoulish iniquities, were young men of the most brilliant
promise. On the whole, his vanishment was regarded as a quite providential

riddance.

Among the people of the city there was one man who took no part in the
sombre gossip and lurid speculation. This man was Gaspard du Nord, himself a
student of the proscribed sciences, who had been numbered for a year among
the pupils of Nathaire but had chosen to withdraw quietly from the master's
household after learning the enormities that would attend his further initiation.
He had, however, taken with him much rare and peculiar knowledge, together
with a certain insight into the baleful powers and night-dark motives of the

necromancer.

Because of this knowledge and insight, Gaspard preferred to remain silent
when he heard of Nathaire's departure. Also, he did not think it well to revive
the memory of his own past pupilage. Alone with his books, in a sparsely
furnished attic, he frowned above a small, oblong mirror, framed with an

arabesque of golden vipers, that had once been the property of Nathaire.

It was not the reflection of his own comely and youthful though subtly lined
face that caused him to frown. Indeed, the mirror was of another kind than that



which reflects the features of the gazer. In its depths, for a few instants, he had
beheld a strange and ominous-looking scene, whose participants were known
to him but whose location he could not recognize or orientate. Before he could
study it closely, the mirror had clouded as if with the rising of alchemic fumes,

and he had seen no more.

This clouding, he reflected, could mean only one thing: Nathaire had known
himself watched and had put forth a counterspell that rendered the clairvoyant
mirror useless. It was the realization of this fact, together with the brief, sinister
glimpse of Nathaire's present activities, that troubled Gaspard and caused a
chill horror to mount slowly in his mind: a horror that had not yet found a

palpable form or a name.

2. THE GATHERING OF THE DEAD

The departure of Nathaire and his pupils occurred in the late spring of 1281,
during the interlunar dark. Afterwards a new moon waxed above the flowery
fields and bright-leafed woods and waned in ghostly silver. With its waning,

people began to talk of other magicians and fresher mysteries.

Then, in the moon-deserted nights of early summer, there came a series of
disappearances far more unnatural and inexplicable than that of the dwarfish,

malignant sorcerer.

It was found one day, by grave-diggers who had gone early to their toil in a
cemetery outside the walls of Vyones, that no less than six newly occupied
graves had been opened, and the bodies, which were those of reputable
citizens, removed. On closer examination, it became all too evident that this
removal had not been effected by robbers. The coffins, which lay aslant or
stood protruding upright from the mould, offered all the appearance of having
been shattered from within as if by the use of extrahuman strength; and the
fresh earth itself was upheaved, as if the dead men, in some awful, untimely

resurrection, had actually dug their way to the surface.



The corpses had vanished utterly, as if hell had swallowed them; and, as far
as could be learned, there were no eyewitnesses of their fate. In those devil-
ridden times, only one explanation of the happening seemed credible: demons
had entered the graves and had taken bodily possession of the dead,

compelling them to arise and go forth.

To the dismay and horror of all Averoigne, the strange vanishment was
followed with appalling promptness by many others of a like sort. It seemed as
if an occult, resistless summons had been laid upon the dead. Nightly, for a
period of two weeks, the cemeteries of Vyones and also those of other towns,
of villages and hamlets, gave up a ghastly quota of their tenants. From brazen
bolted tombs, from common charnels, from shallow, unconsecrated trenches,
from the marble lidded vaults of churches and cathedrals, the weird exodus

went on without cessation.

Worse than this, if possible, there were newly ceremented corpses that leapt
from their biers or catafalques, and disregarding the horrified watchers, ran with
great bounds of automatic frenzy into the night, never to be seen again by those

who lamented them.

In every case, the missing bodies were those of young stalwart men who had
died but recently and had met their death through violence or accident rather
than wasting illness. Some were criminals who had paid the penalty of their
misdeeds; others were men-at-arms or constables, slain in the execution of
their duty. Knights who had died in tourney or personal combat were numbered
among them; and many were the victims of the robber bands who infested
Averoigne at that time. There were monks, merchants, nobles, yeomen, pages,
priests; but none, in any case, who had passed the prime of life. The old and

infirm, it seemed, were safe from the animating demons.

The situation was looked upon by the more superstitious as a veritable
omening of the world's end. Satan was making war with his cohorts and was

carrying the bodies of the holy dead into hellish captivity. The consternation



increased a hundredfold when it became plain that even the most liberal
sprinkling of holy water, the performance of the most awful and cogent
exorcisms, failed utterly to give protection against this diabolic ravishment. The
Church owned itself powerless to cope with the strange evil; and the forces of

secular law could do nothing to arraign or punish the intangible agency.

Because of the universal fear that prevailed, no effort was made to follow the
missing cadavers. Ghastly tales, however, were told by late wayfarers who had
met certain of these liches, striding alone or in companies along the roads of
Averoigne. They gave the appearance of being deaf, dumb, totally insensate,
and of hurrying with horrible speed and sureness towards a remote,
predestined goal. The general direction of their flight, it seemed, was eastward;
but only with the cessation of the exodus, which had numbered several hundred

people, did any one begin to suspect the actual destination of the dead.

This destination, it somehow became rumoured, was the ruinous castle of
Ylourgne, beyond the werewolf-haunted forest, in the outlying, semi-

mountainous hills of Averoigne.

Ylourgne, a great, craggy pile that had been built by a line of evil and
marauding barons now extinct, was a place that even the goatherds preferred
to shun. The wrathful spectres of its bloody lords were said to move turbulently
in its crumbling halls; and its chatelaines were the Undead. No one cared to
dwell in the shadow of its cliff-founded walls; and the nearest abode of living
men was a small Cistercian monastery, more than a mile away on the opposite

slope of the valley.

The monks of this austere brotherhood held little commerce with the world
beyond the hills; and few were the visitors who sought admission at their high-
perched portals. But, during that dreadful summer, following the
disappearances of the dead, a weird and disquieting tale went forth from the

monastery throughout Averoigne.



Beginning with late spring, the Cistercian monks were compelled to take
cognizance of sundry odd phenomena in the old, long-deserted ruins of
Ylourgne, which were visible from their windows, They had beheld flaring lights,
where lights should not have been: flames of uncanny blue and crimson that
shuddered behind the broken, weed-grown embrasures or rose starwards
above the jagged crenelations. Hideous noises had issued from the ruin by
night together with the flames; and the monks had heard a clangour as of
hellish anvils and hammers, a ringing of gigantic armour and maces, and had
deemed that Ylourgne was become a mustering-ground of devils. Mephitic
odours as of brimstone and burning flesh had floated across the valley; and
even by day, when the noises were silent and the lights no longer flared, a thin
haze of hell-blue vapour hung upon the battlements. It was plain, the monks
thought, that the place had been occupied from beneath by subterrestrial
beings; for no one was seen to approach it by way of the bare, open slopes and
crags. Observing these signs of the Archfoe's activity in their neighbourhood,
they crossed themselves with new fervour and frequency, and said their Paters
and Aves more interminably than before. Their toil and austerities, also, they
redoubled. Otherwise, since the old castle was a place abandoned by men,
they took no heed of the supposed occupation, deeming it well to mind their

own affairs unless in case of overt Satanic hostility.

They kept a careful watch; but for several weeks they saw no one who
actually entered Ylourgne or emerged therefrom. Except for the nocturnal lights
and noises, and the hovering vapour by day, there was no proof of tenantry
either human or diabolic. Then, one morning, in the valley below the terraced
gardens of the monastery, two brothers, hoeing weeds in a carrot-patch, beheld
the passing of a singular train of people who came from the direction of the
great forest of Averoigne and went upwards climbing the steep, chasmy slope

towards Ylourgne.

These people, the monks averred, were striding along in great haste, with
stiff but flying steps; and all were strangely pale of feature and were habited in
the garments of the grave. The shrouds of some were torn and ragged; and all

were dusty with travel or grimed with the mould of interment. The people



numbered a dozen or more; and after them, at intervals, there came several
stragglers, attired like the rest. With marvellous agility and speed, they mounted

the hill and disappeared at length amid the lowering walls of Ylourgne.

At this time, no rumour of the ravished graves and biers had reached the
Cistercians. The tale was brought to them later, after they had beheld, on many
successive mornings, the passing of small or great companies of the dead
towards the devil-taken castle. Hundreds of these liches, they swore, had filed
by beneath the monastery; and doubtless many others had gone past unnoted
in the dark. None, however, were seen to come forth from Ylourgne, which had

swallowed them up like the undisgorging Pit.

Though direly frightened and sorely scandalized, the brothers still thought it
well to refrain from action. Some, the hardiest, irked by all these flagrant signs
of evil, had desired to visit the ruins with holy water and lifted crucifixes, But
their abbot, in his wisdom, enjoined them to wait. In the meanwhile, the

nocturnal flames grew brighter, the noises louder.

Also, in the course of this waiting, while incessant prayers went up from the
little monastery, a frightful thing occurred. One of the brothers, a stout fellow
named Theophile, in violation of the rigorous discipline, had made over-frequent
visits to the wine-casks. No doubt he had tried to drown his pious horror at
these untoward happenings, At any rate, after his potations, he had the ill-luck

to wander out among the precipices and break his neck.

Sorrowing for his death and dereliction, the brothers laid Theophile in the
chapel and chanted their masses for his soul. These masses, in the dark hours
before morning, were interrupted by the untimely resurrection of the dead monk,
who, with his head lolling horribly on his broken neck, rushed as if fiend-ridden
from the chapel and ran down the hill towards the demon flames and clamours

of Ylourgne.

3. THE TESTIMONY OF THE MONKS



Following the above-related occurrence, two of the brothers who had
previously desired to visit the haunted castle again applied to the abbot for this
permission, saying that God would surely aid them in avenging the abduction of
Theophile's body as well as the taking of many others from consecrated
ground. Marvelling at the hardihood of these lusty monks, who preposed to
beard the Arch-enemy in his lair, the abbot permitted them to go forth, furnished
with aspergilluses and flasks of holy water, and bearing great crosses of
hornbeam, such as would have served for maces with which to brain an

armoured knight.

The monks, whose names were Bernard and Stephane, went boldly up at
middle forenoon to assail the evil stronghold. It was an arduous climb, among
overhanging boulders and along slippery scarps; but both were stout and agile,
and, moreover, well accustomed to such climbing. Since the day was sultry and
airless, their white robes were soon stained with sweat; but pausing only for
brief prayer, they pressed on; and in good season they neared the castle, upon
whose grey, time-eroded ramparts they could still descry no evidence of

occupation or activity.

The deep moat that had once surrounded the place was now dry, and had
been partly filled by crumbling earth and detritus from the walls. The drawbridge
had rotted away; but the blocks of the barbican, collapsing into the moat, had
made a sort of rough causey on which it was possible to cross. Not without
trepidation, and lifting their crucifixes as warriors lift their weapons in the
escalade of an armed fortress, the brothers climbed over the ruin of the

barbican into the courtyard.

This too, like the battlements, was seemingly deserted. Overgrown nettles,
rank grasses and sapling trees were rooted between its paving-stones. The
high, massive donjon, the chapel, and that portion of the castellated structure
containing the great hall, had preserved their main outlines after centuries of
dilapidation. To the left of the broad bailey, a doorway yawned like the mouth of

a dark cavern in the cliffy mass of the hall-building; and from this doorway there



issued a thin, bluish vapour, writhing in phantom coils towards the unclouded

heavens.

Approaching the doorway, the brothers beheld a gleaming of red fires within,
like the eyes of dragons blinking through infernal murk. They felt sure that the
place was an outpost of Erebus, an ante-chamber of the Pit; but nevertheless,
they entered bravely, chanting loud exorcisms and brandishing their mighty

crosses of hornbeam.

Passing through the cavernous doorway, they could see but indistinctly in the
gloom, being somewhat blinded by the summer sunlight they had left. Then,
with the gradual clearing of their vision, a monstrous scene was limned before
them, with evergrowing details of crowding horror and grotesquery. Some of the
details were obscure and mysteriously terrifying; others, all too plain, were

branded as if with sudden, ineffaceable hell-fire on the minds of the monks.

They stood on the threshold of a colossal chamber, which seemed to have
been made by the tearing down of upper floors and inner partitions adjacent to
the castle hall, itself a room of huge extent. The chamber seemed to recede
through interminable shadow, shafted with sunlight falling through the rents of

ruin: sunlight that was powerless to dissipate the infernal gloom and mystery.

The monks averred later that they saw many people moving about the place,
together with sundry demons, some of whom were shadowy and gigantic, and
others barely to be distinguished from the men. These people, as well as their
familiars, were occupied with the tending of reverberatory furnaces and
immense pear-shaped and gourd-shaped vessels such as were used in
alchemy. Some, also, were stooping above great fuming cauldrons, like
sorcerers, busy with the brewing of terrible drugs. Against the opposite wall,
there were two enormous vats, built of stone and mortar, whose circular sides
rose higher than a man's head, so that Bernard and Stephane were unable to
determine their contents. One of the vats gave forth a whitish glimmering; the

other, a ruddy luminosity.



Near the vats, and somewhat between them, there stood a sort of low couch
or litter, made of luxurious, weirdly figured fabrics such as the Saracens weave.
On this the monks discerned a dwarfish being, pale and wizened, with eyes of
chill flame that shone like evil beryls through the dusk. The dwarf, who had all
the air of a feeble moribund, was supervising the toils of the men and their

familiars.

The dazed eyes of the brothers began to comprehend other details. They
saw that several corpses, among which they recognized that of Theophile, were
lying on the middle floor, together with a heap of human bones that had been
wrenched asunder at the joints, and great lumps of flesh piled like the carvings
of butchers. One of the men was lifting the bones and dropping them into a
cauldron beneath which there glowed a rubycoloured fire; and another was
flinging the lumps of flesh into a tub filled with some hueless liquid that gave

forth an evil hissing as of a thousand serpents.

Others had stripped the grave-clothes from one of the cadavers, and were
starting to assail it with long knives. Others still were mounting rude flights of
stone stairs along the walls of the immense vats, carrying vessels filled with

semi-liquescent matters which they emptied over the high rims.

Appalled at this vision of human and Satanic turpitude, and feeling a more
than righteous indignation, the monks resumed their chanting of sonorous
exorcisms and rushed forward. Their entrance, it appeared, was not perceived

by the heinously occupied crew of sorcerers and devils.

Bernard and Stephane, filled with an ardour of godly wrath, were about to
fling themselves upon the butchers who had started to assail the dead body.
This corpse they recognized as being that of a notorious outlaw, named
Jacques Le Loupgarou, who had been slain a few days previous in combat with
the officers of the state. Le Loupgarou, noted for his brawn, his cunning and his
ferocity, had long terrorized the woods and highways of Averoigne. His great
body had been half eviscerated by the swords of the constabulary; and his

beard was stiff and purple with the dried blood of a ghastly wound that had



cloven his face from temple to mouth. He had died unshriven, but nevertheless,
the monks were unwilling to see his helpless cadaver put to some unhallowed

use beyond the surmise of Christians.

The pale, malignant-looking dwarf had now perceived the brothers. They
heard him cry out in a shrill, imperatory tone that rose above the ominous hiss

of the cauldrons and the hoarse mutter of men and demons.

They knew not his words, which were those of some outlandish tongue and
sounded like an incantation. Instantly, as if in response to an order, two of the
men turned from their unholy chemistry, and lifting copper basins filled with an
unknown, fetid liquor, hurled the contents of these vessels in the faces of

Bernard and Stephane.

The brothers were blinded by the stinging fluid, which bit their flesh as with
many serpents' teeth; and they were overcome by the noxious fumes, so that
their great crosses dropped from their hands and they both fell unconscious on

the castle floor.

Recovering anon their sight and their other senses, they found that their
hands had been tied with heavy thongs of gut, so that they were now helpless
and could no longer wield their crucifixes or the sprinklers of holy water which

they carried.

In this ignominious condition, they heard the voice of the evil dwarf,
commanding them to arise. They obeyed, though clumsily and with difficulty,
being denied the assistance of their hands. Bernard, who was still sick with the
poisonous vapour he had inhaled, fell twice before he succeeded in standing
erect; and his discomfiture was greeted with a cachinnation of foul, obscene

laughter from the assembled sorcerers.

Now, standing, the monks were taunted by the dwarf, who mocked and

reviled them, with appalling blasphemies such as could be uttered only by a



bond-servant of Satan. At last, according to their sworn testimony, he said to

them:

"Return to your kennel, ye whelps of laldabaoth, and take with you this

message: They that came here as many shall go forth as one."

Then, in obedience to a dreadful formula spoken by the dwarf, two of the
familiars, who had the shape of enormous and shadowy beasts, approached
the body of Le Loupgarou and that of Brother Theophile. One of the foul
demons, like a vapour that sinks into a marsh, entered the bloody nostrils of Le
Loupgarou, disappearing inch by inch, till its horned and bestial head was
withdrawn from sight. The other, in like manner, went in through the nostrils of
Brother Theophile, whose head lay weird athwart his shoulder on the broken

neck.

Then, when the demons had completed their possession, the bodies, in a
fashion horrible to behold, were raised up from the castle floor, the one with
ravelled entrails hanging from its wide wounds, the other with a head that
dropped forward loosely on its bosom. Then, animated by their devils, the
cadavers took up the crosses of hornbeam that had been dropped by Stephane
and Bernard; and using the crosses for bludgeons, they drove the monks in
ignominious flight from the castle, amid a loud, tempestuous howling of infernal
laughter from the dwarf and his necromantic crew. And the nude corpse of Le
Loupgarou and the robed cadaver of Theophile followed them far on the chasm-
riven slopes below Ylourgne, striking great blows with the crosses, so that the

backs of the two Cistercians were become a mass of bloody bruises.

After a defeat so signal and crushing, no more of the monks were
emboldened to go up against Ylourgne. The whole monastery, thereafter,
devoted itself to triple austerities, to quadrupled prayers; and awaiting the
unknown will of God, and the equally obscure machinations of the Devil,

maintained a pious faith that was somewhat tempered with trepidation.



In time, through goatherds who visited the monks, the tale of Stephane and
Bernard went forth throughout Averoigne, adding to the grievous alarm that had
been caused by the wholesale disappearance of the dead. No one knew what
was really going on in the haunted castle or what disposition had been made of
the hundreds of migratory corpses; for the light thrown on their fate by the
monks' story, though lurid and frightful, was all too inconclusive; and the

message sent by the dwarf was somewhat cabalistic.

Everyone felt, however, that some gigantic menace, some black, infernal
enchantment, was being brewed within the ruinous walls. The malign, moribund
dwarf was all too readily identified with the missing sorcerer, Nathaire; and his

underlings, it was plain, were Nathaire's pupils.

4. THE GOING-FORTH OF GASPARD DU NORD

Alone in his attic chamber, Gaspard du Nord, student of alchemy and sorcery
and quondam pupil of Nathaire, sought repeatedly, but always in vain, to
consult the viper-circled mirror. The glass remained obscure and cloudy, as with
the risen fumes of Satanical alembics or baleful necromantic braziers. Haggard
and weary with long nights of watching, Gaspard knew that Nathaire was even

more vigilant than he.

Reading with anxious care the general configuration of the stars, he found
the foretokening of a great evil that was to come upon Averoigne. But the

nature of the evil was not clearly shown.

In the meanwhile the hideous resurrection and migration of the dead was
taking place. All Averoigne shuddered at the manifold enormity. Like the
timeless night of a Memphian plague, terror settled everywhere; and people
spoke of each new atrocity in bated whispers, without daring to voice the
execrable tale aloud. To Gaspard, as to everyone, the whispers came; and
likewise, after the horror had apparently ceased in early midsummer, there

came the appalling story of the Cistercian monks.



Now, at last, the long-baffled watcher found an inkling of that which he
sought. The hiding-place of the fugitive necromancer and his apprentices, at
least, had been uncovered; and the disappearing dead were clearly traced to
their bourn. But still, even for the percipient Gaspard, there remained an
undeclared enigma: the exact nature of the abominable brew, the hell-dark
sorcery, that Nathaire was concocting in his remote den. Gaspard felt sure of
one thing only: the dying, splenetic dwarf, knowing that his allotted time was
short, and hating the people of Averoigne with a bottomless rancour, would

prepare an enormous and maleficent magic without parallel.

Even with his knowledge of Nathaire's proclivities, and his awareness of the
well-nigh inexhaustible arcanic science, the reserves of pit-deep wizardry
possessed by the dwarf, he could form only vague, terrifical conjectures anent
the incubated evil. But, as time went on, he felt an ever-deepening oppression,
the adumbration of a monstrous menace crawling from the dark rim of the
world. He could not shake off his disquietude; and finally he resolved despite
the obvious perils of such an excursion, to pay a secret visit to the

neightborhood of Ylourgne.

Gaspard, though he came of a well-to-do family, was at that time in
straitened circumstances; for his devotion to a somewhat doubtful science had
been disapproved by his father. His sole income was a small pittance, purveyed
secretly to the youth by his mother and sister. This sufficed for his meagre food,
the rent of his room, and a few books and instruments and chemicals; but it
would not permit the purchase of a horse or even a humble mule for the

proposed journey of more than forty miles.

Undaunted, he set forth on foot, carrying only a dagger and a wallet of food.
He timed his wanderings so that he would reach Ylourgne at nightfall in the
rising of a full moon. Much of his journey lay through the great, lowering forest,
which approached the very walls of Vyones on the eastern side and ran in a
sombre arc through Averoigne to the mouth of the rocky valley below Ylourgne.

After a few miles, he emerged from the mighty wood of pines and oaks and



larches; and thenceforward, for the first day, followed the river Isoile thiough an
open, well-peopled plain. He spent the warm summer night beneath a beech-
tree, in the vicinity of a small village, not caring to sleep in the lonely woods
where robbers and wolves — and creatures of a more baleful repute — were

commonly supposed to dwell.

At evening of the second day, after passing through the wildest and oldest
portion of the immemorial wood, he came to the steep, stony valley that led to
his destination. This valley was the fountain-head of the lIsoile, which had
dwindled to a mere rivulet. In the brown twilight, between sunset and moonrise,
he saw the lights of the Cistercian monastery; and opposite, on the piled,
forbidding scarps, the grim and rugged mass of the ruinous stronghold of
Ylourgne, with wan and wizard fires flickering behind its high embrasures. Apart
from these fires, there was no sign of occupation; and he did not hear at any

time the dismal noises reported by the monks.

Gaspard waited till the round moon, yellow as the eye of some immense
nocturnal bird, had begun to peer above the darkling valley. Then, very
cautiously, since the neighbourhood was strange to him, he started to make his

way towards the sombre, brooding castle.

Even for one well-used to such climbing, the escalade would have offered
enough difficulty and danger by moonlight. Several times, finding himself at the
bottom of a sheer cliff, he was compelled to retrace his hard-won progress; and
often he was saved from falling only by stunted shrubs and briars that had
taken root in the niggard soil. Breathless, with torn raiment and scored and
bleeding hands, he gained at length the shoulder of the craggy height, below

the walls.

Here he paused to recover breath and recuperate his flagging strength. He
could see from his vantage the pale reflection as of hidden flames, that beat
upwards on the inner walls of the high-built donjon. He heard a low hum of

confused noises, whose distance and direction were alike baffling. Sometimes



they seemed to float downwards from the black battlements, sometimes to

issue from subterranean depths far in the hill.

Apart from this remote, ambiguous hum, the night was locked in a mortal
stillness. The very winds appeared to shun the vicinity of the dread castle. An
unseen, clammy cloud of paralyzing evil hung removeless upon all things; and
the pale, swollen moon, the patroness of witches and sorcerers, distilled her

green poison above the crumbling towers in a silence older than time.

Gaspard felt the obscenely clinging weight of a more burdenous thing than
his own fatigue when he resumed his progress towards the barbican. Invisible
webs of the waiting, ever-gathering evil seemed to impede him. The slow,
noisome flapping of intangible wings was heavy in his face. He seemed to
breathe a surging wind from unfathomable vaults and caverns of corruption.
Inaudible howlings, derisive or minatory, thronged in his ears, and foul hands
appeared to thrust him back. But, bowing his head as if against a blowing gale,
he went on and climbed the mounded ruin of the barbican, into the weedy

courtyard.

The place was deserted, to all seeming; and much of it was still deep in the
shadows of the walls and turrets. Near by, in the black, silver-crenellated pile,
Gaspard saw the open, cavernous doorway described by the monks. It was it
from within by a lurid glare, wannish and eerie as marsh-fires. The humming
noise, now audible as a muttering of voices, issued from the doorway; and
Gaspard thought that he could see dark, sooty figures moving rapidly in the lit

interior.

Keeping in the farther shadows, he stole along the courtyard, making a sort
of circuit amid the ruins. He did not dare to approach the open entrance for fear

of being seen; though, as far as he could tell, the place was unguarded.

He came to the donjon, on whose upper wall the wan light flickered obliquely
through a sort of rift in the long building adjacent. This opening was at some

distance from the ground; and Gaspard saw that it had been formerly the door



to a stony balcony. A flight of broken steps led upwards along the wall to the
half-crumbled remnant of this balcony; and it occurred to the youth that he

might climb the steps and peer unobserved into the interior of Ylourgne.

Some of the stairs were missing; and all were in heavy shadow. Gaspard
found his way precariously to the balcony, pausing once in considerable alarm
when a fragment of the worn stone, loosened by his footfall, dropped with a
loud clattering on the courtyard flags below. Apparently it was unheard by the

occupants of the castle; and after a little he resumed his climbing.

Cautiously he neared the large, ragged opening through which the light
poured upwards. Crouching on a narrow ledge, which was all that remained of
the balcony, he peered in on a most astounding and terrific spectacle, whose
details were so bewildering that he could barely comprehend their import till

after many minutes.

It was plain that the story told by the monks — allowing for their religious bias
— had been far from extravagant. Almost the whole interior of the half-ruined
pile had been torn down and dismantled to afford room for the activities of
Nathaire. This demolition in itself was a superhuman task for whose execution

the sorcerer must have employed a legion of familiars as well as his ten pupils.

The vast chamber was fitfully illumed by the glare of athanors and braziers;
and, above all, by the weird glimmering from the huge stone vats. Even from his
high vantage, the watcher could not see the contents of these vats; but a white
luminosity poured, upwards from the rim of one of them, and a flesh-tinted
phosphorescence from the other.

Gaspard had seen certain of the experiments and evocations of Nathaire,
and was all too familiar with the appurtenances of the dark arts. Within certain
limits, he was not squeamish; nor was it likely that he would have been terrified
overmuch by the shadowy, uncouth shapes of demons who toiled in the pit
below him side by side with the blackclad pupils of the sorcerer. But a cold

horror clutched his heart when he saw the incredible, enormous thing that



occupied the central floor: the colossal human skeleton a hundred feet in
length, stretching for more than the extent of the old castle hall; the skeleton
whose bony right foot the group of men and devils, to all appearance, were

busily clothing with human flesh!

The prodigious and macabre framework, complete in every part, with ribs like
arches of some Satanic nave, shone as if it were still heated by the fires of an
infernal welding. It seemed to shimmer and burn with unnatural life, to quiver
with malign disquietude in the flickering glare and gloom. The great
fingerbones, curving claw-like on the floor, appeared as if they were about to
close upon some helpless prey. The tremendous teeth were set in an
everlasting grin of sardonic cruelty and malice. The hollow eye-sockets, deep
as Tartarean wells, appeared to seethe with myriad, mocking lights, like the

eyes of elementals swimming upwards in obscene shadow.

Gaspard was stunned by the shocking and stupendous fantasmagoria that
yawned before him like a peopled hell. Afterwards he was never wholly sure of
certain things, and could remember very little of the actual manner in which the
work of the men and their assistants was being carried on. Dim, dubious, bat-
like creatures seemed to be flitting to and fro between one of the stone vats and
the group that toiled like sculptors, clothing the bony foot with a reddish plasm
which they applied and moulded like so much clay. Gaspard thought, but was
not certain later, that this plasm, which gleamed as if with mingled blood and
fire, was being brought from the rosy-litten vat in vessels borne by the claws of
the shadowy flying creatures. None of them, however, approached the other

vat, whose wannish light was momently enfeebled, as if it were dying down.

He looked for the minikin figure of Nathaire, whom he could not distinguish in
the crowded scene. The sick necromancer — if he had not already succumbed
to the little-known disease that had long wasted him like an inward flame — was
no doubt hidden from view by the colossal skeleton and was perhaps directing

the labours of the men and demons from his couch.



Spellbound on that precarious ledge, the watcher failed to hear the furtive,
cat-like feet that were climbing behind him on the ruinous stairs. Too late, he
heard the clink of a loose fragment close upon his heels; and turning in
startlement, he toppled into sheer oblivion beneath the impact of a cudgel-like
blow, and did not even know that the beginning fall of his body towards the

courtyard had been arrested by his assailant's arms.

5. THE HORROR OF YLOURGNE

Gaspard, returning from his dark plunge into Lethean emptiness, found
himself gazing into the eyes of Nathaire: those eyes of liquid night and ebony, in
which swam the chill, malignant fires of stars that had gone down to irremeable
perdition. For some time, in the confusion of his senses, he could see nothing
but the eyes, which seemed to have drawn him forth like baleful magnets from
his swoon. Apparently disembodied, or set in a face too vast for human
cognizance, they burned before him in chaotic murk; Then, by degrees, he saw
the other features of the sorcerer, and the details of a lurid scene; and became

aware of his own situation.

Trying to lift his hands to his aching head, he found that they were bound
tightly together at the wrists. He was half lying, half leaning against an object
with hard planes and edges that irked his back. This object he discovered to be
a sort of alchemic furnace, or athanor, part of a litter of disused apparatus that
stood or lay on the castle floor. Cupels, aludels, cucurbits, like enormous
gourds and globes, were mingled in strange confusion with the piled, iron-

clasped books and the sooty cauldrons and braziers of a darker science.

Nathaire, propped among Saracenic cushions with arabesques of sullen gold
and fulgurant scarlet, was peering upon him from a kind of improvised-couch,
made with bales of Orient rugs and arrases, to whose luxury the rude walls of
the castle, stained with mould and mottled with dead fungi, offered a grotesque
foil. Dim lights and evilly swooping shadows flickered across the scene; and

Gaspard could hear a guttural hum of voices behind him. Twisting his head a



litle, he saw one of the stone vats, whose rosy luminosity was blurred and

blotted by vampire wings that went to and fro.

"Welcome," said Nathaire, after an interval in which the student began to
perceive the fatal progress of illness in the painpinched features before him.
"So Gaspard du Nord has come to see his former master!" The harsh,
imperatory voice, with demoniac volume, issued appallingly from the wizened

frame.

"l have come," said Gaspard, in laconic echo. "Tell me, what devil's work is
this in which | find you engaged? And what have you done with the dead bodies

that were stolen by your accursed familiars?"

The frail, dying body of Nathaire, as if possessed by some sardonic fiend,
rocked to and fro on the luxurious couch in a long, violent gust of laughter,

without other reply.

"If your looks bear creditable witness," said Gaspard, when the baleful
laughter had ceased, "you are mortally ill, and the time is short in which you can
hope to atone for your deeds of malice and make your peace with God — if
indeed it still be possible for you to make peace. What foul and monstrous brew

are you preparing, to ensure the ultimate perdition of your soul?"

The dwarf was again seized by a spasm of diabolic mirth.

"Nay, nay, my good Gaspard," he said finally. "I have made another bond
than the one with which puling cowards try to purchase the good will and
forgiveness of the heavenly Tyrant. Hell may take me in the end, if it will; but
Hell has paid, and will still pay, an ample and goodly price. | must die soon, it is
true, for my doom is written in the stars: but in death, by the grace of Satan, |
live again, and shall go forth endowed with the mighty thews of the Anakim, to
visit vengeance on the people of Averoigne, who have long hated me for my

necromantic wisdom and have held me in derision for my dwarf stature."



"What madness is this whereof you dream?" asked the youth, appalled by
the more than human frenzy and malignity that seemed to dilate the shrunken

frame of Nathaire and stream in Tartarean lustre from his eyes.

"It is no madness, but a veritable thing: a miracle, mayhap, as life itself is a
miracle.... From the fresh bodies of the dead, which otherwise would have
rotted away in charnel foulness, my pupils and familiars are making for me,
beneath my instruction, the giant form whose skeleton you have beheld. My
soul, at the death of its present body, will pass into this colossal tenement
through the working of certain spells of transmigration in which my faithful

assistants have also been carefully instructed.

"If you had remained with me, Gaspard, and had not drawn back in your
petty, pious squeamishness from the marvels and profundities that | should
have unveiled for you, it would now be your privilege to share in the creation of
this prodigy.... And if you had come to Ylourgne a little sooner in your
presumptuous prying, | might have made a certain use of your stout bones and
muscles... the same use | have made of other young men, who died through
accident or violence. But it is too late even for this, since the building of the
bones has been completed, and it remains only to invest them with human
flesh. My good Gaspard, there is nothing whatever to be done with you —
except to put you safely out of the way. Providentially, for this purpose, there is
an oubliette beneath the castle: a somewhat dismal lodging-place, no doubt, but

one that was made strong and deep by the grim lords of Ylourgne."

Gaspard was unable to frame any reply to this sinister and extraordinary
speech. Searching his horror-frozen brain for words, he felt himself seized from
behind by the hands of unseen beings who had come, no doubt, in answer to
some gesture of Nathaire: a gesture which the captive had not perceived. He
was blindfolded with some heavy fabric, mouldy and musty as a gravecloth, and
was led stumbling through the litter of strange apparatus, and down a winding
flight of ruinous, narrow stairs from which the noisome breath of stagnating

water, mingled with the oily muskiness of serpents, arose to meet him.



He appeared to descend for a distance that would admit of no return. Slowly
the stench grew stronger, more insupportable; the stairs ended; a door clanged
sullenly on rusty hinges; and Gaspard was thrust forward on a damp, uneven

floor that seemed to have been worn away by myriad feet.

He heard the grating of a ponderous slab of stone. His wrists were untied,
the bandage was removed from his eyes, and he saw by the light of flickering
torches a round hole that yawned in the oozing floor at his feet. Beside it was
the lifted slab that had formed its lid. Before he could turn to see the faces of his
captors, to learn if they were men or devils, he was seized rudely and thrust into
the gaping hole, He fell through Erebus-like darkness, for what seemed an
immense distance, before he struck bottom. Lying half stunned in a shallow,
fetid pool, he heard the funereal thud of the heavy slab as it slid back into place

far above him.

6. THE VAULTS OF YLOURGNE

Gaspard was revived, after a while, by the chillness of the water in which he
lay. His garments were half soaked; and the slimy mephitic pool, as he
discovered by his first movement, was within an inch of his mouth. He could
hear a steady, monotonous dripping somewhere in the rayless night of his
dungeon. He staggered to his feet, finding that his bones were still intact, and
began a cautious exploration, Foul drops fell upon his hair and lifted face as he
moved; his feet slipped and splashed in the rotten water; there were angry,

vehement hissings, and serpentine coils slithered coldly across his ankles.

He soon came to a rough wall of stone, and following the wall with his finger-
tips, he tried to determine the extent of the oubliette. The place was more or
less circular, without corners, and he failed to form any just idea of its circuit.
Somewhere in his wanderings, he found a shelving pile of rubble that rose
above the water against the wall; and here, for the sake of comparative dryness
and comfort, he ensconced himself, after dispossessimg a number of outraged

reptiles. These creatures, it seemed, were inoffensive, and probably belonged



to some species of watersnake; but he shivered at the touch of their clammy

scales.

Sitting on the rubble-heap, Gaspard reviewed in his mind the various horrors
of a situation that was infinitely dismal and desperate. He had learned the
incredible, soul-shaking secret of Ylourgne, the unimaginably monstrous and
blasphemous project of Nathaire; but now, immured in this noisome hole as in a
subterranean tomb, in depths beneath the devil-haunted pile, he could not even

warn the world of imminent menace.

The wallet of food, now more than half empty, with which he had started from
Vyones, was still hanging at his back; and he assured himself by investigation
that his captors had not troubled to deprive him of his dagger. Gnawing a crust
of stale bread in the darkness, and caressing with his hand the hilt of the

precious weapon, he sought for some rift in the all-environing despair.

He had no means of measuring the black hours that went over him with the
slowness of a slime-clogged river, crawling in blind silence to a subterrene sea.
The ceaseless drip of water, probably from sunken hill-springs that had supplied
the castle in former years alone broke the stiliness; but the sound became in
time an equivocal monotone that suggested to his half-delirious mind the
mirthless and perpetual chuckling of unseen imps. At last, from sheer bodily

exhaustion, he fell into troubled nightmare-ridden chamber.

He could not tell if it were night or noon in the world without when he
awakened; for the same stagnant darkness, unrelieved by ray or glimmer,
brimmed the oubliette. Shivering, he became aware of a steady draught that
blew upon him: a dank, unwholesome air, like the breath of unsunned vaults
that had wakened into cryptic life and activity during his sleep. He had not
noticed the draught heretofore; and his numb brain was startled into sudden
hope by the intimation which it conveyed. Obviously there was some
underground rift or channel through which the air entered; and this rift might

somehow prove to be a place of egress from the oubliette.



Getting to his feet, he groped uncertainly forward in the direction of the
draught. He stumbled over something that cracked and broke beneath his
heels, and narrowly checked himself from falling on his face in tbe slimy,
serpent-haunted pool. Before he could investigate the obstruction or resume his
blind groping, he heard a harsh, grating noise above, and a wavering shaft of
yellow light came down through the oubliette's opened mouth. Dazzled, he
looked up, and saw the round hole ten or twelve feet overhead, through which a
dark hand had reached down with a flaring torch. A small basket, containing a
loaf of coarse bread and a bottle of wine, was being lowered at the end of a

cord.

Gaspard took the bread and wine, and the basket was drawn up. Before the
withdrawal of the torch and the re-depositing of the slab, he contrived to make a
hasty survey of his dungeon. The place was roughly circular, as he had
surmised, and was perhaps fifteen feet in diameter. The thing over which he
had stumbled was a human skeleton, lying half on the rubble-heap, half in the
filthy water. It was brown and rotten with age, and its garments had long melted

away in patches of liquid mould.

The walls were guttered and runnelled by centuries of ooze and their very
stone, it seemed, was rotting slowly to decay. In the opposite side, at the
bottom, he saw the opening he had, suspected: a low mouth, not much bigger
than a foxes' hole, into which the sluggish water fiowed. His heart sank at the
sight; for, even if the water were deeper than it seemed, the hole was far too
strait for the passage of a man's body. In a state of hopelessness that was like
a veritable suffocation, he found his way back to the rubble-pile when the light

had been withdrawn.

The loaf of bread and the bottle of wine were still in his hands. Mechanically,
with dull, sodden hunger, he munched and drank. Afterwards he felt stronger;
and the sour, common wine served to warm him and perhaps helped to inspire

him with the idea which he presently conceived.



Finishing the bottle, he found his way across the dungeon to the low, burrow-
like hole. The entering air current had strengthened, and this he took for a good
omen, Drawing his dagger, he started to pick with the point at the half-rotten,
decomposing wall, in an effort to enlarge the opening. He was forced to kneel in
noisome silt; and the writhing coils of water-snakes, hissing frightfully, crawled
across his legs as he worked. Evidently the hole was their means of ingress
and egress, to and from the oubliette.

The stone crumbled readily beneath his dagger, and Gaspard forgot the
horror and ghastliness of his situation in the hope of escape. He had no means
of knowing the thickness of the wall; or the nature and extent of the subterrenes
that lay beyond; but he felt sure that there was some channel of connection with

the outer air.

For hours or days, it seemed, he toiled with his dagger, digging blindly at the
soft wall and removing the débris that splashed in the water beside him. After a
while, prone on his belly, he crept into the hole he had enlarged; and burrowing

like some laborious mole, he made his way onwards inch by inch.

At last, to his prodigious relief, the dagger-point went through into empty
space. He broke away with his hands the thin shell of obstructing stone that
remained; then, crawling on in the darkness, he found that he could stand

upright on a sort of shelving floor.

Straightening his cramped limbs, he moved on very cautiously. He was in a
narrow vault or tunnel, whose sides he could touch simultaneously with his
outstretched finger-tips. The floor was a downwards incline; and the water
deepened, rising to his knees and then to his waist, Probably the place had
once been used as an underground exit from the castle; and the roof, falling in,

had dammed the water.

More than a little dismayed, Gaspard began to wonder if he had exchanged
the foul, skeleton-haunted oubliette for something even worse. The night

around and before him was still untouched by any ray, and the air-current,



though strong, was laden with dankness and mouldiness as of interminable

vaults.

Touching the tunnel-sides at intervals as he plunged hesitantly into the
deepening water, he found a sharp angle, giving upon free space at his right.
The space proved to be the mouth of an intersecting passage, whose flooded
bottom was at least level and went no deeper into the stagnant foulness,
Exploring it, he stumbled over the beginning of a flight of upward steps.

Mounting these through the shoaling water, he soon found himself on dry stone.

The stairs, narrow, broken, irregular, without landings, appeared to wind in
some eternal spiral that was coiled lightlessly about the bowels of Ylourgne.
They were close and stifling as a tomb, and plainly they were not the source of
the air-current which Gaspard had started to follow. Whither they would lead he
knew not; nor could he tell if they were the same stairs by which he had been
conducted to his dungeon. But he climbed steadily, pausing only at long
intervals to regain his breath as best he could in the dead, mephitis-burdened

air.

At length, in the solid darkness, far above, he began to hear a mysterious,
muffled sound: a dull but recurrent crash as of mighty blocks and masses of
falling stone. The sound was unspeakably ominous and dismal, and it seemed
to shake the unfathomable walls around Gaspard, and to thrill with a sinister

vibration in the steps on which he trod,

He climbed now with redoubled caution and alertness, stopping ever and
anon to listen. The recurrent crashing noise grew louder, more ominous, as if it
were immediately above; and the listener crouched on the dark stairs for a time
that might have been many minutes, without daring to go farther. At last, with
disconcerting suddenness, the sound came to an end, leaving a strained and

fearful stillness.

With many baleful conjectures, not knowing what fresh enormity he should

find, Gaspard ventured to resume his climbing. Again, in the blank and solid



stillness, he was met by a sound: the dim, reverberant chanting of voices, as in
some Satanic mass or liturgy with dirge-like cadences that turned to intolerably
soaring paeans of evil triumph. Long before he could recognize the words, he
shivered at the strong, malefic throbbing of the measured rhythm, whose fall
and rise appeared somehow to correspond to the heartbeats of some colossal

demon.

The stairs turned, for the hundredth time in their tortuous spiral; and coming
forth from that long midnight, Gaspard blinked in the wan glimmering that
streamed towards him from above. The choral voices met him in a more
sonorous burst of infernal sound, and he knew the words for those of a rare and
potent incantation, used by sorcerers for a supremely foul, supremely
maleficent purpose. Affrightedly, as he climbed the last steps, he knew the thing

that was taking place amid the ruins of Ylourgne.

Lifting his head warily above the castle floor, he saw that the stairs ended in
a far corner of the vast room in which he had beheld Nathaire's unthinkable
creation. The whole extent of the internally dismantled building lay before him,
filled with a weird glare in which the beams of the slightly gibbous moon were
mingled with the ruddy flames of dying athanors and the coiling, multi-coloured

tongues that rose from necromantic braziers.

Gaspard, for an instant, was puzzled by the flood of full moonlight amid the
ruins. Then he saw that almost the whole inner wall of the castle, giving on the
courtyard, had been removed. It was the tearing-down of the prodigious blocks,
no doubt through an extrahuman labour levied by sorcery, that he had heard
during his ascent from the subterrene vaults. His blood curdled, he felt an actual
horripilation, as he realized the purpose for which the wall had been

demolished.

It was evident that a whole day and part of another night had gone by since
his immurement; for the moon rode high in the pale sapphire welkin. Bathed in
its chilly glare, the huge vats no longer emitted their eerie and electric

phosphorescence. The couch of Saracen fabrics, on which Gaspard had beheld



the dying dwarf, was now half hidden from view by the mounting fumes of
braziers and thuribles, amid which the sorcerer's ten pupils, clad in sable and
scarlet, were performing their hideous and repugnant rite, with its malefically

measured litany.

Fearfully, as one who confronts an apparition reared up from nether hell,
Gaspard beheld the colossus that lay inert as if in Cyclopean sleep on the
castle flags. The thing was no longer a skeleton: the limbs were rounded into
bossed, enormous thews, like the limbs of Biblical giants; the flanks were like
an insuperable wall; the deltoids of the mighty chest were broad as platform; the
hands could have crushed the bodies of men like millstones.... But the face of
the stupendous monster, seen in profile athwart the pouring moon, was the face
of the Satanic dwarf, Nathaire — re-magnified a hundred times, but the same in

its implacable madness and malevolence!

The vast bosom seemed to rise and fall; and during a pause of the
necromantic ritual, Gaspard heard the unmistakable sound of a mighty
respiration, The eye in the profile was closed; but its lid appeared to tremble like
a great curtain, as if the monster were about to wake; and the outflung hand,
with fingers pale and bluish as a row of corpses, twitched unquietly on the

castle flags.

An insupportable terror seized the watcher; but even this terror could not
induce him to return to the noisome vaults he had left. With infinite hesitation
and trepidation, he stole forth from the corner, keeping in a zone of ebon

shadow that flanked the castle wall.

As he went, he saw for a moment, through bellying folds of vapour, the
couch on which the shrunken form of Nathaire was lying pallid and motionless.
It seemed that the dwarf was dead, or had fallen into a stupor preceding death.
Then the choral voices, crying their dreadful incantation, rose higher in Satanic
triumph; the vapours eddied like a hell-born cloud, coiling about the sorcerers in
python-shaped volumes, and hiding again the Orient couch and its corpse-like

occupant.



A thraldom of measureless evil oppressed the air. Gaspard felt that the awful
transmigration, evoked and implored with everswelling, liturgic blasphemies,
was about to take place — had perhaps already occurred. He thought that the

breathing giant stirred, like one who tosses in light slumber.

Soon the towering, massively recumbent hulk was interposed between
Gaspard and the chanting necromancers. They had not seen him; and he now
dared to run swiftly, and gained the courtyard unpursued and unchallenged.
Thence, without looking back, he fled like a devil-hunted thing upon the steep

and chasme-riven slopes below Ylourgne.

7. THE COMING OF THE COLOSSUS

After the cessation of the exodus of liches, a universal terror still prevailed; a
wide-flung shadow of apprehension, infernal and funereal, lay stagnantly on
Averoigne. There were strange and disastrous portents in the aspect of the
skies: flame-bearded meteors had been seen to fall beyond the eastern hills; a
comet far in the south had swept the stars with its luminous bosom for a few
nights, and had then faded, leaving among men the prophecy of bale and
pestilence to come. By day the air was oppressed and sultry, and the blue
heavens were heated as if by whitish fires. Clouds of thunder, darkling and
withdrawn, shook their fulgurant lances on the far horizons, like some
beleaguering Titan army. A murrain, such as would come from the working of
wizard spells, was abroad among the cattle. All these signs and prodigies were
an added heaviness on the burdened spirits of men, who went to and fro in

daily fear of the hidden preparations and machinations of hell.

But, until the actual breaking-forth of the incubated menace, there was no
one, save Gaspard du Nord, who had knowledge of its veritable form. And
Gaspard, fleeing headlong beneath the gibbous moon towards Vyones, and
fearing to hear the tread of a colossal pursuer at any moment, had thought it

more than useless to give warning in such towns and villages as lay upon his



line of sight. Where, indeed — even if warned — could men hope to hide
themselves from the awful thing, begotten by Hell on the ravished charnel, that

would walk forth like the Anakim to visit its roaring wrath on a trampled world?

So, all that night, and throughout the day that followed, Gaspard du Nord,
with the dried slime of the oubliette on his briar-shredded raiment, plunged like
a madman through the towering woods that were haunted by robbers and were-
wolves. The westward-falling moon flickered in his eyes betwixt the gnarled
sombre boles as he ran; and the dawn overtook him with the pale shafts of its
searching arrows. The noon poured over him its white sultriness, like furnace-
heated metal sublimed into light; and the clotted filth that clung to his tatters
was again turned into slime by his own sweat. But still he pursued his
nightmare-harried way, while a vague, seemingly hopeless plan took form in his

mind.

In the interim, several monks of the Cistercian brotherhood, watching the
grey wall of Ylourgne at early dawn with their habitual vigilance, were the first,
after Gaspard, to behold the monstrous horror created by the necromancers.
Their account may have been somewhat tinged by a pious exaggeration; but
they swore that the giant rose abruptly, standing more than waist-high above
the ruins of the barbican, amid a sudden leaping of long-tongued fires and a
swirling of pitchy fumes erupted from Malbolge. The giant's head was level with
the high top of the donjon, and his right arm, out-thrust, lay like a bar of stormy

cloud athwart the new-risen sun.

The monks fell grovelling to their knees, thinking that the Archfoe himself had
come forth, using Ylourgne for his gateway from the Pit. Then, across the mile-
wide valley, they heard a thunderous peal of demoniac laughter; and the giant,
climbing over the mounded barbican at a single step, began to descend the

scarped and craggy hill.

When he drew nearer, bounding from slope to slope, his features were
manifestly those of some great devil animated with ire and malice towards the

sons of Adam. His hair, in matted locks, streamed behind him like a mass of



black pythons; his naked skin was livid and pale and cadaverous, with the skin
of the dead; but beneath it, the stupendous thews of a Titan swelled and
rippled. The eyes, wide and glaring flamed like lidless cauldrons heated by the

fires of the unplumbed Pit.

The rumour of his coming passed like a gale of terror through the Monastery.
Many of the Brothers, deeming discretion the better part of religious fervour, hid
themselves in the stone-hewn cellars and vaults. Others crouched in their cells,
mumbling and shrieking incoherent pleas to all the Saints. Still others, the most
courageous, repaired in a body to the chapel and knelt in solemn prayer before

the wooden Christ on the great crucifix.

Bernard and Stephane, now somewhat recovered from their grievous
beating, alone dared to watch the advance of the giant. Their horror was
inexpressibly increased when they began to recognize in the colossal features a
magnified likeness to the lineaments of that evil dwarf who had presided over
the dark, unhallowed activities of Ylourgne; and the laughter of the colossus, as
he came down the valley, was like a tempest-borne echo of the damnable
cachinnation that had followed their ignominious flight from the haunted
stronghold. To Bernard and Stephane, however, it seemed merely that the
dwarf, who was no doubt an actual demon, had chosen to appear in his natural

form.

Pausing in the valley-bottom, the giant stood opposite the monastery with his
flame-filled eyes on a level with the window from which Bemard and Stephane
were peering. He laughed again — an awful laugh, like a subterranean
rurnbling — and then, stooping, he picked up a handful of boulders as if they
had been pebbles, and proceeded to pelt the monastery. The boulders crashed
against the walls, as if hurled from great catapults or mangonels of war; but the

stout building held, though shaken grievously.

Then, with both hands, the colossus tore loose an immense rock that was
deeply embedded in the hillside; and lifting this rock, he flung it at the stubborn

walls. The tremendous mass broke in an entire side of the chapel; and those



who had gathered therein were found later, crushed into bloody pulp amid the

splinters of their carven Christ.

After that, as if disdaining to palter any further with a prey so insignificant, the
colossus turned his back on the little monastery, and like some fiend-born

Goliath, went roaring down the valley into Averoigne.

As he departed, Bernard and Stephane, still watching from their window, saw
a thing they had not perceived heretofore: a huge basket made of planking, that
hung suspended by ropes between the giant's shoulders. In the basket, ten
men — the pupils and assistants of Nathaire — were being carried like so many

dolls or puppets in a peddler's pack.

Of the subsequent wanderings and depredations of the colossus, a hundred
legends were long current throughout Averoigne: tales of an unexampled
ghastliness, a wanton diabolism without parallel in all the histories of that

demon-pestered land.

The goatherds of the hills below Ylourgne saw him coming, and fled with
their nimble-footed flocks to the highest ridges. To these he paid little heed,
merely trampling them down like beetles when they could not escape from his
path. Following the hillstream that was the source of the river Isoile, he came to
the verge of the great forest; and here, it is related, he tore up a towering
ancient pine by the roots, and snapping off the mighty boughs with his hands,

shaped it into a cudgel which he carried henceforward.

With this cudgel, heavier than a battering-ram, he pounded into shapeless
ruin a wayside shrine in the outer woods. A hamlet fell in his way, and he strode
through it, beating in the roofs, toppling the walls, and crushing the inhabitants

beneath his feet.

To and fro in a mad frenzy of destruction, like a deathdrunken Cyclops, he
wandered all that day. Even the fierce beasts of the woodland ran from him in

fear. The wolves, in mid-hunt, abandoned their quarry and retired, howling



dismally with terror, to their rocky dens. The black, savage hunting-dogs of the

forest barons would not face him, and hid whimpering in their kennels.

Men heard his mighty laughter, his stormy bellowing; they saw his approach
from a distance of many leagues, and fled or concealed themselves as best
they could. The lords of moated castles called in their men-at-arms, drew up
their drawbridges and prepared as if for the siege of an army. The peasants hid
themselves in caverns, in cellars, in old wells, and even beneath hay-mounds,
hoping that he would pass them by unnoticed. The churches were crammed
with refugees who sought protection of the Cross, deeming that Satan himself,

or one of his chief lieutenants, had risen to harry and lay waste the land.

In a voice like summer thunder, mad maledictions, unthinkable obscenities
and blasphemies were uttered ceaselessly by the giant as he went to and fro.
Men heard him address the litter of black-clad figures that he carried on his
back, in tones of admonishment or demonstration such as a master would use
to his pupils. People who had known Nathaire recognized the incredible
likeness of the huge features, the similarity of the swollen voice to his. A rumour
went abroad that the dwarf sorcerer, through his loathly bond with the
Adversary, had been permitted to transfer his hateful soul into this Titanic form;
and, bearing his pupils with him, had returned to vent an insatiable ire, a
bottomless rancour, on the world that had mocked him for his puny physique
and reviled him for his sorcery. The charnel genesis of the monstrous avatar
was also rumoured; and, indeed it was said that the colossus had openly

proclaimed his identity.

It would be tedious to make explicit mention of all the enormities, all the
atrocities, that were ascribed to the marauding giant.... There were people —
mostly priests and women, it is told — whom he picked up as they fled, and
pulled limb from limb as a child might quarter an insect.... And there were worse

things, not to be named in this record....

Many eye-witnesses told how he hunted Pierre, the Lord of La Frénaie, who

had gone forth with his dogs and men to chase a noble stag in the nearby forest



Overtaking horse and rider, he caught them with one hand, and bearing them
aloft as he strode over the tree-tops, he hurled them later against the granite
walls of the Chateau of La Frénaie in passing. Then, catching the red stag that
Pierre had hunted, he flung it after them; and the huge bloody blotches made by
the impact of the bashed bodies remained long on the castle stone, and were

never wholly washed away by the autumn rains and the winter snows.

Countless tales were told, also, of the deeds of obscene sacrilege and
profanation committed by the colossus: of the wooden Virgin that he flung into
the Isoile above Ximes, lashed with human gut to the rotting, mail-clad body of
an infamous outlaw; of the wormy corpses that he dug with his hands from
unconsecrated graves and hurled into the courtyard of the Benedictine abbey of
Perigon; of the Church of Ste. Zenobie, which he buried with its priests and
congregation beneath a mountain of ordure made by the gathering of all the

dungheaps from neighbouring farms.

8. THE LAYING OF THE COLOSSUS

Back and forth, in an irregular, drunken, zigzag course, from end to end and
side to side of the harried realm, the giant strode without pause, like an
energumen possessed by some implacable fiend of mischief and murder,
leaving behind him, as a reaper leaves his swath, an ever-lengthening zone of
havoc, of rapine and carnage. And when the sun, blackened by the smoke of
burning villages, had set luridly beyond the forest, men still saw him moving in
the dusk, and heard still the portentous rumbling of his mad, stormy

cachinnation.

Nearing the gates of Vyones at sunset, Gaspard du Nord saw behind him,
through gaps in the ancient wood, the far-off head and shoulders of the terrible
colossus, who moved along the Isoile, stooping from sight at intervals in some
horrid deed.



Though numb with weariness and exhaustion, Gaspard quickened his flight.
He did not believe, however, that the monster would try to invade Vyones, the
especial object of Nathaire's hatred and malice, before the following day. The
evil soul of the sorcerous dwarf, exulting in its almost infinite capacity for harm
and destruction, would defer the crowning act of vengeance, and would

continue to terrorize, during the night, the outlying villages and rural districts.

In spite of his rags and filth, which rendered him practically unrecognizable
and gave him a most disreputable air, Gaspard was admitted without question
by the guards at the city gate. Vyones was already thronged with people who
had fled to the sanctuary of its stout walls from the adjacent countryside; and no
one, not even of the most dubious character, was denied admittance. The walls
were lined with archers and pike-bearers, gathered in readiness to dispute the
entrance of the giant. Crossbowmen were stationed above the gates, and
mangonels were mounted at short intervals along the entire circuit of the

ramparts. The city seethed and hummed like an agitated hive.

Hysteria and pandemonium prevailed in the streets. Pale, panic-stricken
faces milled everywhere in an aimless stream. Hurrying torches flared
dolorously in the twilight that deepened as if with the shadow of impending
wings arisen from Erebus. The gloom was clogged with intangible fear, with
webs of stifling oppression. Through all this rout of wild disorder and frenzy,
Gaspard, like a spent but indomitable swimmer breasting some tide of eternal,

viscid nightmare, made his way slowly to his attic lodgings.

Afterwards, he could scarcely remember eating and drinking. Overworn
beyond the limit of bodily and spiritual endurance, he threw himself down on his
pallet without removing his ooze-stiffened tatters, and slept soddenly till an hour

half-way between midnight and dawn.

He awoke with the death-pale beams of the gibbous moon shining upon him
through his window; and rising, spent the balance of the night in making certain
occult preparations which, he felt, offered the only possibility of coping with the

fiendish monster that had been created and animated by Nathaire.



Working feverishly by the light of the westering moon and a single dim taper,
Gaspard assembled various ingredients of familiar alchemic use which he
possessed, and compounded from these, through a long and somewhat
cabalistic process, a dark-grey powder which he had seen employed by
Nathaire on numerous occasions. He had reasoned that the colossus, being
formed from the bones and flesh of dead men unlawfully raised up, and
energized only by the soul of a dead sorcerer, would be subject to the influence
of this powder, which Nathaire had used for the laying of resurrected liches. The
powder, if cast in the nostrils of such cadavers, would cause them to, return

peacefully to their tombs and lie down in a renewed slumber of death.

Gaspard made a considerable quantity of the mixture, arguing that no mere
finger-pinch would suffice for the lulling of the gigantic charnel monstrosity. His
guttering yellow candle was dimmed by the white dawn as he ended the Latin
formula of fearsome verbal invocation from which the compound would derive
much of its efficacy. The formula, which called for the cooperation of Alastor
and other evil spirits, he used with unwillingness. But he knew that there was no

alternative: sorcery could be fought only with sorcery.

Morning came with new terrors to Vyones. Gaspard had felt, through a sort
of intuition, that the vengeful colossus, who was said to have wandered with
unhuman tirelessness and diabolic energy all night through Averoigne, would
approach the hated city early in the day. His intuition was confirmed; for
scarcely had he finished his occult labours when he heard a mounting hubbub
in the streets, and above the shrill, dismal clamour of frightened voices, the far-
off roaring of the giant.

Gaspard knew that he must lose no time, if he were to post himself in a place
of vantage from which he could throw his powder into the nostrils of the
hundred-foot colossus. The city walls and even most of the church spires, were
not lofty enough for this purpose; and a brief reflection told him that the great
cathedral, standing at the core of Vyones, was the one place from whose roof

he could front the invader with success. He felt sure that the men-at-arms on



the walls could do little to prevent the monster from entering and wreaking his
malevolent will. No earthly weapon could injure a being of such bulk and nature;
for even a cadaver of normal size, reared up in this fashion, could be shot full of

arrows or transfixed by a dozen pikes without retarding its progress.

Hastily he filled a huge leathern pouch with the powder; and carrying the
pouch at his belt, he joined the agitated press of pople in the street. Many were
fleeing towards the cathedral, to seek the shelter of its august sanctity; and he

had only to let himself be borne along by the frenzy-driven stream.

The cathedral nave was packed with worshippers, and solemn masses were
being said by priests whose voices faltered at times with inward panic.
Unheeded by the wan, despairing throng, Gaspard found a flight of coiling stairs

that led tortuously to the gargoyle-warded roof of the high tower.

Here he posted himself, crouching behind the stone figure of a cat-headed
griffin. From his vantage he could see, beyond the crowded spires and gables,
the approaching giant, whose head and torso loomed above the city walls. A
cloud of arrows, visible even at that distance, rose to meet the monster, who
apparently did not even pause to pluck them from his hide. Great boulders
hurled from mangonels were no more to him than a pelting of gravel; the heavy

bolts of arbalests, embedded in his flesh, were mere slivers.

Nothing could stay his advance. The tiny figures of a company of pikemen,
who opposed him with out-thrust weapons, swept from the wall above the
eastern gate by a single sidelong blow of the seventy-foot pine that he bore for
a cudgel. Then, having cleared the wall, the colossus climbed over it into

Vyones.

Roaring, chuckling, laughing like a maniacal Cyclops, he strode along the
narrow streets between houses that rose only to his waist, trampling without
mercy everyone who could not escape in time, and smashing in the roofs with
stupendous blows of his bludgeon. With a push of his left hand he broke off the

protruding gables, and overturned the church steeples with their bells clanging



in dolorous alarm as they went down. A woeful shrieking and wailing of

hysteria-laden voices accompanied his passing.

Straight towards the cathedral he came, as Gaspard had calculated, feeling

that the high edifice would be made the special butt of his malevolence.

The streets were now emptied of people; but, as if to hunt them out and
crush them in their hiding-places, the giant thrust his cudgel like a battering-ram
through walls and windows and roofs as he went by. The ruin and havoc that he

left was indescribable.

Soon he loomed opposite the cathedral tower on which Gaspard waited
behind the gargoyle. His head was level with the tower, and his eyes flamed like
wells of burning brimstone as he drew near. His lips were parted over stalactitic
fangs in a hateful snarl; and he cried out in a voice like the rumbling of articulate

thunder:

"Ho! Ye puling priests and devotees of a powerless God! Come forth and

bow to Nathaire the master, before he sweeps you into limbo!"

It was then that Gaspard, with a hardihood beyond comparison, rose from his

hiding-place and stood in full view of the raging colossus.

"Draw nearer, Nathaire, if indeed it be you, foul robber of tombs and

charnels," he taunted. "Come close, for | would hold speech with you."

A monstrous look of astonishment dimmed the diabolic rage on the colossal
features. Peering at Gaspard as if in doubt or incredulity, the giant lowered his
lifted cudgel and stepped close to the tower, till his face was only a few feet
from the intrepid student. Then, when he had apparently convinced himself of
Gaspard's identity, the look of maniacal wrath returned, flooding his eyes with
Tartarean fire and twisting his lineaments into a mask of Apollyon-like malignity.
His left arm came up in a prodigious arc, with twitching fingers that poised

horribly above the head of the youth, casting upon him a vulture-black shadow



in the full-risen sun. Gaspard saw the white, startled faces of the necromancer's

pupils, peering over his shoulder from their plank-built basket.

"Is it you, Gaspard, my recreant pupil?" the colossus roared stormily. "I
thought you were rotting in the oubliette beneath Ylourgne — and now | find you
perched atop of this accursed cathedral which | am about to demolish! ... You

had been far wiser to remain where | left you, my good Gaspard."

His breath, as he spoke, blew like a charnel-polluted gale on the student. His
vast fingers, with blackened nails like shovelblades, hovered in ogreish
menace. Gaspard had furtively loosened his leathern pouch that hung at his
belt, and had untied its mouth. Now, as the twitching fingers descended towards
him, he emptied the contents of the pouch in the giant's face, and the fine
powder, mounting in a dark-grey cloud, obscured the snarling lips and

palpitating nostrils from his view.

Anxiously he watched the effect, fearing that the powder might be useless
after all, against the superior arts and Satanical resources of Nathaire. But
miraculously, as it seemed, the evil lambence died in the pit-deep eyes, as the
monster inhaled the flying cloud. His lifted hand, narrowly missing the crouching
youth in its sweep, fell lifelessly at his side. The anger was erased from the
mighty, contorted mask, as if from the face of a dead man; the great cudgel fell
with a crash to the empty street; and with drowsy, lurching steps, and listless,
hanging arms, the giant turned his back to the cathedral and retraced his way

through the devastated city.

He muttered dreamily to himself as he went; and people who heard him
swore that the voice was no longer the awful, thunderswollen voice of Nathaire,
but the tones and accents of a multitude of men, amid which the voices of
certain of the ravished dead were recognizable. And the voice of Nathaire
himself, no louder now than in life, was heard at intervals through the manifold

mutterings, as if protesting angrily.



Climbing the eastern wall as it had come, the colossus went to and fro for
many hours, no longer wreaking a hellish wrath and rancour, but searching, as
people thought, for the various tombs and graves from which the hundreds of
bodies that composed it had been so foully reft. From charnel to charnel, from
cemetery to cemetery it went, through all the land; but there was no grave

anywhere in which the dead colossus could lie down.

Then, towards evening, men saw it from afar on the red rim of the sky,
digging with its hands in the soft, loamy plain beside the river Isoile. There, in a
monstrous and self-made grave, the colossus laid itself down, and did not rise
again. The ten pupils of Nathaire, it was believed, unable to descend from their
basket, were crushed beneath the mighty body; for none of them was ever seen

thereafter.

For many days no one dared to approach the place where the corpse lay
uncovered in its self-dug grave. And so the thing rotted prodigiously beneath
the summer sun, breeding a mighty stench that wrought pestilence in that
portion of Averoigne. And they who ventured to go near in the following autumn,
when the stench had lessened greatly, swore that the voice of Nathaire, still
protesting angrily, was heard by them to issue from the enormous, rook-
haunted bulk.

Of Gaspard du Nord, who had been the saviour of the province, it was related
that he lived in much honour to a ripe age, being the one sorcerer of that region

who at no time incurred the disapprobation of the Church.



EL CoL0osO DE YLOURGNE

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

LA FUGA DEL NIGROMANTE

| tres veces infame Nathaire, alquimista, astrélogo y nigromante, con sus

diez discipulos que le habia dado el diablo, se habia marchado muy

repentinamente en circunstancias de estricto secreto de la ciudad de

Vyones. La opinibn comun, entre la gente del vecindario, era que su

marcha se habia visto empujada por un saludable miedo a las
empulgueras y a las hogueras eclesiasticas. Otros brujos, menos famosos que
él, ya habian sido conducidos a la estaca durante un afio de inusual celo por
parte de los inquisidores; y era bien sabido que Nathaire habia incurrido en la
desaprobacion de la Iglesia. Pocas personas, por tanto, consideraban un
misterio las razones de su marcha, pero los medios de transporte que habia
empleado, asi como el destino del hechicero y sus discipulos, eran
considerados mas que problematicos.

Corrian un millar de rumores, oscuros y supersticiosos; y los transeuntes
hacian la sefal de la cruz cuando pasaban cerca de la elevada y siniestra casa
que Nathaire habia construido a una proximidad blasfema de la gran catedral y
que habia llenado con muebles de un lujo y una rareza satanicos. Dos ladrones
valientes, que habian penetrado en la mansion cuando el hecho de que estaba
abandonada se confirmé, informaron que muchos de sus muebles, asi como
los libros y el resto de las propiedades de Nathaire, habian partido
aparentemente con su duefio, sin duda hacia la misma frontera. Esto sirvid
para aumentar el terrible misterio, porque era evidentemente imposible que
Nathaire, con sus diez aprendices, con varios carros llenos de mobiliario,
pudiese haber atravesado las puertas de la ciudad, siempre vigiladas, de

ninguna manera legitima sin el conocimiento de sus guardianes. Y, segun



decian los mas religiosos y devotos, el archidemonio, con una legidn de
asistentes alados como murciélagos, se los habia llevado en una medianoche
sin luna. Habia clérigos, y también respetables ciudadanos, que decian haber
visto el vuelo de oscuras formas, parecidas a hombres, contra las borrosas
estrellas junto a otras que no eran hombres, y haber escuchado los gritos
quejosos del grupo, destinado al infierno, mientras desaparecian en medio de
una nube maléfica a través de las murallas y los tejados de la ciudad.

Otros pensaban que los hechiceros se habian marchado de Vyones
utilizando sus propias artes diabdlicas, y se habian retirado a algun desierto
poco frecuentado donde Nathaire, quien habia tenido mala salud desde hacia
largo tiempo, pudiese morir en medio de la paz y serenidad de que puede
disfrutar alguien que se encuentra entre las llamas de un auto de fe y las de
Abaddon. Se decia que habia hecho su hordéscopo, por primera vez en sus
cincuenta y pico anos, y habia leido alli la inmediata conjuncién de planetas
desastrosos que significaban una muerte temprana.

Todavia otros, entre los que se encontraban ciertos astrélogos rivales y
hechiceros, decian que Nathaire se habia retirado de la vista del publico
simplemente para poder comunicarse sin interrupcion con varios demonios
ayudantes, y asi poder tejer, sin ser molestado, los negros hechizos de una
malicia suprema vy licantrépica. Estos hechizos serian a su debido tiempo
sentidos sobre Vyones, daban a entender, y quiza sobre la region de Averoigne
entera; y sin duda tomarian la forma de una peste terrible, una invasion de
buitres, o una incursion por todo el reino de incubos y sucubos.

Entre el palpitar de extrafios rumores, fueron recordadas muchas historias
medio olvidadas, y nuevas leyendas fueron creadas de la noche a la mafana.
Se sacd mucho partido del oscuro nacimiento de Nathaire y de su sospechoso
vagabundeo antes de establecerse, seis afios atras, en Vyones. La gente dijo
que habia sido engendrado por un demonio, como el afamado Merlin, siendo
su padre nada menos que un personaje como Alastor, el demonio de la
venganza, y su madre una bruja deforme y enana. Del primero habia recibido
su mezquindad y maldad; de la segunda, su fisico rechoncho y ridiculo.

Habia viajado por tierras orientales y aprendido de maestros egipcios o
sarracenos el arte maldito de la nigromancia, en cuya practica no tenia rival.

Habia negros susurros respecto al uso que habia dado a cuerpos largo tiempo



muertos, a huesos sin carne, y los servicios que habia conseguido de hombres
muertos a quienes tan sélo el séptimo angel podia despertar legitimamente.
Nunca habia sido popular, aunque muchos habian buscado sus consejos y
ayuda para el progreso de sus propios asuntos, mas o menos turbios. Una vez,
al tercer ano de su llegada a Vyones, habia sido apedreado en publico a causa
de sus aborrecidas nigromancias, y quedd cojo para siempre gracias a un
pedrusco bien apuntado. Esta afrenta, se penso, él nunca la habia perdonado;
y se decia que respondia al antagonismo de los clérigos con el odio fiero de un
Anticristo.

Aparte de las brujerias maléficas y los abusos que por lo general se
sospechaban de él, se le habia considerado desde hacia tiempo como a un
corruptor de la juventud. Pese a su minima estatura, su deformidad y su
fealdad, poseia un poder digno de ser tenido en cuenta, una capacidad de
persuasion mesmeriana, y sus discipulos, a quienes se decia que él habia
arrojado a un sinfin de perversiones necrdfilas, eran hombres jovenes que
ofrecian las mas brillantes promesas. En conjunto, su marcha fue considerada

como una oportuna liberacién del mal.

Entre la gente de la ciudad hubo un hombre que no particip6é en los siniestros
rumores ni en las espeluznantes especulaciones. Este hombre era Gaspard du
Nord, él mismo un estudiante de las ciencias prohibidas, quien habia estado
durante un afio entre los discipulos de Nathaire, pero habia elegido retirarse
tranquilamente del hogar del maestro después de descubrir las barbaridades
que acompafarian una iniciacion mas avanzada. El, sin embargo, se habia
llevado consigo muchos conocimientos raros y singulares, junto con una cierta
comprension de los temibles poderes y los motivos, oscuros como la noche, del
nigromante.

A causa de sus conocimientos y de su comprension, Gaspard prefirid
guardar silencio cuando conocié la marcha del nigromante. Ademas, no le
parecia bien revivir el recuerdo de su pasado pupilaje. Solo con sus libros, en
un atico austeramente amueblado, fruncia el cefio sobre un espejo pequefio y
oblongo, enmarcado con un arabesco de viboras doradas que habia sido

anteriormente propiedad de Nathaire.



No era el reflejo de su rostro agraciado y juvenil, aunque sutiimente
arrugado, lo que le hacia fruncir el cefio. En verdad, el espejo era de un tipo
distinto del que refleja las facciones de quien se mira. En sus profundidades,
durante unos instantes, habia contemplado una escena extrafa y ominosa,
cuyos participantes le resultaban conocidos, pero cuya situacion no conseguia
reconocer ni localizar. Antes de que pudiese estudiarla con detalle, el espejo se
habia nublado como si se alzasen vapores de un experimento de alquimia, y él
no habia visto nada mas.

Este nublar, reflexiond, sélo podia significar una cosa: Nathaire se habia
sabido vigilado y habia lanzado un contrahechizo que habia dejado inutil el
espejo vidente. Fue el darse cuenta de este hecho, junto con el breve y
siniestro vistazo a las actividades actuales de Nathaire, lo que preocupaba a
Gaspard y provocaba que un horror frio se acumulase lentamente en su mente:

un horror que todavia no habia encontrado una forma palpable o un nombre.

LA REUNION DE LOS MUERTOS

La marcha de Nathaire y sus discipulos ocurrié a finales de la primavera de
1281, durante la oscuridad entre las puestas de luna. Después, una luna nueva
crecid sobre los campos floridos y los bosques de brillante hojarasca, y
menguo con un fantasmal color plateado. Con su mengua, la gente comenzo a
hablar de otros magos y de misterios mas recientes.

Entonces, durante las noches sin luna de principios del verano, llegaron una
serie de desapariciones mas antinaturales e inexplicables que la del malvado
mago enano.

Un dia se descubrid, por enterradores que habian acudido temprano a su
tarea en un cementerio fuera de las murallas de Vyones, que no menos de seis
tumbas recientemente ocupadas habian sido abiertas, y los cuerpos, que eran
de ciudadanos respetables, robados. Al ser examinadas de cerca, resulté mas
que evidente que esta sustraccion no habia sido cometida por ladrones. Los
ataudes, que yacian inclinados o levantados verticalmente de la tumba,

ofrecian todas las apariencias de haber sido hechos pedazos desde dentro



mediante la utilizacion de una fuerza sobrehumana; y la tierra fresca estaba
revuelta, como si los hombres muertos, a consecuencia de una terrible
resurreccion fuera de tiempo, se hubiesen abierto camino cavando hasta la
superficie.

Los cadaveres habian desaparecido sin dejar rastro, como si el infierno se
los hubiese tragado, y, hasta el punto que podia saberse, no habia testigos de
su destino. En aquella época, plagada de demonios, sélo una explicacién de lo
sucedido parecia creible: los demonios habian entrado en las tumbas v,
tomando posesion corporal de los muertos, les habian hecho levantarse y
partir. Para la consternacion y el horror de todo Averoigne, la extrafia
desaparicion fue seguida con rapidez enfermiza por muchas otras de una clase
parecida. Era como si una invocacién oculta, irresistible, hubiera sido
pronunciada para los muertos. Cada noche, durante un periodo de dos
semanas, los cementerios de Vyones y también los de otras ciudades, pueblos
y aldeas, entregaban su horrible cuota de inquilinos. Desde tumbas con
aldabas de bronce, desde fosas comunes, desde agujeros superficiales sin
consagrar, desde las bovedas con puerta de marmol de iglesias y catedrales, el
extrafio éxodo seguia sin cesar.

Peor que esto, si tal cosa fuese posible, los cadaveres recién conducidos al
cementerio saltaban de sus tumbas o catafalcos, y, haciendo caso omiso de los
horrorizados espectadores, se adentraban con grandes saltos de frenesi
automatico en la noche, para no volver a ser vistos nunca mas por aquellos
que los lamentaban.

En todos los casos, los cuerpos pertenecian a hombres jovenes y fuertes
que habian muerto recientemente a causa de la violencia o de un accidente
antes que de una enfermedad consuntiva. Algunos eran criminales que habian
pagado el precio por sus fechorias; otros eran guardias o condestables
muertos en el cumplimiento de su mision. Entre ellos se contaban caballeros
que muchos eran las victimas de las cuadrillas de bandidos que infestaban
Averoigne en aquel entonces. Habia monjes mercaderes, nobles, vasallos,
pajes y sacerdotes; pero nadie, en ningun caso, que hubiese dejado atras la
flor de la vida. Los viejos y los débiles estaban a salvo de los demonios

animadores.



La situacidn era considerada por los mas supersticiosos como una
verdadera sefal del proximo fin del mundo. Satan iba a la guerra, junto a sus
cohortes, y conducia los cuerpos de los santos muertos a una cautividad en el
infierno La consternacion aumenté cien veces cuando quedd claro que ni
siquiera la mas generosa salpicadura de agua bendita o la realizacion de los
exorcismos mas terribles y pertinentes resultaban eficaces como proteccion
ante esta violacién demoniaca. La Iglesia se reconocioé incapaz de hacer frente
a este extrano mal; y las fuerzas de la ley secular no podian hacer nada para
frenar o castigar la agencia intangible.

A causa del miedo universal que prevalecia, no se hizo esfuerzo alguno para
seguir los cadaveres desaparecidos. Historias repugnantes, sin embargo,
fueron contadas por caminantes retrasados que se habian encontrado con
estos seres, recorriendo solos o en compariia las carreteras de Averoigne.
Daban la impresion de estar sordos, atontados, completamente privados de
cualquier inteligencia, y de apresurarse con una velocidad y una seguridad
horribles hacia algun objetivo remoto, predestinado. La direccién general de su
huida, parecio, era hacia el este; pero solo al final del éxodo, que habia
contado con varios cientos de personas, empez6 alguien a sospechar cual era
el destino concreto de los muertos.

El destino, de alguna manera, se rumoreaba, era el ruinoso castillo de
Ylourgne, mas alla de los bosques plagados de hombres lobos, en las colinas
exteriores, casi montafiosas, de Averoigne.

Ylourgne, una gran pila escarpada que habia sido construida por una
dinastia de malvados barones ladrones, era un lugar que hasta los pastores de
cabras preferian evitar. Se decia que los espectros coléricos de sus
sangrientos sefores paseaban turbulentamente por sus ruinosos salones, y los
residentes de este castillo eran los muertos vivientes. Nadie queria vivir a la
sombra de sus muros, construidos sobre un abismo, y la morada mas proxima
de hombres vivientes era un monasterio de monjes cistercienses a mas de una
milla en la cuesta opuesta del valle.

Los monjes de esta austera hermandad mantenian escaso comercio con el
mundo exterior mas alla de las colinas, y pocos eran los visitantes que

buscaban ser admitidos por sus portales de altos arcos. Pero, durante aquel



terrible verano, una extrana e inquietante historia salié del monasterio para
recorrer toda Averoigne, siguiendo a las desapariciones de los muertos.

Comenzando el final de la primavera, los monjes cistercienses se vieron
obligados a tomar nota de variados fenomenos extrafos, visibles desde sus
ventanas, en las viejas ruinas, largo tiempo abandonadas, de Ylourgne. Habian
contemplado luces que llameaban donde ninguna luz debia brillar; llamas de un
misterioso azul y escarlata que temblaban detrds de las murallas rotas
cubiertas de musgo, o se alzaban hacia el este sobre las almenas irregulares.
Sonidos espantosos habian salido de las ruinas durante la noche, junto con las
llamas, y los monjes habian escuchado un estrépito como de yunques y
martillos infernales, el resonar de gigantescas mazas y armaduras, y habian
considerado que Ylourgne se habia convertido en un lugar de reunién de los
demonios. Olores mefiticos, como el del azufre y el de la carne quemada,
habian flotado a través del valle, e incluso durante el dia, cuando los ruidos
guardaban silencio y las luces ya no llameaban, una delgada capa de vapor de
un azul infernal flotaba sobre los bastiones.

Estaba claro, pensaban los monjes, que el lugar habia sido tomado desde
abajo por seres subterrestres; pero nadie habia sido visto aproximandose a
través de las desnudas y abiertas pendientes y riscos. Observando estos
signos de la actividad del Archienemigo en la vecindad, se persignaban con
nuevo fervor y frecuencia, y decian sus Paters y sus Aves mas
interminablemente que antes. Sus tareas y su austeridad también redoblaron.
De todos modos, dado que el viejo castillo era un lugar abandonado por los
hombres, no hicieron caso de la supuesta ocupacion, considerando buena idea
encargarse de sus propios asuntos, a no ser que hubiese una abierta hostilidad
satanica.

Mantuvieron una vigilancia cuidadosa, pero durante varias semanas no
vieron a nadie que entrase en Ylourgne o saliese de alli. Excepto por las luces
nocturnas y los ruidos, y el vapor flotante durante el dia, no habia prueba de
ocupacion humana o diabdlica.

Entonces, una mafiana, en el valle debajo de los jardines escalonados de
los monjes, dos hermanos, que arrancaban malas hierbas en un huerto de

zanahorias, contemplaron el transito de una singular procesion de gente que



venia del gran bosque de Averoigne y se dirigia hacia arriba, trepando la
empinada y agrietada cuesta hacia Ylourgne.

Esta gente, observaron los monjes, avanzaban a grandes zancadas con
gran prisa, con pasos rigidos pero rapidos, y todos eran de facciones
extrafiamente palidas y ataviados con las galas de la tumba. Los sudarios de
algunos estaban arrugados y desgarrados; todos estaban polvorientos a
consecuencia del trayecto o mugrientos a causa del entierro. Esta gente
alcanzaba el numero de la docena o mas, y, detras de ellos, a intervalos,
venian varios rezagados vestidos como el resto. Con una velocidad y agilidad
maravillosas, subieron por la colina y desaparecieron entre las murallas caidas
de Ylourgne.

Por aquel entonces, ningun rumor de las tumbas y ataudes violados habia
alcanzado a los cistercienses. La historia les llegd mas tarde, después de que
hubiesen contemplado, en muchas mafianas sucesivas, el paso de distintos
grupos, grandes y pequefos, en direcciéon al castillo ocupado por el demonio.
Centenares de estos seres, juraron, habian desfilado debajo del monasterio v,
sin duda, muchos otros habian pasado sin ser descubiertos en la oscuridad. A
ninguno, sin embargo, se le habia visto salir de Ylourgne, que se los habia
tragado como una fosa que no los vomitaba.

Aunque gravemente asustados y seriamente escandalizados, los hermanos
todavia consideraron correcto abstenerse de actuar. Algunos, los mas fuertes,
irritados frente a estos signos de flagrante mal, habian deseado visitar las
ruinas con agua bendita y crucifijo levantados. Pero su abad, en su sabiduria,
les indicd que esperasen. Mientras tanto, las llamas nocturnas se volvieron
mas brillantes y los ruidos mas fuertes.

También, en el curso de esta espera, mientras incesantes plegarias partian
del pequeio monasterio, algo espantoso sucedié. Uno de los hermanos, un
hombre fornido llamado Théophile, violando la rigurosa disciplina, habia hecho
visitas demasiado frecuentes a las bodegas donde se guardaba el vino. Sin
duda habia intentado ahogar su horror piadoso ante estos acontecimientos
embarazosos. En cualquier caso, después de sus libaciones, €l habia tenido la
mala suerte de vagabundear entre los precipicios y partirse el cuello.

Lamentando su muerte y su abandono, los hermanos colocaron a Théophile

en la capilla y cantaron sus misas por el descanso de su alma Estas misas,



durante las horas oscuras de la madrugada, fueron interrumpidas por la
inoportuna resurreccion del monje muerto, quien, con su cabeza colgandole
horriblemente de su roto cuello, parti6 como lleno de demonios de la capilla y

corrio, colina abajo, hacia los demoniacos fogonazos y clamores de Ylourgne.

EL TES'IIMONIO DE LOS MONJES

Siguiendo el suceso anteriormente mencionado, dos de los hermanos que
previamente habian deseado visitar el castillo maldito pidieron de nuevo su
permiso al abad, diciendo que Dios seguramente les ayudaria a vengar el
secuestro del cuerpo de Théophile ademas de los de tantos otros de suelo
consagrado. Maravillado ante la temeridad de estos fogosos monjes, quienes
se proponian tirar de la barba al Archienemigo en su propio cubil, el abad les
permitié partir equipados con hisopos y frascos de agua bendita, y llevando
grandes cruces de carpe, tales que habrian servido para abrirle la cabeza a un
caballero con armadura.

Los monjes, cuyos nombres eran Bernard y Stéphane, partieron
valientemente a media tarde para asaltar la fortaleza del mal. Era una
ascension ardua, entre pefiascos colgantes y grietas resbaladizas, pero ambos
eran fuertes y agiles, y, lo que es mas, acostumbrados a ese tipo de
ascensiones. Puesto que el dia era caluroso y sin viento, sus tunicas blancas
pronto estuvieron manchadas de sudor; pero, parando tan sélo para una breve
plegaria, continuaron; y enseguida llegaron al castillo sobre cuyos grises
bastiones, erosionados por el paso del tiempo, todavia no podian discernir
prueba de ocupacion o actividad.

El profundo foso que una vez habia rodeado el castillo estaba ahora seco, y
habia sido rellenado parcialmente con tierra desmenuzada y detritus de las
murallas. El puente levadizo se habia podrido, pero las piedras de la tronera, al
desplomarse en el foso, habian creado una especie de tosca acera a través de
la cual era posible atravesarlo. No sin inquietud, y levantando sus crucifijos
igual que los guerreros levantan sus armas al asaltar una fortaleza enemiga,

los hermanos treparon sobre las ruinas de la tronera adentrandose en el patio.



Este, al igual que las murallas, estaba aparentemente desierto. Ortigas
exuberantes, malas hierbas y arbustos habian echado raices entre las piedras
del pavimento. Los elevados calabozos, de proporciones masivas, la capilla y
esa parte de la estructura del castillo que contenia el gran saléon habian
conservado sus principales perfiles después de siglos de abandono. A la
izquierda de la gran carcel, una puerta bostezaba como la boca de una oscura
caverna en la escabrosa masa del edificio del salén, y de esta puerta salia un
delgado vapor de color azulado, retorciéndose en tentaculos fantasmales hacia
los cielos descubiertos.

Aproximandose a aquella entrada, los hermanos contemplaron un brillo de
rojos fuegos en el interior, como ojos de dragones parpadeando a través de
una oscuridad infernal. Se sintieron seguros de que aquel lugar era una
avanzadilla de Erebus, una antecamara del abismo, pero, de todos modos,
entraron valientemente, recitando en voz alta sus exorcismos y blandiendo sus
fuertes cruces de carpe.

Atravesando la entrada cavernosa, podian ver en la oscuridad pero sin
distinguir los detalles, estando hasta cierto punto cegados por el sol de verano
que habian dejado atras. Entonces, con el gradual aclaramiento de su vision,
una escena monstruosa se presentd ante ellos, con grotescos detalles de
horror cada vez mas apifiados. Algunos de esos detalles eran oscuros y
misteriosamente aterrorizantes; otros, demasiado claros, se marcaron como
por una llamarada de fuego infernal imborrable en las mentes de los monjes.

Estaban de pie a la entrada de una camara de proporciones colosales, que
parecia haber sido edificada echando abajo el piso superior y las particiones
interiores adyacentes al gran salon del castillo, por si mismo un cuarto de una
extension enorme. La camara parecia retroceder a través de sombras
interminables, con rayos de luz solar cayendo por las desgarraduras de las
ruinas: una luz solar que era impotente para disipar la oscuridad y el misterio
infernales.

Los monjes contaron mas tarde que habian visto a mucha gente
moviéndose por el lugar, en compania de diferentes demonios, algunos de los
cuales eran fantasmales y gigantescos, mientras que a otros apenas se les
podia distinguir de los hombres. Esta gente, ademas de sus familiares, estaban

ocupados en la atencién de hornos de reverbero e inmensos frascos con forma



de pera y de pifia como los que se emplean en la alquimia. Algunos, ademas,
estaban parados ante grandes calderos humeantes, como brujos ocupados
mezclando alguna droga terrible. Contra la pared opuesta. estaban apoyadas
dos enormes cubas, construidas con piedra y mortero, cuyos lados circulares
se alzaban mas elevados que la cabeza de un hombre; asi que Bernard y
Stéphane fueron incapaces de determinar su contenido. Una de las cubas
despedia un brillo blanquecino; la otra, una luminosidad rojiza.

Cerca de las cubas, y sobre todas ellas, se levantaba una especie de cama
baja o litera, hecha con tejidos lujosos, decorados con figuras extrafas, como
las que fabrican los sarracenos. Encima de ella, los monjes discernieron a un
enano, palido y arrugado, con ojos de helada llama que brillaban como
maléficos berilios a través de la oscuridad. El enano, quien en conjunto tenia el
aspecto de un débil moribundo, estaba supervisando las tareas de los hombres
y sus demonios familiares.

Los ojos asombrados de los hermanos empezaron a comprender otros
detalles. Vieron otros cadaveres, entre los cuales reconocieron el de Théophile,
tumbados en medio del suelo, junto a un gran montén de huesos humanos que
habian sido cercenados de las articulaciones, y grandes montones de carne
apilados como los que arrancan los carniceros. Uno de los hombres estaba
cogiendo los huesos y arrojandolos en el caldero debajo del cual brillaba un
fuego de color rubi; y otro estaba arrojando los montones de carne a una
bafera llena de algun liquido incoloro que despedia un silbido como el de un
millar de malvadas serpientes.

Otros habian arrancado los sudarios de los cadaveres, y estaban
comenzando a atacarlos con largos cuchillos. Algunos estaban montando
toscas escaleras de piedra junto a las paredes de las inmensas urnas,
portando recipientes de sustancias semiliquidas que vaciaban sobre sus altos
bordes.

Asqueados ante esa vision de maldad humana y satanica, y sintiendo una
mas que justificada indignacién, los monjes reemprendieron su canto de
sonoros exorcismos y continuaron avanzando. Su entrada, por lo que parecio,
no fue notada por el grupo siniestramente ocupado de hechiceros y demonios.

Bernard y Stéphane, llenos del ardor de la célera divina, estaban a punto de

arrojarse contra los carniceros que habian empezado a atacar el cuerpo



muerto. El cadaver lo reconocieron como el de un notorio forajido, llamado
Jacques Le Loupgarou, quien habia sido muerto hacia unos dias en combate
con los oficiales del Estado. Le Loupgarou, famoso por su fuerza, astucia y
ferocidad, habia aterrorizado durante largo tiempo los bosques y caminos de
Averoigne. Su gran cuerpo habia perdido la mitad de sus visceras a causa de
las espadas de los alguaciles, y su barba estaba rigida y escarlata como
consecuencia de una herida que habia partido su cara por la mitad de la frente
a la boca. Habia muerto sin confesion, pero aun asi los monjes eran reacios a
dejar que su cadaver indefenso fuese empleado en algun uso maldito mas alla
de la comprension de los cristianos.

El enano palido de aspecto maligno habia notado la presencia de los
hermanos. Le escucharon gritar en un tono chillén, autoritario, que se levant6
por encima del silbido siniestro de los calderos y el ronco murmullo de los
hombres y de los demonios.

No entendieron sus palabras, que eran en alguna lengua extranjera, y
sonaban como un hechizo. Instantaneamente, como respondiendo a una
orden, dos de los hombres abandonaron su quimica maldita y, levantando
recipientes de cobre llenos de algun licor fétido y desconocido, arrojaron su
contenido a los rostros de Bernard y Stéphane.

Los hermanos fueron cegados por el fluido pungente, que aguijoned su
carne como por muchos dientes de serpiente, y fueron vencidos por los
vapores apestosos; asi que las grandes cruces cayeron de sus manos al
desplomarse ambos inconscientes sobre el suelo del castillo.

Recobrando al rato su vista y sus otros sentidos, escucharon la voz del
malvado enano, ordenandoles que se levantasen. Obedecieron, aunque
torpemente y con dificultad, habiéndoseles negado el ayudarse con las manos.
Bernard, que todavia estaba mareado por los vapores venenosos que habia
inhalado, se cay6 dos veces antes de conseguir ponerse en pie, y su
incomodidad fue recibida con un vendaval de risa asquerosa y obscena por la
asamblea de hechiceros.

Ahora, cuando estaban de pie, el hechicero se burldé de los hermanos y los
desprecid, con blasfemias impresionantes tales como soélo podian ser
pronunciadas por un vasallo de Satan. Por ultimo, de acuerdo con su

testimonio, les dijo:



—Volved a vuestra perrera, vosotros, cachorros de laldabaoth, y llevaos
este mensaje: Ellos que vinieron aqui como muchos partiran como uno solo.

Entonces, como obedeciendo una formula terrible pronunciada por el enano,
dos de los demonios familiares, que tenian la forma de enormes bestias con el
perfil envuelto en sombras, se aproximaron a los cuerpos de Le Loupgarou y
del hermano Théophile. Uno delos asquerosos demonios, como un vapor que
se hunde en un pantano, entré por las ensangrentadas fosas nasales de Le
Loupgarou, desapareciendo milimetro a milimetro, hasta que su cornuda
cabeza de animal quedé fuera de la vista. El otro, de una manera semejante,
entrd por las pituitarias del hermano Théophile, cuya cabeza descansaba
apoyada sobre su hombro, desde su cuello roto.

Entonces, cuando los demonios hubieron completado su posesion, los
cuerpos, de una manera horrible de contemplar, se levantaron del suelo del
castillo, el uno con las entrafias colgandole de sus amplias heridas, el otro con
la cabeza que le colgaba suelta hacia adelante sobre su pecho. Entonces,
animados por los demonios, los cadaveres recogieron las cruces de carpe que
habian sido dejadas caer por Bernard y Stéphane, vy, utilizandolas como
bastones, obligaron a los monjes a huir de una manera ignominiosa del castillo,
entre grandes risas infernales y tempestuosas del enano y su nigromantica
companiia. Y el cadaver desnudo de Le Loupgarou y el de Théophile, vestido
con una tunica, les persiguieron a través de una gran distancia, por las cuestas
llenas de precipicio bajo Ylourgne, dandoles grandes golpes con las cruces, asi
que las espaldas de los dos cistercienses eran una masa de cardenales
sangrientos.

Después de una derrota tan sefnalada y aplastante, ninguno de los monjes
se atrevid a dirigirse contra Ylourgne. A partir de entonces, el monasterio
entero dio triples muestras de austeridad, cuadruplicé sus devociones; v,
esperando la oscura voluntad de Dios, y las igualmente oscuras artimafias del
demonio, mantuvo una fe piadosa que estaba algo mezclada con la inquietud.

Al cabo del tiempo, a través de pastores que visitaban a los monjes, la
historia de Stéphane y Bernard se extendié por todo el Averoigne, afadiéndose
a la triste alarma que se habia producido a causa de la desaparicion
generalizada de los muertos. Nadie sabia realmente lo que sucedia en el

castillo maldito o qué era lo que se habia hecho con los centenares de



cadaveres, porque la luz que arrojaba en su destino la historia de los monjes,
aunque vivida y temible, era demasiado inconcluyente, y el mensaje enviado
por el enano era algo cabalistico.

Todo el mundo sentia que alguna amenaza gigantesca, algun negro hechizo
infernal, estaba siendo destilado dentro de esos ruinosos muros. El malvado
enano moribundo fue identificado con toda facilidad por el hechicero
desaparecido Nathaire, y sus lacayos, estaba claro, eran los pupilos de

Nathaire.

v

LA PARTIDA DE GASPARD DU NORD

Solo en su habitacion del atico, Gaspard du Nord, estudiante de la alquimia y
de la magia vy, otrora, pupilo de Nathaire, intenté repetidamente, pero siempre
en vano, consultar el espejo rodeado de vapores. El cristal permanecié oscuro
y nublado, como por los vapores que se levantan de un satanico alambique o
de un siniestro brasero nigromantico. Delgado y agotado por las largas noches
de vigilia, Gaspard era consciente de que Nathaire estaba aun mas en guardia
que él.

Leyendo con ansioso cuidado la configuracién general de las estrellas,
descubrié el aviso de una gran catastrofe que estaba a punto de caer sobre
Averoigne. Pero la naturaleza del mal no resultaba evidente.

Mientras tanto, la asquerosa resurreccion y emigracion de los muertos
estaba teniendo lugar. Todo Averoigne temblaba ante la repetida barbaridad.
Como la noche sin tiempo de la plaga de Menfis, el terror se aposentaba por
todas partes, y la gente comentaba cada nueva atrocidad en susurros
apagados, sin atreverse a contar en voz alta la execrable historia. A Gaspard,
lo mismo que al resto, le llegaron los susurros, y de igual manera, cuando el
horror parecia que habia cesado a principios del mes de junio, le llegd la
espantosa historia de los monjes cistercienses.

Ahora, por fin, el vigilante, largo tiempo confuso, tuvo una intuicion de lo que

buscaba. El escondite del nigromante fugitivo y de sus discipulos, por fin, habia



sido descubierto, y los muertos que desaparecian habian sido encontrados en
donde habian sido conducidos. Pero todavia, incluso para el perceptivo
Gaspard, quedaba un enigma por resolver: la naturaleza exacta de la
abominable mezcla, la magia oscura como el infierno que Nathaire estaba
cocinando en su remoto cubil. Gaspard estaba seguro tan s6lo de una cosa: el
esplénico enano agonizante, sabiendo que el tiempo que le quedaba era poco
y odiando a la gente de Averoigne con un rencor sin fondo, prepararia una
enorme magia maléfica sin paralelo.

Incluso con sus conocimientos de las propensiones de Nathaire y de su
ciencia arcana practicamente inagotable, reservas de brujeria abismal
poseidas por el enano, él podria formar tan sélo una conjetura vaga y terrorifica
del mal que se incubaba. Pero, con el paso del tiempo, sintié un peso que iba
en continuo aumento, el presagio de una amenaza monstruosa arrastrandose
desde el borde oscuro del mundo. No podia apartar esta inquietud, y finalmente
decidid, a pesar de los evidentes peligros de esa excursién, hacer una visita
secreta a los alrededores de Ylourgne.

Gaspard, aunque procedia de una familia acomodada, se encontraba en ese
momento en circunstancias dificiles, porque su devocién a una ciencia de
dudosa reputacion era, hasta cierto punto, desaprobada por su progenitor. Su
unico ingreso consistia en una misérrima cantidad, que le era entregada
secretamente al joven por su hermana y su madre. Esta era suficiente para su
escasa comida, el alquiler de su cuarto y la adquisicion de algunos libros,
instrumentos y productos quimicos, pero no le permitiria la compra de un
caballo, o incluso de una humilde mula, para el planeado viaje de mas de
cuarenta millas.

Sin dejarse abatir, se puso en marcha a pie, portando solo una daga y una
alforja con vituallas. Plane6 su viaje de forma que llegase a Ylourgne al caer la
noche al ponerse la luna llena. Una gran parte del trayecto pasaba por medio
del gran bosque amenazador que se aproximaba a los propios muros de
Ylourgne por el este y que trazaba un siniestro arco a través de Averoigne
hasta la boca del valle rocoso debajo de Ylourgne. Después de unas pocas
millas salié del gran bosque de pinos, robles y alerces; y a partir de entonces,
durante el primer dia, siguié el rio Isoile a lo largo de una llanura abierta,

bastante habitada. La calida noche de verano la pas6 debajo de un haya, en



los alrededores de una pequefia aldea, sin atreverse a dormir en los bosques
solitarios donde lobos y bandidos, y criaturas de reputacién mas perniciosa, se
suponia que habitaban.

Por la tarde del segundo dia, después de atravesar las partes mas antiguas
y mas montaraces del inmemorialmente vetusto bosque, llegé a un valle
empinado y pedregoso que le conducia a su destino. Este valle era la fuente
del rio Isoile, que habia disminuido hasta un simple arroyo. En el crepusculo
ocre, entre la puesta del sol y la salida de la luna, vio las luces del monasterio
cisterciense, y, opuesta en los temibles acantilados amontonados, la siniestra y
aspera masa de la fortaleza en ruinas de Ylourgne, con palidos fuegos magicos
parpadeando tras sus altas troneras. Aparte de estas hogueras, no habia signo
de que el castillo estuviese ocupado; y no escuché en momento alguno los
siniestros sonidos denunciados por los monjes.

Gaspard espero6 a que la oronda luna, gualda como el orbe de una inmensa
ave nocturna, comenzase a espiar sobre el valle que se oscurecia. Entonces,
con muchas cautelas, dado que los alrededores eran desconocidos para él,
comenzo a abrirse camino hacia el I6brego y melancélico castillo.

Incluso para alguien bastante acostumbrado a semejantes ascensiones, la
escalada ofrecia bastante peligro y dificultad a la luz de la luna. Varias veces,
encontrandose al borde de un repentino precipicio, se vio obligado a desandar
lo que tanto esfuerzo habia recorrido; y a menudo se salvé de tropezar tan sélo
gracias a los atrofiados matojos y zarzas que habian echado raiz en el
mezquino suelo. Desfallecido, con la ropa desgarrada, con las manos heridas y
sangrantes, alcanzo6 al fin la cuspide de la escarpada cota, debajo de las
murallas.

Aqui hizo una pausa para recobrar el aliento y recuperar sus escasas
fuerzas. Podia ver, desde su posicion ventajosa, un palido reflejo como de
llamas ocultas que golpeaban hacia arriba desde el muro interior de la elevada
carcel.

Escuchd el bajo murmullo de sonidos confusos, sintiéndose confundido
sobre la distancia y direccion en que venian. A veces parecian flotar bajando
desde las oscuras murallas, a veces parecian surgir de alguna profundidad

subterranea lejos en la colina.



Aparte de este remoto, ambiguo zumbido, la noche estaba encerrada en un
silencio mortal. Los propios vientos parecian evitar la vecindad del temido
castillo. Una nube inadvertida, pegajosa y de paralizadora maldad colgaba
sobre todas las cosas, y la palida e hinchada luna, la patrona de las brujas y
hechiceros, destilaba su verde veneno sobre las torres que se derrumbaban en
medio de un silencio mas antiguo que el tiempo.

Gaspard noto el peso, que se le pegaba de una manera obscena, de algo
mas pesado que su propia fatiga, cuando reemprendidé su progreso hacia la
barbacana; redes invisibles del mal que esperaba, aumentando continuamente,
parecian frenarle. El lento, intangible batir de invisibles alas golpeaba con
fuerza su rostro. Parecia respirar un viento que surgia de bévedas insondables
y cavernas de corrupcion. Aullidos inaudibles, burlones o amenazadores, se
amontonaban en sus oidos, y asquerosas manos parecian empujarle atras.
Pero, inclinando la cabeza como contra una tormenta que se levantaba,
continud y trepd por la ruina del terraplén de la barbacana hasta el patio lleno
de hierbas.

El lugar estaba desierto segun todas las apariencias, y buena parte de él
todavia estaba profundamente cubierta por las sombras de las torretas y
murallas. Cerca, en el negro edificio grande y macizo, con almenas de plata,
vio abierta la entrada cavernosa descrita por los monjes. Estaba iluminada
desde el interior por un vivido brillo, palido y extrafio como un luego fatuo. El
zumbido, ahora audible como un murmullo de voces, salia de esa puerta, y
Gaspard pensd que podia ver oscuras figuras manchadas de hollin
moviéndose rapidamente por el interior iluminado.

Continuando en las sombras, siguié avanzando a lo largo del patio dando la
vuelta a las ruinas. No se atrevia a aproximarse a la entrada abierta por miedo
a ser visto, aunque, por lo que podia ver, el lugar carecia de vigilancia.

Llegé a la carcel, sobre cuya muralla superior la palida luz parpadeaba
oblicuamente a través de una especie de desgarrén en el largo edificio
adyacente. Esta abertura estaba a alguna distancia del suelo, y Gaspard vio
que habia sido anteriormente la apertura a un balcén de piedra. Un tramo de
escaleras rotas conducia, subiendo por la pared, al resto medio deshecho de
ese balcén, y se le ocurrié al joven que podia subir por esas escaleras y espiar,

sin ser visto, el interior de Ylourgne.



Faltaban algunos de los tramos de las escaleras, y el resto estaba cubierto
por profundas sombras. Gaspard encontré precariamente su camino hasta el
balcén, parandose una vez con considerable miedo cuando un fragmento de la
gastada piedra, aflojado por su pisada, cayd haciendo un gran ruido contra las
piedras del patio de abajo. Aparentemente, no fue escuchado por los
ocupantes del interior del castillo, y al cabo de un rato reinicid su ascenso.
Cautelosamente, se aproximé a la larga e irregular abertura desde la cual la luz
salia hacia arriba.

Agazapandose en una estrecha cornisa, que era todo lo que quedaba del
balcon, espid un espectaculo de lo mas sorprendente y aterrador, cuyos
detalles le produjeron tal perplejidad, que tardd muchos minutos en
comprenderlos.

Estaba claro que la historia contada por los monjes, teniendo en cuenta sus
prejuicios religiosos, habia estado lejos de ser exagerada. Casi todo el interior
del gran edificio medio derrumbado habia sido demolido y desmantelado para
proporcionar espacio a las actividades de Nathaire. Esta demolicion era por si
misma una tarea sobrehumana para cuya ejecucion el hechicero debia haber
empleado una legion de demonios familiares, ademas de sus diez discipulos.

La vasta camara estaba irregularmente iluminada por el brillo de atanores y
braseros, y, por encima de todo, por el extrafio centelleo de las enormes cubas
de piedra. Incluso desde su ventajosamente elevado punto de observacion, el
observador no podia ver el contenido de esas cubas, pero una luminosidad
blanca se derramaba hacia arriba desde el borde de una de ellas, y una
fosforescencia de color carne desde el otro.

Gaspard habia visto alguno de los experimentos y llamamientos de Nathaire,
y estaba mas que familiarizado con los utensilios de las artes oscuras. Dentro
de ciertos limites, no era melindroso; tampoco era probable que se sintiese
muy aterrorizado por las formas brutales e indefinidas de los demonios que
trabajaban al borde del abismo junto a los pupilos, vestidos de negro, del
hechicero, pero un horror frio sobrecogié su corazén cuando vio la increible
cosa enorme que ocupaba el suelo central: un colosal esqueleto humano de
mas de cien pies de largo, extendiéndose mas alla de la longitud del viejo salon

del castillo; el grupo de hombres y demonios, segun todas las apariencias,



jestaba ocupandose de vestir con carne humana el huesudo pie derecho del
esqueleto!

El prodigioso y macabro armazon, completo en cada parte, con costillas
como arcos de una nave satanica, brillaba como si todavia estuviese calentado
por los fuegos de la infernal fusidn. Parecia brillar y arder con una vida
antinatural, temblar con una inquietud maligna sobre el brillo infernal y la
oscuridad. Los grandes huesos de los dedos, curvandose como garras en el
suelo, parecia como si estuviesen a punto de cerrarse en torno a una presa
indefensa. Los tremendos dientes estaban fijos en una sonrisa sin fin de
sardonica crueldad y malicia. Las vacias cuencas de los ojos, profundas como
los fosos del tartaro, parecian bullir con una minada de luces engafosas, como
los ojos de espiritus burlones que emergen de una sombra obscena.

Gaspard se quedd atontado por la sorprendente fantasmagoria fuera de lo
normal que se abria ante él como un infierno habitado. Después, nunca estuvo
por completo seguro de ciertas cosas, podia recordar muy poco de la manera
concreta en que el trabajo de los hombres y los asistentes era realizado.
Oscuras y ambiguas criaturas, similares a murciélagos, parecian estar
revoloteando de un lado a otro, entre las cubas de piedra y el grupo que
trabajaba como escultores, cubriendo el pie huesudo con un plasma rojizo que
aplicaban y modelaban como si fuese barro. Gaspard pensdé, pero no estuvo
seguro después, que este plasma, que brillaba como si fuese una mezcla de
sangre y fuego, estaba siendo traido de la cuba que despedia un brillo rosado
en jarras llevadas en las garras de las sombrias criaturas aladas. Ninguna de
ellas, sin embargo, se aproximaba a la otra cuba, cuya luz palida estaba
momentaneamente debilitada, como si se estuviese apagando.

Busco la minima figura de Nathaire, a quien no podia distinguir entre la
multitud que ocupaba la escena. El nigromante enfermo, si es que no habia
sucumbido ya a la poco conocida enfermedad que le habia consumido por
dentro como una llama, estaba sin duda oculto de la vista por el colosal
esqueleto, y quiza dirigiendo las tareas de los hombres y de los demonios
desde su cama.

Hechizado en la precaria terraza, el observador no consiguié escuchar los
furtivos pasos gatunos que ascendian detras de él, por las escaleras en ruinas.

Demasiado tarde, oy6 el ruido de un fragmento suelto cerca de sus talones v,



volviéndose sorprendido, se desplomé en el puro olvido como por el impacto de
un golpe de maza, y ni siquiera fue consciente de que el principio de su caida

hacia el patio habia sido detenido por los brazos de su asaltante

\'

EL HORROR DE YLOURGNE

Gaspard, volviendo de su oscuro salto en una negrura como del Leteo, se
encontrdé a si mismo mirando a los ojos de Nathaire: cuencas de noche liquida
y de ébano, en las cuales nadaban los helados fuegos de las estre1las que se
habian hundido en una perdicion irremediable. Por algun tiempo, en la
confusién de sus sentidos, no podia ver otra cosa que los ojos, que parecian
atraerle en su desmayo como siniestros imanes. Aparentemente sin cuerpo, o
situados sobre un rostro demasiado vasto para la percepciéon humana, ardian
en un fuego cadtico. Entonces, paulatinamente, fue viendo las otras facciones
del hechicero, y los detalles de una escena vivida, y fue consciente de su
propia situacion.

Intentando levantar las manos a su cabeza dolorida, encontré que estaban
atadas fuertemente por las mufiecas. Estaba medio tumbado, medio apoyado,
contra un objeto de dura superficie y bordes que le lastimaban la espalda. El
objeto, descubrié que era una especie de horno alquimico, o atanor, parte de
un monton de aparatos en desuso que estaban de pie o tumbados por el suelo
del castillo. Copelas, aludeles y retortas de alambiques, como enormes
calabazas y peceras globulares, estaban mezcladas en extrafia confusion,
amontonadas junto a los libros con candados de hierro, los sucios calderos y
los braseros de una ciencia mas siniestra.

Nathaire, apoyado contra almohadones de estilo sarraceno decorados con
arabescos de apagado oro y fulgurante escarlata, le estaba observando desde
una cama improvisada, hecha con fardos de alfombras orientales y tapicerias
de Arras, ante cuyo lujo las rudas paredes del castillo, manchadas por el moho
y moteadas de secos hongos, ofrecian un grotesco contraste. Palidas luces y
sombras que oscilaban siniestras parpadeaban sobre la escena, y Gaspard

podia escuchar el gutural murmullo de voces detras de él. Torciendo un poco la



cabeza, vio una de las cubas de piedra, cuya luminosidad rosada estaba
manchada y apagada por las alas de un vampiro que se movian de un lado a
otro.

—Bienvenido —dijo Nathaire al cabo de un intervalo durante el cual el
estudiante comenzd a percibir el fatal progreso de la enfermedad en las
facciones, contraidas por el dolor, que habia ante él—. jAsi que Gaspard du
Nord ha venido a visitar a su antiguo maestro! —la voz dura y autoritaria surgia
sorprendentemente con un volumen demoniaco de la mustia figura.

—He venido —dijo Gaspard en un lacénico eco—. Digame, ¢cual es la obra
del diablo en que le encuentro ocupado? ;Y qué es lo que ha hecho con los
cuerpos muertos que fueron robados por sus detestables demonios familiares?

El fragil cuerpo agonizante de Nathaire, como poseido por algun demonio
sardonico, se acundé de un lado a otro de la lujosa cama en un largo y violento
brote de carcajadas, sin ninguna otra respuesta.

—Si su aspecto es un testigo digno de confianza —dijo Gaspard cuando la
siniestra risa hubo cesado—, usted esta mortalmente enfermo, y escaso es el
tiempo que le resta para expiar sus actos de maldad y hacer las paces con
Dios, si en verdad aun es posible que usted haga las paces. Qué asquerosa y
maligna pécima esta usted preparando para asegurar la definitiva perdicion de
su alma?

El enano fue de nuevo presa de un espasmo de risa demoniaca.

—Voto que no, de ningun modo, mi buen Gaspard —dijo finalmente—. Yo
he forjado otro vinculo que aquel con que vosotros, cobardes llorosos, queréis
comprar la buena voluntad y el perdon del Tirano Celestial. El Infierno me
tomara al final, si lo desea, pero el Infierno ha pagado, y aun ha de pagar, un
precio amplio y generoso. Pronto he de morir, es cierto, porque mi final esta
escrito en las estrellas, pero en la muerte, por la gracia de Satanas, viviré de
nuevo, y marcharé dotado con los poderosos musculos de los muertos para
cumplir mi venganza sobre la gente de Averoigne, quien, desde hace largo
tiempo, me ha odiado por mi nigromantica sabiduria y me ha despreciado por
mi estatura de enano.

—¢,Qué locura es esa con la que vos sofais? —pregunto el joven, aterrado

ante la maldad y locura sobrehumanas que parecian extenderse de la



desgastada figura y verterse como un torrente desde el brillo oscuro e infernal
de sus 0jos.

—No es locura, sino algo verdadero; un milagro, tal vez, si la vida en si es
un milagro... De los cuerpos frescos de los muertos, que de otro modo se
habrian podrido en la asquerosidad del cementerio, mis pupilos y mis demonios
familiares me estan fabricando, bajo mis instrucciones, el gigante cuyo
esqueleto has contemplado. Mi alma, a la muerte del actual cuerpo, pasara a
esta colosal residencia a través del funcionamiento de ciertos hechizos de
transmigracién en los cuales mis fieles asistentes han sido cuidadosamente
instruidos. Si conmigo hubieses permanecido, Gaspard, y no te hubieses
echado atras, llevado por tus mezquinos remilgos de meapilas, las maravillas y
la profunda sabiduria te habria desvelado, y ahora seria privilegio tuyo
participar en la creacion de este prodigio..., y, si hubieses venido antes por tu
presuntuosa curiosidad, podria haber hecho un uso peculiar de tus fuertes
huesos y musculos..., el mismo uso que he dado a otros hombres jovenes,
quienes han muerto a causa de un accidente o de la violencia. Pero es
demasiado tarde incluso para eso, ya que la construccion de los huesos ha
sido completada y sélo resta investirlos de carne humana. Mi buen Gaspard, no
hay nada en absoluto que hacer contigo..., excepto apartarte del medio de una
manera segura. Providencialmente, para este propdsito, hay un calabozo de
prision perpetua con entrada por el techo debajo del castillo. Un lugar de
residencia algo deprimente, sin duda, pero que fue construido fuerte y profundo
por los fieros sefiores de Ylourgne.

Gaspard fue incapaz de concebir réplica alguna para este siniestro y
extraordinario discurso. Buscando palabras en su mente, congelada por el
horror, se noté sujetado por las manos de seres no vistos que se habian
acercado por detras, contestando a algun gesto de Nathaire, una sefal que el
cautivo no habia notado. Le taparon los ojos con algun pesado tejido,
polvoriento y lleno de moho como un sudario, y fue conducido tropezando a
través de la acumulacion de extrafios aparatos, y bajado por una escalera que
daba muchas vueltas a través de tramos estrechos y en ruinas, de los cuales
salia el repugnante aliento del agua estancada para recibirle, mezclado con el

aceitoso olor a almizcle de las serpientes.



Parecié descender una distancia que no admitiria regreso. Lentamente, el
hedor se volvio mas fuerte, mas insoportable; las escaleras acabaron; una
puerta hizo un reticente sonido metalico sobre goznes herrumbrosos, vy
Gaspard fue empujado adelante a un suelo empapado, desigual, que parecia
haber sido desgastado por una miriada de pisadas.

Escuchd el chirriar de una pesada losa de piedra. Sus mufiecas fueron
liberadas, la venda retirada de sus ojos, y vio a la luz de antorchas
parpadeantes, un agujero redondo a sus pies que bostezaba en el suelo
rezumante de humedad.

Junto a éste, estaba la losa que habia sido su tapa. Antes de que pudiese
volverse para ver a sus captores, para descubrir si eran hombres o diablos, fue
agarrado con brusquedad y arrojado al aguero que se abria. Cayo a través de
una negrura como la del submundo, por una oscuridad inmensa, antes de
golpear el fondo. Tumbado, medio atontado, en un charco fétido de poca
profundidad, escucho sobre él el seco golpe funeral de la losa al deslizarse de

nuevo.

\'4

LOS FOSOS DE YLOURGNE

Gaspard fue revivido, al cabo de un rato, por la frialdad del agua en que
descansaba. Sus ropas estaban medio empapadas, y el mefitico y poco
profundo charco se hallaba a una pulgada de su boca, como descubrié al
primer movimiento. Podia escuchar un goteo, continuo y monétono, en algun
lugar de la noche sin luz del calabozo. Se puso de pie tropezando,
descubriendo que sus huesos estaban intactos, y comenzd una exploracion
cautelosa. Gotas sucias caian sobre su cara levantada y su cabello; sus pies
resbalaban y salpicaban en el agua podrida; habia silbidos furiosos y
vehementes, y anillos serpentinos se deslizaban friamente por sus tobillos.
Pronto alcanzé una tosca pared de piedra, y, siguiendo la pared con la punta
de sus dedos, intentd determinar el tamafo del calabozo. Este era mas o
menos circular, sin esquinas, y no consiguido hacerse una idea justa de su

perimetro. En algun lugar de su vagabundeo, encontr6 un monton de



escombros con forma de estanteria; y aqui, a causa de la relativa comodidad y
sequedad, se instald, después de expulsar a un cierto numero de reptiles
indignados. Las criaturas, parecia, eran inofensivas, y probablemente
pertenecian a alguna especie de serpientes de agua, pero temblaba al tocar
sus escamas viscosas. Sentado en el montdn de escombros, Gaspard repasé
en su mente los diversos horrores de una situacion que era infinitamente
lugubre y desesperada. Habia descubierto el increible secreto de Ylourgne,
capaz de revolver el alma, el proyecto inimaginablemente monstruoso y
blasfemo de Nathaire; pero ahora, encerrado en este apestoso agujero como
en una tumba subterranea, en las profundidades bajo ese castillo maldecido
por los demonios, ni siquiera podia avisar al mundo sobre la inminente
amenaza.

La bolsa de comida, ahora casi vacia, con la cual habia partido de Vyones,
todavia colgaba de su espalda, y se aseguro, investigandolo, de que sus
captores no se habian molestado en privarle de su daga. Mordisqueando un
mendrugo de pan rancio en la oscuridad y acariciando con la mano el pomo de
su preciada arma, busco alguna brecha en la desesperacion que le envolvia
por todas partes. No tenia medios para contar las horas negras que
transcurrieron para él con la lentitud de un rio cegado por el barro,
arrastrandose en ciego silencio por un mar subterraneo. El incesante goteo del
agua, probablemente procedente de pozos subterraneos formados por el
deshielo que habian aprovisionado al castillo en anteriores anos, era lo unico
que rompia el silencio. Pero el sonido se convirtié, con el paso del tiempo, y por
su equivoca igualdad de tono, en una risa que sugeria la de duendes invisibles,
una cadencia perpetua y sin alegria para su mente delirante. Por fin, debido al
puro y simple agotamiento corporal, se sumié en un problematico sopor repleto
de pesadillas.

No podria haber dicho si era de noche o de dia en el mundo exterior cuando
se despertd, porque la misma oscuridad estancada, sin el alivio de un rayo o de
un brillo, desbordaba en el calabozo. Temblando, se dio cuenta de que habia
una corriente de aire que soplaba continuamente sobre él: un aire empapado,
malsano, como el aliento de sétanos en desuso que, durante su reposo,
hubiesen despertado a una vida y a una actividad misteriosas. No habia notado

la corriente hasta entonces, y su cerebro adormilado se encontré con una



repentina esperanza por este motivo. Evidentemente, existia alguna brecha
subterranea, o un canal, por donde entraba el aire; y esta brecha, de alguna
manera, podria proporcionar un punto de salida del calabozo.

Poniéndose de pie, tanteé inseguro hacia adelante en la direccidon de la
corriente. Tropezd con algo, que crujié y se rompid bajo sus talones, y se frend
con dificultades para no caer en el charco, lleno de barro e infestado de
serpientes. Antes de que pudiese investigar el obstaculo o reemprender sus
ciegos tanteos, escuchdé un ruido brusco y chirriante por encima de él, y un
tembloroso rayo de luz amarilla descendioé por la boca abierta del calabozo.
Sorprendido, levanté la cabeza, y vio el agujero redondo a unos diez o doce
pies por encima de él; a través de éste, una mano oscura habia bajado una
antorcha ardiente. Una pequefia cesta, conteniendo una hogaza de pan aspero
y una botella de vino, estaba siendo bajada al extremo de una cuerda. Gaspard
recogid el pan y el vino, y la cesta fue elevada. Antes de la retirada de la
antorcha y de que la losa volviese a ser colocada en su sitio, consiguié hacer
un precipitado estudio de su mazmorra.

El sitio era irregularmente circular, como habia supuesto, y tenia quiza unos
quince pies de diametro. La cosa con la que habia tropezado era un esqueleto
humano, tumbado entre un montén de escombros y el agua sucia. Estaba
marron y podrido por el paso del tiempo, y sus ropas hacia largo tiempo que se
habian deshecho en una mancha de moho liquido. Las paredes estaban
acanaladas y con arroyuelos por los siglos de humedad, y parecia que la
propia piedra estuviese pudriéndose lentamente. En el lado opuesto, al fondo,
vio la abertura que habia imaginado: un agujero bajo, no mucho mas grande
que la guarida de un zorro, por el cual fluia el agua sucia. Su corazén se
angustio ante esa vision: el agua era mas profunda de lo que parecia, y el
agujero era demasiado estrecho como para permitir el paso del cuerpo de un
hombre. En un estado de desesperaciéon como de auténtico ahogo, encontré su
camino de regreso al monton de escombros cuando la luz fue retirada.

La hogaza de pan y la botella de vino estaban todavia en sus manos.
Mecanicamente, desganado y embotado, mordisqued y bebié. Después se
sintio mas fuerte; y el amargo vino peledn que sirvio para calentarle le debio

inspirar la idea que concibié en ese momento.



Acabandose la botella, se abri6 camino a través de la mazmorra hasta el
agujero, semejante a una madriguera. La corriente de aire que entraba se
habia hecho mas fuerte, y esto lo considero una sefal favorable.
Desenfundando su daga, empez6 a excavar en la pared medio podrida y en
descomposicion, esforzandose para aumentar la abertura. Se vio obligado a
arrodillarse en un apestoso cieno, y, mientras trabajaba, los anillos de las
serpientes de agua avanzaban sobre él retorciéndose, mientras emitian
temibles silbidos. Evidentemente, el agujero era su medio de entrada y salida,
dentro y fuera del calabozo.

La piedra se deshacia con facilidad ante su daga, y Gaspard olvid6 lo
repugnante y horrible de su situacion ante la esperanza de la fuga. No tenia
miedo de conocer la anchura del muro, o la naturaleza y extension del
subterraneo que se extendia mas alla, pero se sentia seguro de que existia
algun canal de conexion con el mundo exterior.

Durante horas o dias enteros, trabajé con su daga, cavando ciegamente en
la blanda pared, y arrancando el detritus que salpicaba en el agua a su
alrededor. Después de un rato, tumbado sobre su barriga, se arrastrd por el
agujero que habia ensanchado y, cavando como un topo, se fue abriendo
camino pulgada a pulgada. Por fin, para su enorme alivio, la punta de su daga
se hundié en un espacio vacio. Rompié con las manos la delgada barrera de
piedra que quedaba como obstaculo, y entonces, arrastrandose en la
oscuridad, descubrié que podia ponerse de pie en una especie de suelo
cuadrangular.

Estirando sus entumecidos miembros, avanzé muy cautelosamente.
Estaba en una especie de bodega estrecha o en un tunel, cuyos lados podia
tocar simultdneamente con las yemas de los dedos extendidos. El suelo se
inclinaba hacia abajo, y el agua se volvia mas profunda, subiendo hasta sus
rodillas y luego basta su cintura. Probablemente el lugar habia sido utilizado
una vez como salida subterranea del castillo, y el suelo, al derrumbarse, habia
bloqueado el agua.

Muy desanimado, Gaspard comenz6 a cuestionarse si habia cambiado el
sucio calabozo, rondado por esqueletos, por una cosa incluso peor. La noche

que le rodeaba seguia intacta y sin ningun rayo de luz, y la corriente de aire,



aunque fuerte, venia cargada con una mohosidad y una humedad que sugerian
subterraneos interminables.

Tocando los lados del tunel a intervalos, avanzé vacilante, adentrandose en
el agua cada vez mas profunda; descubri6é una curva brusca a su derecha, que
conducia a un espacio libre. El lugar resultd ser la entrada de un pasadizo que
se interseccionaba, cuyo suelo estaba inundado, y, por lo menos, era recto y
no se hundia mas en la estancada porqueria. Explorandolo, tropez6 con el
nacimiento de un tramo de escaleras que subian. Ascendiéndolas a través del
agua, cuya profundidad disminuia, pronto se encontré de pie sobre suelo seco.

Los escalones, rotos, estrechos, irregulares y sin barandillas, parecian dar
vueltas en una eterna espiral que se enroscaba en la oscuridad de las entrafas
de Ylourgne. Resultaban tan cerradas y asfixiantes como una tumba, y no eran
la causa de la corriente de aire que Gaspard habia comenzado a seguir. A
dénde podrian conducirle, él lo ignoraba; no hubiera sido capaz de decir si eran
las mismas escaleras por las cuales habia sido conducido al calabozo. Pero
siguié adelante con constancia, parandose tan soélo a largos intervalos para
recuperar el aliento como buenamente podia en ese aire estancado y maligno.

Al cabo de un rato, en la oscuridad compacta, desde arriba en la distancia,
comenzo a escuchar un sonido misterioso y amortiguado: un estrépito.
apagado pero repetido, de grandes bloques y masas de piedra que caian. El
ruido resultaba indescriptiblemente triste y siniestro, y parecia hacer retumbar
las paredes invisibles en torno a Gaspard, y estremecer los tramos de la
escalera que pisaba con una siniestra vibracion.

Subié ahora con una precaucion y un cuidado intensificados, parandose a
cada instante para escuchar. El ruido de caidas se volvi6 mas alto, mas
siniestro, como sise situase sobre él directamente, y, al oirlo, se quedd
agazapado en las oscuras escaleras por un tiempo que pudo ser de muchos
minutos, sin atreverse a avanzar mas. Por fin, de una manera desconcertante
por lo repentina, el sonido se detuvo, dejando una tranquilidad tensa y llena de
miedos.

Con muchas conjeturas siniestras. sin saber con qué nueva barbaridad iba a
encontrarse. Gaspard se aventuré a reemprender su ascenso. De nuevo, en la
oscura y compacta tranquilidad, fue recibido por un sonido: el de voces,

apagadas y resonantes, que cantaban, como en una misa satanica o en una



liturgia con cadencias de funeral convertidas en un himno, intolerablemente
exultante, al triunfo del mal. Mucho antes de que pudiese comprender las
palabras, tembl6 ante el latido, fuerte y maléfico, de un ritmo monétono, cuyas
ascensiones y caidas parecian corresponderse con los latidos de algun colosal
demonio.

Las escaleras dieron un giro por centésima vez en su tortuosa espiral vy,
saliendo de aquella larga medianoche, Gaspard parpaded ante el palido brillo
que fluia hacia él desde arriba. Las voces del coro le recibieron con una sonora
explosion de canticos infernales, y él reconocioé las palabras de un raro y
poderoso hechizo, empleado por los brujos para una finalidad supremamente
detestable y maléfica. Con espanto, mientras subia los ultimos peldafos,
descubrio lo que estaba teniendo lugar en las ruinas de Ylourgne.

Levantando su cabeza con cuidado sobre el suelo del castillo, vio que los
peldanos terminaban en una esquina apartada del vasto cuarto en que habia
contemplado la impensable creacion de Nathaire. Toda la extension del
edificio, desmantelado por dentro, se ofrecia a su vista, lleno por un extrafio
brillo en donde los rayos de una luna gibosa se mezclaban con las rojizas
llamas de los rescoldos de los atanores y las lenguas multicolores que se
enroscaban entre si, surgiendo de los braseros nigromanticos.

Gaspard, durante un instante, se quedé confundido por el brillo de la luz de
la luna entre las ruinas. Entonces, vio que casi todo el muro interior del castillo,
que daba al patio, habia sido demolido. Era el derribo de estos bloques de
tamafo prodigioso, sin duda a través de un trabajo de hechiceria ajeno al
género humano, lo que habia escuchado durante su ascension subterranea
desde los s6tanos. Se le hel6 la sangre en las venas, se le puso la carne de
gallina, cuando se dio cuenta del fin para el que la pared habia sido echada
abajo.

Era evidente que un dia entero y parte de una noche habian transcurrido
desde su encierro, porque la luna se levantaba alta en un firmamento de palido
zafiro. Bafiadas por su helado brillo, las pétreas cubas ya no emitian su extrafia
y eléctrica fosforescencia. La cama de tejidos sarracenos, en la cual Gaspard
habia contemplado al enano agonizante, estaba ahora parcialmente oculta a la

vista por las emanaciones ascendentes de braseros y turibulos, entre los



cuales los diez discipulos del mago, ataviados de negro y escarlata, estaban
practicando el rito espantoso y repugnante en una maléfica letania.

Lleno de miedo, como alguien que afronta una aparicion surgida de un
infierno remoto, Gaspard contemplé al coloso que yacia inerte, como sumido
en un suefo ciclopeo, sobre las losas del castillo. La figura ya no era un
esqueleto: los miembros habian sido redondeados en extremidades enormes y
musculosas, como los miembros de los gigantes de la Biblia; los costados eran
una muralla insuperable; los deltoides del poderoso pecho eran anchos como
plataformas; las manos podrian haber aplastado los cuerpos de los hombres
como si fuesen piedras de molino... Pero el rostro del asombroso monstruo,
visto de perfil contra los desbordantes rayos de la luna, jera el rostro del
satanico enano Nathaire..., aumentado cien veces, pero idéntico en su
implacable maldad y malevolencia!

El vasto pecho parecia levantanse y caer, y. Durante una pausa del ritual
nigromantico, Gaspard escuch6 el sonido inconfundible de una poderosa
respiracion. El ojo del perfil estaba cerrado; pero su parpado parecia temblar
como un gran cortinaje, como si el monstruo estuviese a punto de despertar;
una mano extendida, con dedos palidos y azulados como filas de cadaveres,
se retorcia inquieta sobre las losas del castillo.

Un terror insuperable le apresd, pero ni siquiera ese terror podia inducirle a
volver a los apestosos s6tanos que habia dejado atras. Con unas dudas y un
miedo infinitos, escapd de la esquina, manteniéndose dentro de la zona de
sombras de ébano que flanqueaban los muros del castillo. Al marchar,
contemplé por un momento, a través de los engafiosos velos de vapor, la cama
en que la forma marchita de Nathaire estaba tumbada, palida y sin movimiento.
Parecia como si el enano hubiese muerto, o hubiese caido en el letargo que
precede a la muerte. Entonces, las voces corales, gritando su terrible
encantamiento, se elevaron aun mas en un triunfo satanico; los vapores se
desvanecieron como una nube nacida en el infierno, revolviéndose en torno a
los brujos con la forma de pitones, y ocultando de nuevo la oriental cama y a su
ocupante, quien parecia un cadaver.

El peso de un interminable infortunio oprimia el aire. Gaspard sintié que la
terrible transmigracién, invocada e implorada con liturgias blasfemas en

continuo aumento, estaba a punto de suceder.., 0 quizad ya habia sucedido.



Penso que el gigante que respiraba se habia revuelto, como alguien que tiene
el suefo ligero.

Pronto, la masa tumbada, inmensa y enorme, se interpuso entre Gaspard y
los nigromantes que cantaban. No le habian visto, y ahora se atrevié a salir
corriendo, alcanzando el patio sin ser molestado ni perseguido. A partir de ahi,
sin volver la vista, escap6 como alguien a quien persiguen los demonios,

atravesando las empinadas cuestas llenas de barrancos, debajo de Ylourgne.

Vil

LA LLEGADA DEL COLOSO

Después del fin del éxodo de los zombies, un terror universal todavia
prevalecia: una extensa sombra de recelo infernal y funeral, que caia
estancada sobre Averoigne. Habia extrafias sefiales de desastres en la
apariencia de los cielos: meteoros de roja estela habian sido vistos cayendo
mas alla de las colinas del este; un cometa, en el lejano sur, habia apagado las
estrellas con su estela luminosa durante varias noches, para después
desvanecerse dejando entre los hombres la profecia de la ruina y la pestilencia
que habrian de venir. Durante el dia, el aire era bochornoso y agobiante, y el
cielo azul estaba calentado como al rojo vivo. Nubes de tormenta, oscuras vy
concentradas, agitaban sus lanzas fulgurantes en el horizonte lejano, como un
ejército invasor de titanes. Una melancolia, como la que los hechizos de los
magos producen, estaba extendida entre el ganado. Todos estos signos y
prodigios eran un peso afadido sobre los oprimidos espiritus de los hombres,
quienes iban de un lado para otro con un miedo diario de los preparativos y
maquinaciones ocultas del Infierno.

Pero, hasta la salida propiamente dicha de la amenaza incubada, nadie,
excepto Gaspard do Nord, tenia el conocimiento de cual era su verdadera
forma. Y Gaspard, escapando precipitadamente hacia Vyones, bajo la luna
gibosa, y temeroso de escuchar en cualquier momento las pisadas de un
perseguidor de tamafo colosal detras de él, habia pensado que era del todo
inutil dar un aviso a los pueblos y aldeas que quedaban en la direccion de su

fuga. ¢Ddnde, en verdad —incluso con un aviso—, podian los hombres tener la



esperanza de esconderse de esa cosa temible, engendrada por el Infierno de
un osario violado, que saldria como un muerto viviente para desencadenar su
célera estruendosa sobre un mundo pisoteado?

Asi, durante esa noche y el dia siguiente, Gaspard du Nord, con el barro
seco del calabozo sobre su indumentaria desgarrada por las espinas. avanzé
como un loco por los elevados bosques infestados de hombres lobos y
bandidos. La luna, poniéndose por el oeste, parpaded ante sus ojos a través de
los troncos de los arboles, l6bregos y retorcidos, mientras corria; y el alba le
alcanzé con sus palidos rayos como flechas penetrantes. La luna derramo
sobre él su blanco bochorno, como metal calentado en un horno sublimado en
luz. Y la porqueria coagulada que se pegaba a sus prendas se convirtié de
nuevo en barro por efecto de su propio sudor. Pero todavia continué su marcha
de pesadilla, mientras que un vago plan, aparentemente sin esperanza, tomaba

forma en su mente.

En el intervalo, varios monjes de la hermandad cisterciense, vigilando las
murallas grises de Ylourgne, a primera hora de la mafana en su guardia
habitual, fueron los primeros, después de Gaspard, en mirar el monstruoso
horror creado por los nigromantes. Su informe podia estar algo tefido de
exageraciones piadosas, pero juraron que el gigante se elevd abruptamente,
levantando su cintura a la altura de las ruinas de la tronera, entre un repentino
restallar de fuegos de larga lengua y un retorcerse de oscuros humos que
salian en erupcion de Ylourgne. La cabeza del gigante estaba a la misma altura
que el piso superior del calabozo, y su brazo derecho, extendido, descansaba
como una barrera de nubes tormentosas contra el sol que acababa de salir.

Los monjes cayeron gimoteando de rodillas, creyendo que el Archienemigo
en persona habia llegado, utilizando Ylourgne como pasaje desde el abismo.
Entonces, a través del valle, que tenia millas de anchura, escucharon una
carcajada de risa monstruosa; y el gigante, saltando sobre el terraplén de la
barbacana de un solo paso, comenz6 a descender por la desigual y escarpada
colina.

Cuando se aproximd, saltando de loma en loma, sus rasgos eran, de una
manera manifiesta, los de algun gran demonio inflamado por la ira y la malicia

contra los hijos de Adan. Su pelo, en mechones enmarafados, le caia por



detras como un amasijo de negras pitones; su piel desnuda estaba livida y
palida y mortecina, como la piel de los muertos; pero, debajo de ella, los
portentosos musculos de un titdn se agitaban y movian. Los ojos, saltones y
brillantes, resplandecian como calderos descubiertos calentados por algun
insondable abismo.

El rumor de su llegada se extendié como una tormenta de terror a través del
monasterio. Muchos de entre los hermanos, considerando la prudencia la parte
mas positiva del fervor religioso, se ocultaron en las bodegas de piedra y en los
sotanos. Otros se agazaparon en sus celdas, murmurando y chillando plegarias
incoherentes a todos los santos. Todavia otros, los mas valientes, se retiraron
en grupo a una capilla y se arrodillaron, en oracion solemne, ante el gran
crucifijo de madera.

Solo Bernard y Stéphane, ahora algo recobrados de su terrible paliza, se
atrevieron a vigilar el avance del gigante. Su horror aumenté de forma
inenarrable cuando descubrieron en las colosales facciones un extraordinario
parecido con los rasgos del malvado enano que habia presidido las oscuras
actividades malditas de Ylourgne; y la risa del coloso, mientras descendia valle
abajo, era como un eco traido por la tormenta de las infames risotadas que les
habian perseguido durante su ignominiosa fuga de la fortaleza maldita. A
Bernard y Stéphane, sin embargo, les parecid que el enano, quien era en
realidad un demonio, habia elegido manifestarse con su verdadera forma.

Parandose en el fondo del valle, el gigante miré al monasterio con sus 0jos
ardientes a la altura de la ventana desde la cual Stéphane y Bernard espiaban.
Se ri6 de nuevo —una risa terrible como un terremoto subterraneo— e
inclinandose, tomé un montén de pedrejones como si fuesen guijarros, y
procedié a apedrear el monasterio. Los pedruscos chocaron contra los muros,
como si hubiesen sido arrojados por una poderosa catapulta, pero el sélido
edificio aguant6 aunque fuese terriblemente agitado.

Entonces, con las dos manos, el coloso arrancé una inmensa roca que
estaba profundamente hundida en el suelo de la colina, y, levantandola, la
arrojo contra los inquebrantables muros. La tremenda masa rompié una pared
entera de la capilla, y aquellos que se habian agrupado ahi fueron encontrados
mas tarde machacados en una pulpa sanguinolenta, entre las astillas de su

Cristo tallado.



Después de eso, como desdefiando divertirse mas con una presa tan
insignificante, el coloso dio la espalda al pequeiio monasterio y, como un Goliat
engendrado por demonios, fue rugiendo valle abajo adentrandose en
Averoigne.

Mientras se marchaba, Bernard y Stéphane, que aun vigilaban desde su
ventana, vieron algo en lo que no habian reparado antes: una enorme cesta,
hecha de tablazén, que colgaba, suspendida con sogas, entre los hombros del
gigante. En la cesta, diez hombres —los pupilos y ayudantes de Nathaire—
estaban siendo transportados como si fuesen mufiecos o marionetas a la

espalda de un buhonero.

En torno a los vagabundeos subsiguientes y a las depredaciones del coloso, se
contaron cien leyendas durante mucho tiempo a lo largo de Averoigne. Cuentos
de un horror que no tiene igual, unos caprichos diabdlicos sin paralelo en toda
la historia de aquella tierra infestada de demonios.

Los cabreros de las colinas debajo de Ylourgne le vieron acercarse, y
escaparon junto con sus agiles rebafios a los riscos mas altos. A ésos les
dedico poca atencion, limitdndose a pisotearles como escarabajos cuando no
conseguian apartarse de su camino. Siguiendo el arroyo de montafia que era la
fuente del gran rio Isoile, llegd al borde del gran bosque, y alli arrancé un pino
recio y antiguo con sus propias manos, y, dandole forma de porra, lo llevo a
partir de entonces.

Con esta cachiporra, mas pesada que un ariete, machaco, hasta convertirla
en ruinas amorfas, una ermita que estaba junto al camino en el bosque. Un
villorrio se cruz6 en su camino. y pasoé a través de el, hundiendo sus techos,
derribando las paredes y aplastando a los habitantes bajo sus pies.

De aca para alla, en un loco paroxismo de destruccion, como un ciclope
borracho de muerte, vagabundedé durante todo el dia. Hasta las bestias
salvajes del bosque escapaban de él presas del miedo. Los lobos, en mitad de
su caceria, abandonaban la presa y se escondian, aullando lastimeramente a
causa del terror, en sus rocosos cubiles. Los salvajes perros negros de caza
del bosque no estaban dispuestos a hacerle frente, y se escondian gimoteando

en las perreras.



Los hombres escucharon su poderosa carcajada, sus gritos como de
tormenta; le vieron acercarse a una distancia de muchas leguas, y escaparon o
se escondieron tan bien como fueron capaces. Los sefores de los castillos con
foso llamaron a sus soldados, levantaron sus puentes levadizos y se
prepararon como para el asedio de un ejército. Los campesinos se escondieron
en las cavernas, en las bodegas, en pozos viejos, incluso debajo de montones
de paja, con la esperanza de que pasara de largo sin fijarse. Las iglesias
estaban repletas de refugiados que buscaban la proteccion de la cruz,
considerando que Satanas en persona, o alguno de sus lugartenientes mas
destacados, se habia alzado para asolar la regién y convertirla en un desierto.

Con una voz como un trueno de verano, locas maldiciones, obscenidades y
blasfemias impensables eran pronunciadas sin cesar por el gigante mientras se
dirigia de un lado para otro. La gente le escuchd dirigirse a la camada de
figuras vestidas de negro que portaba en sus espaldas en tonos de reproche o
explicacion como los de un maestro que se dirige a sus alumnos. Quienes
habian conocido a Nathaire reconocieron el increible parecido de las facciones
hinchadas con las suyas. Un rumor corrié de que el brujo enano, gracias a su
despreciable lazo con el Adversario, habia conseguido transmitir su alma
odiosa a esa forma titanica; y, llevando a sus discipulos con él, habia
regresado para desencadenar una ira insaciable, un rencor sin fondo contra el
mundo que se habia burlado de él por su pequefio tamafo y le habia
despreciado por su brujeria. También se rumoreaba la génesis en el osario del
monstruoso avatar; y lo cierto es que se decia que el coloso habia proclamado

abiertamente su identidad.

Resultaria aburrido hacer mencion explicita de todas las barbaridades, de
todas las atrocidades que fueron atribuidas al gigante merodeador. Hubo
personas —se dice que principalmente mujeres y sacerdotes— a quienes
atrapd mientras escapaban, y descuartizé miembro a miembro como un nifio
haria con un insecto... Y hubo cosas peores que no seran mencionadas en
esta cronica.

Muchos testigos oculares vieron como dio caza a Pierre, el sefior de La
Frénaie, quien habia salido con sus hombres y su jauria para dar caza a un

noble ciervo en un bosque cercano. Alcanzando a caballo y jinete, los levanté



con una sola mano vy, llevandolos por alto mientras andaba por encima de la
copa de los arboles, los arrojo contra las murallas del castillo de La Frénaie
mientras pasaba. Entonces, alcanzando al ciervo rojo que Pierre habia cazado,
lo arrojo detras de ellos, y las enormes manchas de sangre producidas por el
impacto de los cuerpos permanecieron largo tiempo sobre las piedras del
castillo, y nunca fueron lavadas del todo por las lluvias del otofio y las nieves
del invierno.

Se contaron también historias innumerables de actos de sacrilegio y
profanacién cometidos por el coloso: la virgen de madera que arrojé al Isoile,
cerca de Ximes, atada con las entrafias humanas al cuerpo en
descomposicién, y vestido con cota de malla, de un famoso forajido; los
cadaveres llenos de gusanos que saco con las manos de tumbas sin consagrar
y arroj6 al patio de la abadia benedictina de Périgon; enterro la iglesia de Santa
Zenobia, junto con sus sacerdotes y congregacion, bajo una montana de abono

conseguida con todos los estercoleros de las granjas vecinas.

Vil

EL DERRIBO DEL COLOSO

Adelante y atras, siguiendo un curso irregular de borracho, en zigzag, el
gigante anduvo sin pausa de un confin a otro del reino asolado, como un
energumeno poseido por un demonio implacable de maldad y muerte, dejando
detras de él, como un segador con su guadafa una extension de eterna ruina,
rapiiia y carniceria. Y cuando el sol, ennegrecido por el humo de las aldeas en
llamas, se hubo puesto rojizo mas alla del bosque, los hombres todavia le
veian moviéndose en el crepusculo, y escuchaban el temblor portentoso de su
risa loca y tormentosa.

Aproximandose a las puertas de Vyones al ponerse el sol, Gaspard du Nord
vio detras de él, a través de claros en el antiguo bosque, los lejanos hombros y
cabeza del temible coloso, quien se movia a lo largo del rio Isoile,
deteniéndose a ratos entretenido en algun acto horrible.

Aunque insensible a causa de la debilidad y el cansancio, Gaspard aumenté

el paso. No creia, sin embargo, que el monstruo intentara invadir Vyones, el



objetivo principal del odio y la malicia de Nathaire, antes del dia siguiente. El
alma malvada del hechicero enano, exultante en su total capacidad para el
dafio y la destruccidon, retrasaria el acto que coronaria su venganza, y
continuaria aterrorizando durante la noche las aldeas vecinas y los distritos
rurales.

A pesar de sus harapos y de su suciedad, que le volvian practicamente
irreconocible y le daban un aspecto sospechoso, Gaspard fue admitido sin
preguntas por los guardias en la puerta de la ciudad. Vyones ya estaba
abarrotada con gente que habia escapado al santuario de sus sélidas murallas
desde el campo adyacente, y a nadie, ni siquiera a los personajes de peor
catadura, se le denegaba la entrada. Sobre las murallas habia filas de arqueros
y alabarderos agrupados y listos para impedir la entrada al gigante. Habia
hombres armados con ballestas situados sobre las puertas, y catapultas
colocadas a cortos intervalos a lo largo de todo el circuito de las murallas. La
ciudad bullia y zumbaba como una colmena agitada.

La histeria y el pandemoénium prevalecian en las calles. Caras palidas y
presas del panico remolineaban por todas partes en una corriente sin destino.
Antorchas que corrian llameaban dolorosamente en un crepusculo que se
volvia mas profundo como alas de sombras inminentes surgidas del averno. En
la oscuridad se coagulaba un miedo intangible, con redes de una opresién
asfixiante. En medio de todo este revuelo de desorden salvaje y de locura,
Gaspard, como un nadador agotado pero que se niega a rendirse braceando
sobre una ola de eterna pesadilla visceral, se abri6 camino lentamente hasta
sus alojamientos del atico.

Después, apenas podia recordar haber comido y bebido. Agotado mas alla
de los limites del aguante fisico y espiritual, se arrojé sobre su lecho sin
quitarse sus vestiduras rigidas de barro, y durmié empapado hasta una hora a
medio camino entre la medianoche y el amanecer.

Se desperté cuando los rayos de la gibosa luna, palidos como la muerte,
brillaron sobre él desde su ventana, y, levantandose, empled el resto de la
noche en ciertos preparativos ocultos que, segun él, ofrecian la unica
posibilidad de hacer frente al monstruo demoniaco que habia sido creado y

animado por Nathaire.



Trabajando febrilmente a la luz de la luna del oeste y una unica débil vela,
Gaspard reunio varios ingredientes de uso alquimico comun que él poseia, e
hizo de éstos un compuesto, a través de un proceso largo y cabalistico, un
polvo gris oscuro que habia visto emplear a Nathaire en numerosas ocasiones.
El habia razonado que el coloso, habiendo sido formado con la carne y la
sangre de hombres muertos indebidamente levantados de sus tumbas, y
dotado de energia solamente por el alma del hechicero muerto, estaria sujeto a
la influencia de este polvo, que Nathaire habia utilizado para hacer caer a los
muertos resucitados. El polvo, si era arrojado en las fosas nasales de
semejantes cadaveres, les hacia volver pacificamente a sus tumbas vy
tumbarse de nuevo en el renovado reposo de la muerte.

Gaspard hizo una cantidad considerable de esta mezcla, porque un simple
pellizco no seria suficiente para dormir a la gigantesca monstruosidad del
cementerio. Su vela, que goteaba cera, fue apagada por la blanca alba cuando
el terminaba la férmula latina de temibles invocaciones de la cual extraeria
mucha de su eficacia. El utilizé el hechizo con desgana, porque pedia la
colaboracién de Alastor y otros espiritus malignos. Pero sabia que no existia
otra alternativa: la brujeria habia que afrontarla con brujeria.

La mafana llegd con nuevos terrores a Vyones. Gaspard sintid, por medio
de una especie de intuicion, que el coloso vengativo, que se decia habia
vagabundeado con un vigor inhumano y una diabdlica energia durante toda la
noche a través de Averoigne, se acercaria a la odiada ciudad temprano en ese
dia. Su pensamiento resulté confirmado; porque apenas habia terminado sus
labores ocultas cuando escuchd un griterio creciente en las calles y, sobre el
triste y agudo clamor de las voces asustadas, el lejano rugido del gigante.

Gaspard supo que no tema tiempo que perder, si iba a apostarse en un sitio
desde donde arrojar con ventaja su polvo a las fosas nasales del gigante de
cien pies. Ni los muros de la ciudad ni la mayoria de los campanarios de las
iglesias eran lo suficientemente elevados para su propdsito; y una breve
reflexion le indicé que la gran catedral, levantandose en el corazén de Vyones,
era el unico lugar desde cuyo techo podia hacer frente al invasor con éxito.
Estaba seguro de que los soldados en las murallas poco podrian hacer para
impedir al monstruo la entrada y el ejercicio de su malévola voluntad. Ningun

arma terrenal podria dafiar a un ser de ese volumen y naturaleza; porque



incluso un cadaver de tamafo normal, levantado de esta manera, podia ser
cosido a flechazos o atravesado por media docena de picas sin frenar su
progreso.

Apresuradamente, llené un enorme saco de cuero con el polvo y, llevandolo
a la cintura, se uni6 al agitado revoltijo de gente en la calle. Muchos estaban
escapando a la catedral, buscando el refugio en su augusta santidad., y sélo
tuvo que dejarse llevar por aquella corriente empujada por el miedo.

La catedral estaba repleta de fieles, y misas solemnes estaban siendo
dichas por sacerdotes cuyas voces temblaban a veces por panico interior. Sin
que le prestase atencion la multitud, livida y desesperada, Gaspard encontro
un tramo de escaleras que conducian, tortuosamente, al techo de la alta torre
vigilada por las gargolas.

Aqui se apostd, agazapado detras de la figura de piedra de un hipogrifo con
cabeza de gato. Desde su posicion ventajosa podia ver mas alla de los
campanarios y techos atestados, al gigante que se aproximaba, cuya cabeza y
torso se levantaban sobre las murallas de la ciudad. Una nube de flechas,
visible hasta a esa distancia, se levantd para recibir al monstruo, quien
aparentemente ni siquiera se pard para arrancarselas del costado.

Grandes pefiascos, arrojados por catapultas, eran como una llovizna de
arenisca, y los pesados dardos de las ballestas, hundidos en su carne, no eran
mas que simples astillas.

Nada podia frenar su avance. Las diminutas figuras de una compania de
alabarderos, que le hacian frente sacando sus armas, fueron barridas de la
puerta del este con un solo movimiento lateral del pino de setenta pies que
usaba como bastén. Entonces, habiendo vaciado la muralla, el coloso trepd
sobre ella entrando en Vyones.

Rugiendo, carcajeandose y riendo como un ciclope maniaco, recorrio calles
estrechas entre casas que sdélo alcanzaban su cintura, pisoteando sin
misericordia a quienes no podian escapar a tiempo, y hundiendo los techos con
terribles golpes de su bastén. Con un golpe de su mano izquierda, rompié los
tejados que sobresalian y volcé los campanarios de las iglesias con sus
campanas repicando en dolorosa alarma mientras caian. Un chillido lleno de

pena y las lamentaciones de voces llenas de histeria acompanaban su paso.



Fue directo hacia la catedral, tal y como Gaspard habia calculado, sintiendo
que el elevado edificio seria el objetivo especial de su maldad.

Las calles estaban ahora vacias de gente, pero, como para cazarlos y
aplastarlos en sus escondites, el gigante meti6 su baston como un ariete a
través de techos y ventanas al pasar. La ruina y el caos que dejaba eran
indescriptibles.

Pronto, se irgui6 frente a la torre de la catedral en la cual Gaspard esperaba
agazapado detras de la gargola. Su cabeza estaba a la misma altura que la
torre, y sus ojos ardian como pozos de azufre ardiente mientras se acercaba.
Sus labios estaban separados sobre dientes como estalactitas en un grufiido
odioso, y grité con una voz que era como el retumbar de un trueno articulado
en palabras:

—iEh! jSacerdotes lloricas y devotos de un Dios impotente! jAdelantaos y
haced reverencias ante Nathaire el maestro, antes de que él os barra al limbo!

Fue entonces cuando Gaspard, con un valor sin comparacion, se levant6 de
su escondite y se planto a la vista del colérico gigante.

—Acercaos, Nathaire, si sois vos en verdad, vil ladron de tumbas y de
osarios —se burl6—. Acercaos, pues con vos querria platicar.

Un gesto de monstruosa sorpresa apago la célera diabdlica de las facciones
colosales. Mirando fijamente a Gaspard, como presa de la duda o de la
incredulidad, el gigante bajé su baston levantado y se acercé a la torre, hasta
que su rostro estuvo sélo a unos pies del intrépido estudiante. Entonces,
cuando aparentemente se habia convencido de la identidad de Gaspard, la
expresion de colera maniaca volvio, inundando sus ojos con un fuego tartareo
y retorciendo sus facciones en una mascara de malignidad Su brazo izquierdo
se levantd en un arco prodigioso, con dedos que se retorcian colocados
horriblemente por encima de la cabeza del joven, proyectando una sombra
negra como un buitre contra el sol del mediodia. Gaspard vio las caras blancas,
sorprendidas, mirando por encima de su hombro desde la cesta de madera.

—iEres tu, Gaspard, mi discipulo rebelde? —rugid6 el coloso
tormentosamente—. Pensé que estabas pudriéndote en el calabozo debajo de
Ylourgne... {Y ahora te encuentro colgado en la cima de esta maldita catedral
que estoy a punto de demoler!... Hubieras sido mas sabio quedandote donde

yo te dejé, mi buen Gaspard.



Mientras hablaba, su aliento era como un vendaval que se cernia sobre el
estudiante. Sus vastos dedos, con ufias negras como palas, revoloteaban
sobre él con una amenaza de ogro. Gaspard habia aflojado furtivamente la
bolsa de cuero que llevaba a la cintura, y habia abierto su cuello. Ahora,
mientras los dedos que se retorcian descendian hacia él, vacio el contenido de
la bolsa en el rostro del gigante, y el fino polvo, formando una nube gris,
oscureci6 de su vista los labios burlones y las narices palpitantes.

Ansioso, vigilo el efecto, temiendo que el polvo fuese inutil, después de todo,
contra las artes superiores y los recursos satanicos de Nathaire. Pero,
milagrosamente, el brillo maligno murié en los ojos profundos como el abismo,
mientras el monstruo inhalé la nube flotante. Su mano levantada, no acertando
en su movimiento al joven agazapado, cayé sin vida en su costado. La célera
fue borrada de la poderosa mascara retorcida. como del rostro de un hombre
muerto; el gran bastén cayd sobre la calle vacia con un crujido, y entonces, con
pasos desiguales y adormilados, y con los brazos colgando descuidados, el
gigante dio la espalda a la catedral y volvié sobre sus pasos a través de la
ciudad devastada.

Hablaba solo, con un tono somnoliento, mientras andaba, y la gente que le
escucho juraba que el tono ya no era la voz terrible de Nathaire, inflada por el
trueno, sino los tonos y acentos de una multitud de hombres, entre los cuales
las voces de algunos de los muertos violados eran reconocibles.

Y la voz de Nathaire en persona, sin mas volumen del que tuvo en vida, era
a intervalos escuchada, a través de los multiples murmullos, como protestando
rabiosa.

Trepando sobre las murallas del este, como habia entrado, el coloso fue de
aca para alld durante muchas horas, no para dar salida a una célera y un
rencor infernales, sino buscando, como la gente pensé, las distintas tumbas
para los centenares de personas que lo componian y que habian sido tan
asquerosamente arrancadas de ellas. De osario en osario, de cementerio en
cementerio, recorrié toda la region, pero no habia tumba en lugar alguno en
que el coloso pudiese descansar.

Entonces, hacia el atardecer, los hombres le vieron en la distancia
recortdndose contra el borde rojizo del cielo, cavando con sus manos en las

blandas tierras arcillosas junto al rio Isoile. Alli, en una tumba monstruosa que



él mismo se fabricd, el coloso se tumbd y no volvié a levantarse. Los diez
discipulos de Nathaire, se pensd, al no ser capaces de descender de su cesta,
fueron aplastados bajo el enorme cuerpo, porque ninguno de ellos volvié a ser
visto después.

Durante muchos dias, nadie se atrevio a aproximarse al lugar donde el
cadaver descansaba en la tumba sin cubrir que él mismo se habia cavado. Y
asi, el monstruo se pudrié de una manera prodigiosa bajo el sol del verano,
produciendo un fuerte hedor que trajo la peste a una parte de Averoigne. Y
quienes se atrevieron a acercarse, el siguiente otofio, cuando el hedor hubo
desaparecido, juraron que la voz de Nathaire, todavia protestando colérica, fue
escuchada por ellos saliendo de la enorme masa infestada de cornejas.

De Gaspard du Nord, quien habia sido el salvador de la provincia, fue
contado que vivi6 con muchos honores hasta una edad madura, siendo el
unico hechicero de la region que nunca incurrié en la desaprobacion de la

Iglesia.

The Colossus Of Ylourgne, IV/V—1932

(Weird Tales, VI—34. Genius Loci And Other Tales, X—48)
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A RENDEZVOUS IN AVEROIGNE

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

erard de I'Automne was meditating the rimes of a new ballade in honor
of Fleurette, as he followed the leaf-arrased pathway toward Vyones
through the woodland of Averoigne. Since he was on his way to meet
Fleurette, who had promised to keep a rendezvous among the oaks and
beeches like any peasant girl, Gerard himself made better progress
than the ballade. His love was at that stage which, even for a professional
troubadour, is more productive of distraction than inspiration; and he was

recurrently absorbed in a meditation upon other than merely verbal felicities.

The grass and trees had assumed the fresh enamel of a mediaeval May; the
turf was figured with little blossoms of azure and white and yellow, like an
ornate broidery; and there was a pebbly stream that murmured beside the way,
as if the voices of undines were parleying deliciously beneath its waters. The
sun-lulled air was laden with a wafture of youth and romance; and the longing
that welled from the heart of Gerard seemed to mingle mystically with the

balsams of the wood.

Gerard was a trouvere whose scant years and many wanderings had
brought him a certain renown. After the fashion of his kind he had roamed from
court to court, from chateau to chateau; and he was now the guest of the Comte
de la Frénaie, whose high castle held dominion over half the surrounding forest.
Visiting one day that quaint cathedral town, Vyones, which lies so near to the
ancient wood of Averoigne, Gerard had seen Fleurette, the daughter of a well-
to-do mercer named Guillaume Cochin; and had become more sincerely
enamored of her blonde piquancy than was to be expected from one who had
been so frequently susceptible in such matters. He had managed to make his
feelings known to her; and, after a month of billets-doux, ballades, and stolen

interviews contrived by the help of a complaisant waiting-woman, she had made



this woodland tryst with him in the absence of her father from Vyones.
Accompanied by her maid and a man-servant, she was to leave the town early
that afternoon and meet Gerard under a certain beech-tree of enormous age
and size. The servants would then withdraw discreetly; and the lovers, to all
intents and purposes, would be alone. It was not likely that they would be seen
or interrupted; for the gnarled and immemorial wood possessed an ill repute
among the peasantry. Somewhere in this wood there was the ruinous and
haunted Chateau des Faussesflammes; and, also, there was a double tomb,
within which the Sieur Hugh du Malinbois and his chatelaine, who were
notorious for sorcery in their time, had lain unconsecrated for more than two
hundred years. Of these, and their phantoms, there were grisly tales; and there
were stories of loup-garous and goblins, of fays and devils and vampires that
infested Averoigne. But to these tales Gerard had given little heed, considering
it improbable that such creatures would fare abroad in open daylight. The
madcap Fleurette had professed herself unafraid also; but it had been
necessary to promise the servants a substantial pourboire, since they shared

fully the local superstitions.

Gerard had wholly forgotten the legendry of Averoigne, as he hastened along
the sun-flecked path. He was nearing the appointed beech-tree, which a turn of
the path would soon reveal; and his pulses quickened and became tremulous,
as he wondered if Fleurette had already reached the trysting-place. He
abandoned all effort to continue his ballade, which, in the three miles he had
walked from La Frenaie, had not progressed beyond the middle of a tentative

first stanza.

His thoughts were such as would befit an ardent and impatient lover. They
were now interrupted by a shrill scream that rose to an unendurable pitch of
fear and horror, issuing from the green stillness of the pines beside the way.
Startled, he peered at the thick branches; and as the scream fell back to
silence, he heard the sound of dull and hurrying footfalls, and a scuffling as of
several bodies. Again the scream arose. It was plainly the voice of a woman in
some distressful peril. Loosening his dagger in its sheath, and clutching more

firmly a long hornbeam staff which he had brought with him as a protection



against the vipers which were said to lurk in Averoigne, he plunged without
hesitation or premeditation among the low-hanging boughs from which the

voice had seemed to emerge.

In a small open space beyond the trees, he saw a woman who was
struggling with three ruffians of exceptionally brutal and evil aspect. Even in the
haste and vehemence of the moment, Gerard realized that he had never before
seen such men or such a woman. The woman was clad in a gown of emerald
green that matched her eyes; in her face was the pallor of dead things, together
with a faery beauty; and her lips were dyed as with the scarlet of newly flowing
blood. The men were dark as Moors, and their eyes were red slits of flame
beneath oblique brows with animal-like bristles. There was something very
peculiar in the shape of their feet; but Gerard did not realize the exact nature of
the peculiarity till long afterwards. Then he remembered that all of them were
seemingly club-footed, though they were able to move with surpassing agility.

Somehow, he could never recall what sort of clothing they had worn.

The woman turned a beseeching gaze upon Gerard as he sprang forth from
amid the boughs. The men, however, did not seem to heed his coming; though
one of them caught in a hairy clutch the hands which the woman sought to

reach toward her rescuer.

Lifting his staff, Gerard rushed upon the ruffians. He struck a tremendous
blow at the head of the nearest one a blow that should have levelled the fellow
to earth. But the staff came down on unresisting air, and Gerard staggered and
almost fell headlong in trying to recover his equilibrium. Dazed and
uncomprehending, he saw that the knot of struggling figures had vanished
utterly. At least, the three men had vanished; but from the middle branches of a
tall pine beyond the open space, the death-white features of the woman smiled
upon him for a moment with faint, inscrutable guile ere they melted among the

needles.

Gerard understood now; and he shivered as he crossed himself. He had

been deluded by phantoms or demons, doubtless for no good purpose; he had



been the gull of a questionable enchantment. Plainly there was something after

all in the legends he had heard, in the ill-renown of the forest of Averoigne.

He retraced his way toward the path he had been following. But when he
thought to reach again the spot from which he had heard that shrill unearthly
scream, he saw that there was no longer a path; nor, indeed, any feature of the
forest which he could remember or recognize. The foliage about him no longer
displayed a brilliant verdure; it was sad and funereal, and the trees themselves
were either cypress-like, or were already sere with autumn or decay. In lieu of
the purling brook there lay before him a tarn of waters that were dark and dull
as clotting blood, and which gave back no reflection of the brown autumnal
sedges that trailed therein like the hair of suicides, and the skeletons of rotting

osiers that writhed above them.

Now, beyond all question, Gerard knew that he was the victim of an evil
enchantment. In answering that beguileful cry for succor, he had exposed
himself to the spell, had been lured within the circle of its power. He could not
know what forces of wizardry or demonry had willed to draw him thus; but he
knew that his situation was fraught with supernatural menace. He gripped the
hornbeam staff more tightly in his hand, and prayed to all the saints he could

remember, as he peered about for some tangible bodily presence of ill.

The scene was utterly desolate and lifeless, like a place where cadavers
might keep their tryst with demons. Nothing stirred, not even a dead leaf; and
there was no whisper of dry grass or foliage, no song of birds nor murmuring of
bees, no sigh nor chuckle of water. The corpse-grey heavens above seemed
never to have held a sun; and the chill, unchanging light was without source or

destination, without beams or shadows.

Gerard surveyed his environment with a cautious eye; and the more he
looked the less he liked it: for some new and disagreeable detail was manifest
at every glance. There were moving lights in the wood that vanished if he eyed
them intently; there were drowned faces in the tarn that came and went like livid

bubbles before he could discern their features. And, peering across the lake, he



wondered why he had not seen the many-turreted castle of hoary stone whose
nearer walls were based in the dead waters. It was so grey and still and vasty,
that it seemed to have stood for incomputable ages between the stagnant tarn
and the equally stagnant heavens. It was ancienter than the world, it was older
than the light: it was coeval with fear and darkness; and a horror dwelt upon it

and crept unseen but palpable along its bastions.

There was no sign of life about the castle; and no banners flew above its
turrets or its donjon. But Gerard knew, as surely as if a voice had spoken aloud
to warn him, that here was the fountainhead of the sorcery by which he had
been beguiled. A growing panic whispered in his brain, he seemed to hear the
rustle of malignant plumes, the mutter of demonian threats and plottings. He

turned, and fled among the funereal trees.

Amid his dismay and wilderment, even as he fled, he thought of Fleurette
and wondered if she were awaiting him at their place of rendezvous, or if she
and her companions had also been enticed and led astray in a realm of
damnable unrealities. He renewed his prayers, and implored the saints for her

safety as well as his own.

The forest through which he ran was a maze of bafflement and eeriness.
There were no landmarks, there were no tracks of animals or men; and the
swart cypresses and sere autumnal trees grew thicker and thicker as if some
malevolent will were marshalling them against his progress. The boughs were
like implacable arms that strove to retard him; he could have sworn that he felt
them twine about him with the strength and suppleness of living things. He
fought them, insanely, desperately, and seemed to hear a crackling of infernal
laughter in their twigs as he fought. At last, with a sob of relief, he broke through
into a sort of trail. Along this trail, in the mad hope of eventual escape, he ran
like one whom a fiend pursues; and after a short interval he came again to the
shores of the tarn, above whose motionless waters the high and hoary turrets of
that time-forgotten castle were still dominant. Again he turned and fled; and
once more, after similar wanderings and like struggles, he came back to the

inevitable tarn.



With a leaden sinking of his heart, as into some ultimate slough of despair
and terror, he resigned himself and made no further effort to escape. His very
will was benumbed, was crushed down as by the incumbence of a superior
volition that would no longer permit his puny recalcitrance. He was unable to
resist when a strong and hateful compulsion drew his footsteps along the

margent of the tarn toward the looming castle.

When he came nearer, he saw that the edifice was surrounded by a moat
whose waters were stagnant as those of the lake, and were mantled with the
iridescent scum of corruption. The drawbridge was down and the gates were
open, as if to receive an expected guest. But still there was no sign of human
occupancy; and the walls of the great grey building were silent as those of a
sepulcher. And more tomb-like even than the rest was the square and over-

towering bulk of the mighty donjon.

Impelled by the same power that had drawn him along the lakeshore, Gerard
crossed the drawbridge and passed beneath the frowning barbican into a
vacant courtyard. Barred windows looked blankly down; and at the opposite end
of the court a door stood mysteriously open, revealing a dark hall. As he
approached the doorway, he saw that a man was standing on the threshold;
though a moment previous he could have sworn that it was untenanted by any

visible form.

Gerard had retained his hornbeam staff; and though his reason told him that
such a weapon was futile against any supernatural foe, some obscure instinct

prompted him to clasp it valiantly as he neared the waiting figure on the sill.

The man was inordinately tall and cadaverous, and was dressed in black
garments of a superannuate mode. His lips were strangely red, amid his bluish
beard and the mortuary whiteness of his face. They were like the lips of the
woman who, with her assailants, had disappeared in a manner so dubious
when Gerard had approached them. His eyes were pale and luminous as

marsh-lights; and Gerard shuddered at his gaze and at the cold, ironic smile of



his scarlet lips, that seemed to reserve a world of secrets all too dreadful and

hideous to be disclosed.

"l am the Sieur du Malinbois," the man announced. His tones were both
unctuous and hollow, and served to increase the repugnance felt by the young
troubadour. And when his lips parted, Gerard had a glimpse of teeth that were

unnaturally small and were pointed like the fangs of some fierce animal.

"Fortune has willed that you should become my guest," the man went on.
"The hospitality which | can proffer you is rough and inadequate, and it may be
that you will find my abode a trifle dismal. But at least | can assure you of a

welcome no less ready than sincere."

"l thank you for your kind offer," said Gerard. "But | have an appointment with
a friend; and | seem in some unaccountable manner to have lost my way. |
should be profoundly grateful if you would direct me toward Vyones. There
should be a path not far from here; and | have been so stupid as to stray from
it."

The words rang empty and hopeless in his own ears even as he uttered
them; and the name that his strange host had given the Sieur du Malinbois was
haunting his mind like the funereal accents of a knell; though he could not recall
at that moment the macabre and spectral ideas which the name tended to

evoke,

"Unfortunately, there are no paths from my chateau to Vyones," the stranger
replied. "As for your rendezvous, it will be kept in another manner, at another
place, than the one appointed. | must therefore insist that you accept my
hospitality. Enter, | pray; but leave your hornbeam staff at the door. You will

have no need of it any longer."

Gerard thought that he made a moue of distaste and aversion with his over-
red lips as he spoke the last sentences; and that his eyes lingered on the staff

with an obscure apprehensiveness. And the strange emphasis of his words and



demeanor served to awaken other phantasmal and macabre thoughts in
Gerard's brain; though he could not formulate them fully till afterwards. And
somehow he was prompted to retain the weapon, no matter how useless it

might be against an enemy of spectral or diabolic nature. So he said:

"l must crave your indulgence if | retain the staff. | have made a vow to carry
it with me, in my right hand or never beyond arm's reach, till | have slain two

vipers."

"That is a queer vow," rejoined his host. "However, bring it with you if you
like. It is of no matter to me if you choose to encumber yourself with a wooden

stick,"

He turned abruptly, motioning Gerard to follow him. The troubadour obeyed
unwillingly, with one rearward glance at the vacant heavens and the empty
courtyard. He saw with no great surprise that a sudden and furtive darkness
had closed in upon the chateau without moon or star, as if it had been merely
waiting for him to enter before it descended. It was thick as the folds of a
serecloth, it was airless and stifling like the gloom of a sepulcher that has been
sealed for ages; and Gerard was aware of a veritable oppression, a corporeal

and psychic difficulty in breathing, as he crossed the threshold.

He saw that cressets were now burning in the dim hall to which his host had
admitted him; though he had not perceived the time and agency of their lighting.
The illumination they afforded was singularly vague and indistinct, and the
thronging shadows of the hall were unexplainably numerous, and moved with a
mysterious disquiet; though the flames themselves were still as tapers that burn
for the dead in a windless vault.

At the end of the passage, the Sieur du Malinbois flung open a heavy door of
dark and somber wood. Beyond, in what was plainly the eating-room of the
chateau, several people were seated about a long table by the light of cressets
no less dreary and dismal than those in the hall. In the strange, uncertain glow,

their faces were touched with a gloomy dubiety, with a lurid distortion; and it



seemed to Gerard that shadows hardly distinguishable from the figures were
gathered around the board. But nevertheless he recognized the woman in
emerald green who had vanished in so doubtful a fashion amid the pines when
Gerard answered her call for succor. At one side, looking very pale and forlorn
and frightened, was Fleurette Cochin. At the lower end reserved for retainers
and inferiors, there sat the maid and the man-servant who had accompanied

Fleurette to her rendezvous with Gerard.

The Sieur du Malinbois turned to the troubadour with a smile of sardonic

amusement.

"l believe you have already met everyone assembled," he observed. "But you
have not yet been formally presented to my wife, Agathe, who is presiding over
the board. Agathe, | bring to you Gerard de I'Automne, a young troubadour of

much note and merit."

The woman nodded slightly, without speaking, and pointed to a chair
opposite Fleurette. Gerard seated himself, and the Sieur du Malinbois assumed

according to feudal custom a place at the head of the table beside his wife.

Now, for the first time, Gerard noticed that there were servitors who came
and went in the room, setting upon the table various wines and viands. The
servitors were preternaturally swift and noiseless, and somehow it was very
difficult to be sure of their precise features or their costumes. They seemed to
walk in an adumbration of sinister insoluble twilight. But the troubadour was
disturbed by a feeling that they resembled the swart demoniac ruffians who had

disappeared together with the woman in green when he approached them.

The meal that ensued was a weird and funereal affair. A sense of
insuperable constraint, of smothering horror and hideous oppression, was upon
Gerard; and though he wanted to ask Fleurette a hundred questions, and also
demand an explanation of sundry matters from his host and hostess, he was
totally unable to frame the words or to utter them. He could only look at

Fleurette, and read in her eyes a duplication of his own helpless bewilderment



and nightmare thralldom. Nothing was said by the Sieur du Malinbois and his
lady, who were exchanging glances of a secret and baleful intelligence all
through the meal; and Fleurette's maid and man-servant were obviously

paralyzed by terror, like birds beneath the hypnotic gaze of deadly serpents.

The foods were rich and of strange savor; and the wines were fabulously old,
and seemed to retain in their topaz or violet depths the unextinguished fire of
buried centuries. But Gerard and Fleurette could barely touch them; and they
saw that the Sieur du Malinbois and his lady did not eat or drink at all. The
gloom of the chamber deepened; the servitors became more furtive and
spectral in their movements; the stifling air was laden with unformulable
menace, was constrained by the spell of a black and lethal necromancy. Above
the aromas of the rare foods, the bouquets of the antique wines, there crept
forth the choking mustiness of hidden vaults and embalmed centurial
corruption, together with the ghostly spice of a strange perfume that seemed to
emanate from the person of the chatelaine. And now Gerard was remembering
many tales from the legendry of Averoigne, which he had heard and
disregarded; was recalling the story of a Sieur du Malinbois and his lady, the
last of the name and the most evil, who had been buried somewhere in this
forest hundreds of years ago; and whose tomb was shunned by the peasantry,
since they were said to continue their sorceries even in death. He wondered
what influence had bedrugged his memory, that he had not recalled it wholly
when he had first heard the name. And he was remembering other things and
other stories, all of which confirmed his instinctive belief regarding the nature of
the people into whose hands he had fallen. Also, he recalled a folklore
superstition concerning the use to which a wooden stake can be put; and
realized why the Sieur du Malinbois had shown a peculiar interest in the
hornbeam staff. Gerard had laid the staff beside his chair when he sat down;
and he was reassured to find that it had not vanished. Very quietly and

unobtrusively, he placed his foot upon it.

The uncanny meal came to an end; and the host and his chatelaine arose.



"l shall now conduct you to your rooms," said the Sieur du Malinbois,

including all of his guests in a dark, inscrutable glance.

"Each of you can have a separate chamber, if you so desire; or Fleurette
Cochin and her maid Angelique can remain together; and the man-servant

Raoul can sleep in the same room with Messire Gerard."

A preference for the latter procedure was voiced by Fleurette and the
troubadour. The thought of uncompanioned solitude in that castle of timeless

midnight and nameless mystery was abhorrent to an insupportable degree.

The four were now led to their respective chambers, on opposite sides of a
hall whose length was but indeterminately revealed by the dismal lights.
Fleurette and Gerard bade each other a dismayed and reluctant good-night
beneath the constraining eye of their host. Their rendezvous was hardly the one
which they had thought to keep; and both were overwhelmed by the
supernatural situation amid whose dubious horrors and ineluctable sorceries
they had somehow become involved. And no sooner had Gerard left Fleurette
than he began to curse himself for a poltroon because he had not refused to
part from her side; and he marvelled at the spell of drug-like involition that had
bedrowsed all his faculties. It seemed that his will was not his own, but had

been thrust down and throttled by an alien power.

The room assigned to Gerard and Raoul was furnished with a couch, and a
great bed whose curtains were of antique fashion and fabric. It was lighted with
tapers that had a funereal suggestion in their form, and which burned dully in an

air that was stagnant with the mustiness of dead years.

"May you sleep soundly," said the Sieur du Malinbois. The smile that
accompanied and followed the words was no less unpleasant than the oily and
sepulchral tone in which they were uttered. The troubadour and the servant
were conscious of profound relief when he went out and closed the leaden-
clanging door. And their relief was hardly diminished even when they heard the

click of a key in the lock.



Gerard was now inspecting the room; and he went to the one window,
through whose small and deep-set panes he could see only the pressing
darkness of a night that was veritably solid, as if the whole place were buried
beneath the earth and were closed in by clinging mould. Then, with an access
of unsmothered rage at his separation from Fleurette, he ran to the door and
hurled himself against it, he beat upon it with his clenched fists, but in vain.

Realizing his folly, and desisting at last, he turned to Raoul.

"Well, Raoul," he said, "what do you think of all this?" Raoul crossed himself

before he answered; and his face had assumed the vizard of a mortal fear.

"l think, Messire," he finally replied, "that we have all been decoyed by a
malefic sorcery; and that you, myself, the demoiselle Fleurette, and the maid

Angelique, are all in deadly peril of both soul and body."

"That, also, is my thought," said Gerard. "And | believe it would be well that
you and | should sleep only by turns; and that he who keeps vigil should retain
in his hands my hornbeam staff, whose end | shall now sharpen with my
dagger. | am sure that you know the manner in which it should be employed if
there are any intruders; for if such should come, there would be no doubt as to
their character and their intentions. We are in a castle which has no legitimate
existence, as the guests of people who have been dead, or supposedly dead,
for more than two hundred years. And such people, when they stir abroad, are

prone to habits which | need not specify."

"Yes, Messire," Raoul shuddered; but he watched the sharpening of the staff
with considerable interest. Gerard whittled the hard wood to a lance-like point,
and hid the shavings carefully. He even carved the outline of a little cross near
the middle of the staff, thinking that this might increase its efficacy or save it
from molestation. Then, with the staff in his hand, he sat down upon the bed,

where he could survey the litten room from between the curtains.



"You can sleep first, Raoul." He indicated the couch, which was near the

door.

The two conversed in a fitful manner for some minutes. After hearing Raoul's
tale of how Fleurette, Angelique, and himself had been led astray by the
sobbing of a woman amid the pines, and had been unable to retrace their way,
the troubadour changed the theme. And henceforth he spoke idly and of
matters remote from his real preoccupations, to fight down his torturing concern
for the safety o f Fleurette. Suddenly he became aware that Raoul had ceased
to reply; and saw that the servant had fallen asleep on the couch. At the same
time an irresistible drowsiness surged upon Gerard himself in spite of all his
volition, in spite of the eldritch terrors and forebodings that still murmured in his
brain. He heard through his growing hebetude a whisper as of shadowy wings
in the castle halls; he caught the sibilation of ominous voices, like those of
familiars that respond to the summoning of wizards; and he seemed to hear,
even in the vaults and towers and remote chambers, the tread of feet that were
hurrying on malign and secret errands. But oblivion was around him like the
meshes of a sable net; and it closed in relentlessly upon his troubled mind, and

drowned the alarms of his agitated senses.

When Gerard awoke at length, the tapers had burned to their sockets; and a
sad and sunless daylight was filtering through the window. The staff was still in
his hand; and though his senses were still dull with the strange slumber that
had drugged them, he felt that he was unharmed. But peering between the
curtains, he saw that Raoul was lying mortally pale and lifeless on the couch,

with the air and look of an exhausted moribund.

He crossed the room, and stooped above the servant. There was a small red
wound on Raoul's neck; and his pulses were slow and feeble, like those of one
who has lost a great amount of blood. His very appearance was withered and
vein-drawn. And a phantom spice arose from the couch a lingering wraith of the

perfume worn by the chatelaine Agathe.



Gerard succeeded at last in arousing the man; but Raoul was very weak and
drowsy. He could remember nothing of what had happened during the night;

and his horror was pitiful to behold when he realized the truth.

"It will be your turn next, Messire," he cried. "These vampires mean to hold
us here amid their unhallowed necromancies till they have drained us of our last
drop of blood. Their spells are like mandragora or the sleepy sirups of Cathay;

and no man can keep awake in their despite."

Gerard was trying the door; and somewhat to his surprise he found it
unlocked. The departing vampire had been careless, in the lethargy of her
repletion. The castle was very still; and it seemed to Gerard that the animating
spirit of evil was now quiescent; that the shadowy wings of horror and malignity,
the feet that had sped on baleful errands, the summoning sorcerers, the

responding familiars, were all lulled in a temporary slumber.

He opened the door, he tiptoed along the deserted hall, and knocked at the
portal of the chamber allotted to Fleurette and her maid. Fleurette, fully dressed,
answered his knock immediately; and he caught her in his arms without a word,
searching her wan face with a tender anxiety. Over her shoulder he could see
the maid Angelique, who was sitting listlessly on the bed with a mark on her
white neck similar to the wound that had been suffered by Raoul. He knew,
even before Fleurette began to speak, that the nocturnal experiences of the
demoiselle and her maid had been identical with those of himself and the man-

servant.

While he tried to comfort Fleurette and reassure her, his thoughts were now
busy with a rather curious problem. No one was abroad in the castle; and it was
more than probable that the Sieur du Malinbois and his lady were both asleep
after the nocturnal feast which they had undoubtedly enjoyed. Gerard pictured
to himself the place and the fashion of their slumber; and he grew even more

reflective as certain possibilities occurred to him.



"Be of good cheer, sweetheart," he said to Fleurette. "It is in my mind that we
may soon escape from this abominable mesh of enchantments. But | must
leave you for a little and speak again with Raoul, whose help | shall require in a

certain matter."

He went back to his own chamber. The man-servant was sitting on the couch
and was crossing himself feebly and muttering prayers with a faint, hollow

voice.

"Raoul," said the troubadour a little sternly, "you must gather all your strength
and come with me. Amid the gloomy walls that surround us, the somber ancient
halls, the high towers and the heavy bastions, there is but one thing that
veritably exists; and all the rest is a fabric of illusion. We must find the reality
whereof | speak, and deal with it like true and valiant Christians. Come, we will
now search the castle ere the lord and chatelaine shall awaken from their

vampire lethargy."

He led the way along the devious corridors with a swiftness that betokened
much forethought. He had reconstructed in his mind the hoary pile of
battlements and turrets as he had seen them on the previous day; and he felt
that the great donjon, being the center and stronghold of the edifice, might well
be the place which he sought. With the sharpened staff in his hand, with Raoul
lagging bloodlessly at his heels, he passed the doors of many secret rooms, the
many windows that gave on the blindness of an inner court, and came at last to

the lower story of the donjon-keep.

It was a large, bare room, entirely built of stone, and illumined only by narrow
slits high up in the wall, that had been designed for the use of archers. The
place was very dim; but Gerard could see the glimmering outlines of an object
not ordinarily to be looked for in such a situation, that arose from the middle of
the floor. It was a tomb of marble; and stepping nearer, he saw that it was
strangely weather-worn and was blotched by lichens of grey and yellow, such
as flourish only within access of the sun. The slab that covered it was doubly

broad and massive, and would require the full strength of two men to lift.



Raoul was staring stupidly at the tomb. "What now, Messire?" he queried.

"You and I, Raoul, are about to intrude upon the bedchamber of our host and

hostess."

At his direction, Raoul seized one end of the slab; and he himself took the
other. With a mighty effort that strained their bones and sinews to the cracking-
point, they sought to remove it; but the slab hardly stirred. At length, by
grasping the same end in unison, they were able to tilt the slab; and it slid away
and dropped to the floor with a thunderous crash. Within, there were two open
coffins, one of which contained the Sieur Hugh du Malinbois and the other his
lady Agathe. Both of them appeared to be slumbering peacefully as infants; a
look of tranquil evil, of pacified malignity, was imprinted upon their features; and

their lips were dyed with a fresher scarlet than before.

Without hesitation or delay, Gerard plunged the lance-like end of his staff into
the bosom of the Sieur du Malinbois. The body crumbled as if it were wrought of
ashes kneaded and painted to human semblance; and a slight odor as of age-
old corruption arose to the nostrils of Gerard. Then the troubadour pierced in
like manner the bosom of the chatelaine. And simultaneously with her
dissolution, the walls and floor of the donjon seemed to dissolve like a sullen
vapor, they rolled away on every side with a shock as of unheard thunder. With
a sense of weird vertigo and confusion Gerard and Raoul saw that the whole
chateau had vanished like the towers and battlements of a bygone storm; that
the dead lake and its rotting shores no longer offered their malefical illusions to
the eye. They were standing in a forest glade, in the full unshadowed light of the
afternoon sun; and all that remained of the dismal castle was the lichen-mantled
tomb that stood open beside them. Fleurette and her maid were a little distance
away; and Gerard ran to the mercer's daughter and took her in his arms. She
was dazed with wonderment, like one who emerges from the night-long

labyrinth of an evil dream, and finds that all is well.



"I think, sweetheart," said Gerard, "that our next rendezvous will not be

interrupted by the Sieur du Malinbois and his chatelaine."

But Fleurette was still bemused with wonder, and could only respond to his

words with a kiss.



UNA CITA EN AVEROIGNE

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

ERARD de I'Automne meditaba pensando las rimas de una nueva

balada en honor de Fleurette, mientras seguia el sendero, tapizado de

hojas, que desde Vyones atravesaba los bosques de Averoigne.

Teniendo en cuenta que estaba de camino para encontrarse con

Fleurette, quien habia prometido reunirse con él entre los robles y las
hayas como cualquier chica campesina, Gérard avanzaba mas deprisa que su
balada. Su amor habia llegado a ese estado en que, incluso para un trovador
profesional, era mas causa de distraccion que de inspiracion, y se encontraba
de una manera recurrente en la meditacién sobre felicidades que no eran las
del verbo.

La hierba y los arboles habian adquirido el fresco barniz de un mes de mayo
medieval; el suelo estaba decorado con pequenas flores azules, blancas vy
amarillas, como un repujado tapiz, y habia un arroyo lleno de guijarros que
murmuraba junto al camino, y parecia como si las voces de las ondinas
estuviesen hablando de una manera deliciosa bajo sus aguas. El aire, acunado
por el sol, estaba cargado con una corriente de juventud y de aventura, y el
anhelo que se desbordaba desde el corazéon de Gérard parecia mezclarse
misticamente con los balsamos del bosque.

Gérard era un trovador cuyos escasos afios y muchos vagabundeos le
habian traido un cierto renombre. De acuerdo con la costumbre, habia andado
de corte en corte, de chateau en chateau. y él era ahora el invitado del conde
de La Frénaie, cuyo elevado castillo dominaba la mitad del bosque circundante.
Visitando un dia la ciudad catedralicia de Vyones, de exquisito arcaismo, que
queda tan cerca del antiguo bosque de Averoigne, Gérard habia visto a
Fleurette, la hija de un prospero comerciante llamado Guillermo Cochin, y
habia quedado mas sinceramente prendado de su rubia picardia de lo que
podia esperarse de alguien que se habia mostrado impresionable con tanta

frecuencia. Habia conseguido hacer que ella conociese sus sentimientos, v,



tras un mes de notas amorosas, serenatas y entrevistas a escondidas
concertadas con la ayuda de una duefia complaciente, ella habia concertado
esta cita de enamorados en medio de los bosques durante una ausencia de su
padre de Vyones. Acompafada por una doncella y un sirviente, ella partiria de
la ciudad al caer la tarde para reunirse con Gérard bajo cierta haya de tamafo
y antigedad enormes. Entonces los sirvientes se retirarian discretamente, y
los amantes, para todos los efectos e intenciones, estarian solos. No era
probable que fuesen vistos o interrumpidos; porque el retorcido bosque, de
antigledad inmemorial, tenia mala reputacion entre los campesinos.

En algun lugar de estas forestas estaba el chateau maldito y funesto de
Faussesflammes; y ademas habia una tumba doble, dentro de la cual el Sieur
Hugh de Malinbois y su castellana, quienes habian sido famosos por brujeria
en sus tiempos, habian yacido sin consagrar durante mas de doscientos afios.
Sobre éstos y sobre sus fantasmas, se contaban historias horribles, y habia
relatos de loup—garous y duendes, sobre las hadas y los demonios y los
vampiros que infestaban Averoigne. Pero Gérard habia prestado escasa
atencién a estos cuentos, considerando improbable que criaturas semejantes
se moviesen por el exterior bajo la plena luz del dia. La alocada Fleurette habia
declarado ser igualmente intrépida, pero fue necesario prometer a los lacayos
una sustanciosa pourboire, dado que compartian completamente las
supersticiones del lugar.

Gérard se habia olvidado por completo de las leyendas de Averoigne,
mientras se apresuraba por el sendero salpicado de sol. Se estaba acercando
al haya acordada, que un recodo en el camino deberia dejar al descubierto
enseguida, y su pulso se aceleré y se volvid tembloroso, al preguntarse si
Fleurette ya habria llegado al lugar de la cita. El abandoné todos sus esfuerzos
para continuar con su balada, que, en los cuatro kilbmetros y medio que habia
andado desde que salié de La Frénaie, no habia progresado mas alla de la
mitad de una primera estrofa de ensayo.

Sus pensamientos eran los que correspondian a un amante ardiente e
impaciente. De pronto, fueron interrumpidos por un agudo grito que se elevaba
a un tono insoportable de horror y miedo, surgiendo de la verde tranquilidad de
los pinos a la vera del camino. Sorprendido, miré a través del denso ramaje vy,

mientras el grito se desvanecia hasta el silencio, escucho el sonido de pisadas



apagadas corriendo, y la refriega como de varios cuerpos. De nuevo, el grito se
levantd. Era claramente la voz de una mujer en algun grave peligro. Aflojando
su daga de su funda y agarrando con mas firmeza el largo bastén de carpe que
habia traido consigo como proteccion ante las viboras que se decia que
habitaban en Averoigne, se arrojo, sin planearlo ni dudarlo, a través de los
ramajes bajos desde los cuales la voz habia parecido surgir.

En un pequefio claro mas alla de los arboles, vio a una mujer que estaba
forcejeando contra tres rufianes de aspecto excepcionalmente malvado y
brutal. Incluso en medio de la prisa y vehemencia del momento, Gérard se dio
cuenta de que nunca habia visto hombres o mujer semejantes. La mujer
llevaba un vestido de color verde esmeralda que hacia juego con sus 0jos; su
rostro tenia la palidez de las cosas muertas junto a una belleza propia de un
hada, y sus labios tenian el color escarlata de la sangre que comenzaba a
manar. Los hombres eran morenos como moros, y sus 0joS eran rojas ranuras
de llamas bajo cejas oblicuas con pelo como de animal. Habia algo muy raro
en la forma de sus pies, pero Gérard no se dio cuenta de la naturaleza exacta
de su rareza hasta mucho mas tarde. Entonces recordd que todos ellos
parecian ser cojos, aunque eran capaces de moverse con una agilidad
sorprendente. De alguna manera, después nunca fue capaz de recordar cual
era la ropa que tenian puesta.

La mujer le dirigié a Gérard una mirada suplicante cuando él salté de entre
el ramaje. Los hombres, sin embargo, no parecieron notar su llegada, aunque
uno de ellos sujetd en un abrazo peludo las manos que la mujer pretendia
extender a su salvador.

Levantando el baston, Gérard se arrojo contra los rufianes. Propind un golpe
tremendo a la cabeza del mas proximo..., un golpe que deberia haberle
arrojado por los suelos al individuo. Pero el bastén descendié sobre aire que no
ofrecia resistencia, y Gérard se tambaled y casi cay6é de bruces intentando
recuperar el equilibrio. Atontado y sin comprender, noté que el grupo de figuras
enfrentadas se habia desvanecido por completo. Al menos, los tres hombres se
habian desvanecido, porque, desde las ramas intermedias de un alto pino, mas
alla del claro, las facciones, blancas como la muerte, de la mujer le sonrieron
durante un momento con una astucia tenue, inescrutable, mientras se derretian

entre las agujas.



Gérard comprendié entonces y tuvo un escalofrio mientras se persignaba.
Habia sido engafiado por fantasmas o demonios, sin duda para ningun
proposito bueno, siendo el objeto de un hechizo sospechoso. Claramente,
habia algo detras de las leyendas que habia escuchado después de todo, en el
mal nombre del bosque de Averoigne.

Retrocedié sobre sus pasos hasta el sendero que habia estado siguiendo.
Pero, cuando pensd que alcanzaria de nuevo el punto desde el cual habia
escuchado ese agudo grito ultraterrenal, noto que ya no existia un sendero, ni
tampoco, en verdad, rasgo alguno del bosque que pudiese reconocer o
recordar. El follaje alrededor suyo ya no mostraba un brillante verdor: era triste
y funerario, y los propios arboles parecian cipreses afectados por el otofio y la
enfermedad. En lugar del arroyo cantarin, habia frente a él un lago pequefio
con aguas tan apagadas y oscuras como sangre que se coagula, y que no
ofrecian reflejo alguno del ramaje marron otofial que colgaba sobre éste como
el pelo de los suicidas, 0 a modo de esqueletos en descomposicién que se
retorcian alli arriba.

Entonces, mas alla de toda duda, Gérard supo que era la victima de un
embrujo malvado. Al contestar la engafosa llamada de socorro, él se habia
expuesto a si mismo a ese hechizo, y habia sido atraido dentro de su circulo
de poder. No podia suponer qué fuerzas, magicas o demoniacas, habian
deseado atraerle de esta manera, pero sabia que su situacién estaba cargada
de amenazas sobrenaturales. Sujeté mas firmemente entre sus manos el
baston de carpe, y rezé a todos los santos que pudo recordar, mientras
escudrifiaba a su alrededor en busca de una presencia tangible del peligro.

El paisaje era completamente desolado y sin vida, como un lugar donde los
cadaveres podrian tener una cita amorosa con demonios. Nada se movia, ni
siquiera una hoja seca, y no sonaba un susurro sobre las secas hojas, ni el
follaje, ni el canto de los pajaros ni el zumbido de las abejas, ni el suspiro ni la
risa de las aguas. Los cielos sobre él, grises como un cadaver, parecia que
nunca hubiesen contenido un sol, y la fria e inmutable luz no tenia ni fuente ni
destino, ni rayos ni sombras.

Gérard examin6é su entorno con ojo cauteloso y, cuanto mas lo miraba,
menos le gustaba, porque un nuevo detalle desagradable se hacia evidente

cada vez que miraba. Habia luces moviéndose en el bosque que se



desvanecian si las miraba fijamente; rostros de ahogados en el lago que
subian y bajaban como burbujas antes de que pudiese distinguir sus facciones.
Y, mirando a través del lago, se preguntd por qué no se habia fijado en el
castillo de piedra tosca, con muchas torres, cuyas murallas mas préximas se
asentaban en las aguas muertas. Era tan vasto, gris y tranquilo, que parecia
haberse levantado durante lustros entre el lago estancado y los cielos
igualmente estancados. Era mas antiguo que el mundo, mas viejo que la luz;
era coetaneo del miedo y la oscuridad, y en él habitaba un horror que se
arrastraba, invisible pero palpable, a lo largo de sus bastiones.

No habia sefal de vida en el castillo, y no ondeaban banderas sobre sus
torreones o sobre su alcazar principal. Pero Gérard, con tanta seguridad como
si una voz hubiese hablado en voz alta para advertirle, supo que ahi estaba la
fuente de la hechiceria por medio de la cual habia sido engafado. Un panico
creciente susurraba en su cerebro. le parecia escuchar el roce de plumas
malignas, el susurro de amenazas y conspiraciones demoniacas. Se dio la
vuelta y escapo entre los funebres arboles.

Entre su desesperacion y su pasmo, incluso mientras huia, pensd en
Fleurette y se pregunté si le estaria esperando en el lugar de la cita, o si ella 'y
sus acompanantes habian sido atraidos y descarriados hasta este lugar de
ilusiones malditas. Renovd sus oraciones, e imploré a los santos por su
seguridad, ademas de por la propia.

El bosque a través del que corria era un laberinto de confusién y extrafieza.
No habia mojones, no habia sefales de animales o de hombres, y los
apretados cipreses y los tristes arboles otofiales se volvieron mas densos.
como si, obedeciendo a una voluntad malvada, se estuviesen juntando para
frenar su avance. Las ramas eran como brazos implacables que pretendian
frenarle; podria haber jurado que notaba cémo se retorcian en torno a él con la
fuerza y la flexibilidad de seres vivientes. Luchd contra ellas, locamente,
desesperadamente, y le parecié escuchar el crujido de una risa infernal entre
las ramas mientras luchaba. Por fin, con un suspiro de alivio, se abrié paso
hasta una especie de sendero. A lo largo de este sendero, con la esperanza
loca de una eventual fuga, corri6 como alguien a quien persigue el diablo; v,
después de un breve intervalo, llegé de nuevo a las orillas del pequefio lago,

cuyas aguas inmoviles eran todavia dominadas por los altos y toscos torreones



del castillo olvidado por el tiempo. De nuevo, dio la vuelta y escapo, vy, tras
similares vagabundeos y esfuerzos, volvié al inevitable lago.

Con el corazén pesadamente abatido, como en un definitivo pantano de
desesperacién y terror, se resignoé y no hizo nuevos intentos de escapar. Su
misma voluntad estaba atontada, aplastada como por la intervencion de otra
superior que no estaba dispuesta a seguir tolerando su patética obstinacion.
Fue incapaz de resistir cuando una compulsion, fuerte y odiosa, condujo sus
pasos a lo largo de los margenes del lago en direccion al descollante castillo.
Cuando se acercé mas, vio que el edificio estaba rodeado por un foso cuyas
aguas estaban tan estancadas como las del lago, y cubiertas con la porqueria
iridiscente de la corrupcién. El puente levadizo estaba bajado y las puertas
abiertas, como para recibir a un invitado inesperado. Pero todavia no habia
signos de ocupacién humana, y los muros del gran edificio gris estaban tan
silenciosos como los de un sepulcro. Y el cuadrado y elevado calabozo tenia
todavia mas aspecto de tumba que el resto.

Impulsado por el mismo poder que le habia conducido a través de los
margenes del lago, Gérard atravesd el puente y cruzé bajo la cefuda
barbacana hasta el vacio patio. Ventanas cerradas miraban abajo sin adornos,
y, en el extremo opuesto del patio, una puerta estaba misteriosamente abierta,
mostrando un oscuro salén. Mientras se acercaba al umbral, vio que un
hombre estaba de pie en la entrada, aunque un momento antes habria jurado
que no estaba ocupado por forma visible alguna.

Gérard habia conservado su bastén de carpe, y, aunque su razén le
indicaba que un arma semejante era inutil ante un enemigo sobrenatural, algun
oscuro instinto le instaba a sujetarlo con valentia mientras se acercaba a la
figura que le aguardaba en el umbral de la puerta.

El hombre era desusadamente alto y de aspecto cadavérico, y estaba
vestido con prendas negras de una moda anticuada. Entre su barba azulada y
la palidez mortuoria de su rostro, sus labios eran extrafamente rojos,
semejantes a los de la mujer que, junto a sus asaltantes, habia desaparecido
de una manera tan sospechosa cuando Gérard se habia aproximado a ellos.
Sus ojos eran palidos y luminosos como luces de pantano, y Gérard temblé

ante su mirada y la fria e irénica sonrisa escarlata, que parecia esconder un



mundo de secretos, todos demasiado horribles y asquerosos como para ser
revelados.

—Soy el Sieur du Malinbois —anuncié el hombre. Sus tonos eran, a un
tiempo, zalameros y huecos, y sirvieron para aumentar la repugnancia que
sentia el joven trovador. Y, cuando sus labios se abrieron, Gérard tuvo un
vislumbre de dientes que eran antinaturales por lo pequefios y afilados, como
los de alguna fiera salvaje.

—La fortuna ha deseado que fueses mi huésped —continué el hombre—. La
hospitalidad que puedo ofreceros es tosca e inadecuada, y puede ser que
encontréis mi morada un tanto triste. Pero, al menos, puedo aseguraros que os
ofrezco una bienvenida que no es menos dispuesta que sincera.

—Os agradezco vuestra amable oferta —dijo Gérard—. Pero tengo una cita
con una amiga, y parece que, de una manera inexplicable, he perdido mi
camino. Os quedaria profundamente agradecido si pudieseis orientarme hacia
Vyones. Deberia haber un sendero no lejos de aqui, y he sido tan estupido
apartandome de él.

Las palabras sonaron huecas y sin esperanza en sus propios oidos mientras
las pronunciaba, y el nombre que su extrafio anfitrion habia dado —el Sieur du
Malinbois— estaba resonando en su cabeza como los sonidos funerales de un
toque de difuntos, aunque no conseguia recordar en este momento cuales eran
las ideas macabras y espectrales que ese nombre tendia a evocar.

—Desgraciadamente, no existen caminos desde mi chateau a Vyones —
replico el desconocido—. Y, respecto a su cita, se cumplira de otra manera, en
otro lugar no pactado. Debo, por tanto, insistir en que acepte mi hospitalidad.
Entre, se lo ruego, pero deje su baston de carpe en la entrada. Ya no lo
necesitara mas.

Gérard pensd que hacia un mohin de disgusto y asco con sus labios
excesivamente rojos mientras pronunciaba las ultimas frases, y que sus 0jos se
demoraban en el bastén de carpe con un oscuro miedo. Y el extrafio énfasis de
sus palabras y su conducta sirvio para despertar en la mente de Gérard
pensamientos macabros y fantasmales, aunque no pudo formularlos por
completo hasta mas tarde. Y, de alguna manera, se sinti6 impulsado a
conservar su arma, sin importarle lo inutil que fuese frente a un enemigo de

naturaleza demoniaca o espectral. Asi que dijo:



—Debo rogar vuestra indulgencia si conservo el bastén. He hecho una
promesa de llevarlo conmigo, en mi mano derecha o nunca mas alla del
alcance de mi mano hasta que haya dado muerte a dos viboras.

—Es una extrafa promesa —replicd su anfitrion—. Sin embargo, tenedlo
con vos si os place. No es asunto mio si elegis embarazaros con un palo de
madera.

Se dio la vuelta abruptamente, indicando a Gérard que le siguiese. A
desgana, el trovador le obedecio, con un vistazo a los cielos desiertos y el patio
vacio a sus espaldas. Vio, sin gran sorpresa, que una repentina y furtiva
oscuridad habia caido sobre el chateau, sin luna ni estrellas, como si tan sélo
hubiese estado esperando para descender a que él entrase. Era tan densa
como los pliegues de un sudario. Era tan falta de ventilacion y asfixiante como
la oscuridad de una tumba que hubiese estado cerrada durante siglos, y
Gérard fue consciente de una verdadera opresion, una dificultad corporal y
mental para respirar, mientras cruzaba el umbral.

Vio ahora que las antorchas estaban ardiendo en el oscuro salon al que su
anfitrion le habia conducido, aunque no habia notado ni el momento ni el
agente de su encendido. La iluminacion que proporcionaban era singularmente
vaga e indistinta, y las sombras que se amontonaban en el salon eran
inexplicablemente numerosas, y se movian con misteriosa intranquilidad,
aunque las propias llamas estaban tan inmodviles como los cirios que arden
para los muertos en una cripta sin viento.

Al final del pasaje, el Sieur du Malinbois abrié de golpe una pesada puerta
de madera oscura y sombria. Mas alla, se encontraba claramente el comedor
del chéateau, en el cual habia varias personas sentadas junto a una larga mesa
a la luz de unas antorchas no menos tristes y siniestras que las de la entrada.

Bajo el extrafio, incierto brillo, sus rostros parecian sefialados por una
oscura sospecha, por una vivida distorsion; y le parecié a Gérard que sombras
que apenas se podian distinguir de las figuras estaban agrupadas en torno a la
mesa. Pero, sin embargo, reconocio a la mujer vestida de verde esmeralda que
habia desaparecido de manera sospechosa entre los pinos cuando Gérard
habia respondido a su llamada de socorro. A un lado, con un aspecto muy

palido, desdichado y asustado, estaba Fleurette Cochin. En la parte inferior,



reservada para los sirvientes y criados, estaban la doncella y el lacayo que
habian acompanado a Fleurette a su cita con Gérard.

El Sieur du Malinbois se volvié hacia Gérard con una sonrisa que expresaba
sarddnica diversion.

—Creo que has sido ya presentado a todos los que se sientan a esta mesa
—observo—. Pero no has sido formalmente presentado a mi esposa, Agathe,
quien la preside. Agathe, te traigo a Gérard de I'Automne, un joven trovador de
mucha fama y mérito.

La mujer inclind la cabeza ligeramente, sin hablar, y sefial6 una silla enfrente
de Fleurette. Gérard se sento, y el Sieur du Malinbois tomé, de acuerdo con la
costumbre feudal, asiento en la cabecera de la mesa al lado de su esposa. Por
primera vez, habia sirvientes que entraban y salian del cuarto, colocando sobre
la mesa distintos vinos y viandas. Los servidores eran sobrenaturalmente
veloces e insonoros, y de alguna manera resultaba dificil darse cuenta de
cuales eran sus rasgos concretos o sus ropas. Parecian andar en una sombra
de un siniestro e indisoluble crepusculo. Pero el trovador se sentia molesto por
la idea de que se parecian a los rufianes peludos que habian desaparecido
junto a la mujer de verde al acercarse a ellos.

La cena que siguid fue algo extrafio y funebre. Una sensacion de
insuperable sofoco, horror asfixiante y temible opresion, recaia sobre Gérard, vy,
aunque deseaba hacer a Fleurette cien preguntas, y ademas exigir una
explicacion sobre varios puntos a su anfitrion y anfitriona, fue totalmente
incapaz de encontrar las palabras o de pronunciarlas. Tan sélo podia mirar a
Fleurette, y leer en sus ojos un reflejo de su propio asombro impotente y una
mansedumbre de pesadilla. Nada dijeron el Sieur du Malinbois y su dama,
quienes intercambiaron miradas de una siniestra y secreta complicidad durante
la cena, y la sirvienta y el lacayo de Fleurette estaban evidentemente
paralizados por el terror, como pajaros bajo la mirada hipnética de dos
mortiferas serpientes.

Los platos eran ricos y de extrafio sabor; y los vinos, de una fabulosa
antigliedad, parecian retener, en sus profundidades de topacio o violeta, un
fuego de siglos que no se habia apagado. Pero Gérard y Fleurette apenas
podian probarlos; y vieron como el Sieur du Malinbois y su dama no comian ni

bebian en absoluto. La oscuridad del cuarto se hizo mas profunda; los



servidores se convirtieron en mas furtivos y espectrales en sus movimientos; el
aire asfixiante estaba cargado con una amenaza informulable, constrefido por
el embrujo de una negra y letal nigromancia. Sobre los aromas de las raras
comidas, los bouquets de los antiguos vinos, se arrastraba la mohosidad
sofocante de ocultas criptas y la corrupcion embalsamada de siglos, junto con
la fantasmal especia de un extrafio perfume que parecia emanar de la persona
de la chatelaine. Gérard recordaba muchas de las historias de entre las
leyendas de Averoigne, que habia escuchado y de las que habia hecho caso
omiso; estaba recordando la leyenda del Sieur du Malinbois y su dama, el
ultimo de su apellido y el mas malvado, quien habia sido enterrado en algun
lugar del bosque hacia cientos de afios y cuya tumba era evitada por los
campesinos, ya que se decia que continuaba con sus brujerias incluso
después de la muerte. Se preguntd qué influencia habia atontado su memoria,
para que no las hubiese recordado por completo cuando escuchd el nombre
por primera vez. Y estaba recordando otras cosas y otras historias, todas las
cuales confirmaban su creencia instintiva respecto a la naturaleza de la gente
en cuyas manos habia caido. Ademas, recordd una supersticion del folklore
respecto a uno de los usos que cabia dar a una estaca de madera; y se dio
cuenta de por qué el Sieur du Malinbois habia mostrado un interés peculiar por
el baston de madera de carpe. Gérard lo habia colocado junto a su silla cuando
se sentd, y se quedd aliviado al comprobar que no habia desaparecido. Muy
discretamente y con tranquilidad, colocé un pie sobre él.

La sorprendente cena llegé a su fin, y su anfitrién y la chatelaine se
levantaron.

—Les conduciré ahora a sus cuartos —dijo el Sieur du Malinbois, incluyendo
a todos sus invitados bajo una oscura, inescrutable, mirada.

—Cada uno de ustedes puede disfrutar de una habitacién separada, si asi lo
desea, o Fleurette Cochin y su doncella Angélique pueden permanecer juntas,
y el lacayo Raoul puede dormir en el mismo cuarto con Messire Gérard.

Una preferencia por el ultimo arreglo fue expresada por Fleurette y el
trovador. La idea de una soledad sin compafiia en ese castillo de innombrable
misterio y medianoche intemporal era repugnante en un grado insoportable.

Los cuatro fueron conducidos entonces a sus respectivas habitaciones, en

los lados opuestos de un salén cuya longitud era mostrada solo



indeterminadamente por las débiles luces. Fleurette y Gérard se dieron el uno
al otro unas tristes y desganadas buenas noches, bajo la mirada de su
anfitrién, que les coartaba. Su cita era dificiimente aquella que habian deseado
tener, y los dos estaban impresionados por la situacién sobrenatural, con cuyos
sospechosos horrores e inevitables brujerias se habian visto envueltos de
alguna manera. Y, tan pronto como Gérard se hubo apartado de Fleurette,
comenzo a maldecirse a si mismo como un pusilanime por no haberse negado
a separarse de ella, y se asombrdé ante el hechizo de involuntariedad,
semejante a una droga, que parecia haber adormecido todas sus facultades.
Parecia que su mente no le perteneciese, sino que habia sido empujada y
aplastada por un poder extrafo.

El cuarto asignado a Gérard y a Raoul estaba amueblado con una cama de
cortinas anticuadas en su moda y en su tejido, e iluminado con velas que
sugerian un funeral por su forma, y que ardian apagadamente en un aire que
estaba estancado con la mohosidad de afos muertos.

—~Qjala durmais profundamente —dijo el Sieur du Malinbois. La sonrisa que
acompano y siguid a estas palabras fue no menos desagradable que el tono,
aceitoso y sepulcral, en que fueron pronunciadas. El trovador y el sirviente
fueron conscientes de un profundo desahogo cuando se marchd, cerrando la
puerta con un sonido metalico de plomo. Y su alivio apenas se vio disminuido
cuando escucharon el chasquido de una llave en la cerradura.

Entonces, Gérard inspeccioné el cuarto, y se dirigié a una de las ventanas, a
través de cuyos pequefos y pro fundos paneles solo podia ver la oscuridad
apremiante de la noche, que era verdaderamente sélida, como si todo el lugar
estuviese enterrado y rodeado por la tierra que se pegaba. Entonces, en un
ataque de célera incontrolable ante su separacion de Fleurette, corrié a la
puerta y se arrojé contra ella, la golped con sus puios cerrados, pero en vano.
Dandose cuenta de su tonteria, y desistiendo al fin, se volvidé a Raoul.

—Bien, Raoul —le dijo—. ;Qué piensas de todo esto?

Raoul se santigu6 antes de contestar, y su rostro tenia una expresion de
miedo mortal.

—Creo, Messire —replicd por fin—, que todos hemos sido apartados de

nuestro camino por hechiceria maléfica, y que usted, yo mismo, la Demoiselle



Fleurette y la doncella Angélique, todos estamos en un peligro mortal de
cuerpo y alma.

—Esa es también mi opiniéon —dijo Gérard—. Y creo que estaria bien que tu
y yo durmiésemos solo por turnos, y que quien mantenga la vigilia sujete entre
sus manos mi baston de carpe, cuyo extremo afilaré ahora con mi daga. Estoy
seguro de que conoces la manera en que debe emplearse si hubiese intrusos,
porque, si alguno llegase, no habria duda sobre su naturaleza e intenciones.
Estamos en un castillo que no tiene existencia legitima, como invitados de
personas que llevan muertas, o supuestamente muertas, mas de doscientos
afos. Y personas semejantes, cuando salen al exterior, son pro pensas a
costumbres que no necesito especificar.

—Si, Messire —Raoul tembld, pero miré el afilamiento del bastén con
considerable interés. Gérard tallé la dura madera en una punta como de lanza,
y oculté con cuidado las virutas. Incluso labré la silueta de una pequefia cruz
cerca de la mitad del bastén, pensando que esto podria aumentar su eficacia o
protegerlo de dafio. Entonces, con el baston en sus manos, se sentd sobre la
cama, desde donde podia vigilar el pequefio cuarto a través de las cortinas.

—Puedes dormir primero, Raoul —dijo, indicando la cama que estaba cerca
de la puerta.

Los dos conversaron inciertos durante unos minutos. Después de escuchar
la historia de Raoul sobre cémo Fleurette, Angélique y él mismo habian sido
desviados de su camino por los lloros de una mujer entre los pinos y después
habian sido incapaces de volver sobre sus pasos, cambié de tema. Y a partir
de entonces hablé placidamente sobre asuntos que eran remotos de sus
verdaderas preocupaciones, para luchar con su preocupacion por la seguridad
de Fleurette, que le torturaba. De repente, se dio cuenta de que Raoul habia
dejado de contestarle, y vio que el lacayo se habia quedado dormido sobre el
sofa. En el mismo momento, una irresistible somnolencia cayd sobre el propio
Gérard, a pesar de toda su voluntad, a pesar de los terrores sobrenaturales y
los presentimientos que todavia murmuraban en su cerebro. Escucho, a través
de su creciente sopor, el susurro de sombrias alas en los salones del castillo,
capté el silbido de voces ominosas, como las de demonios familiares que
respondiesen a la invocacion de brujos, y le parecia escuchar, hasta en las

criptas, las torres y las camaras remotas, la pisada de pies que se estaban



apresurando para cumplir secretos y malignos recados. Pero el olvido le
rodeaba como las mallas de una red de arena, y se cerro sin tregua sobre su

mente inquieta, y ahogd las preocupaciones de sus agitados sentidos.

Cuando Gérard se desperté al fin, las velas habian ardido hasta sus bases, y
una luz del dia triste y sin sol se estaba filtrando a través de la ventana. El
bastén estaba todavia en su mano, y, aunque sus sentidos estaban aun torpes
a causa del extrafio sopor que los habia drogado, sintié que no habia sufrido
dafo. Pero, mirando por las cortinas, vio que Raoul estaba tumbado sobre el
sofa mortalmente palido y sin vida, con el aire y la expresiéon de un moribundo
exhausto.

Atraveso el cuarto y se inclind sobre el lacayo. Habia una pequefa herida
roja en el cuello de Raoul; su pulso era lento y débil, como los de alguien que
hubiese perdido una gran cantidad de sangre. Su mismo aspecto era marchito
y se le marcaban las venas. Y una especia fantasmal surgia del sofa..., un
resto del perfume que llevaba la chatelaine Agathe.

Gérard consigui6 por fin levantar al hombre, pero Raoul estaba muy débil y
somnoliento. No podia recordar nada de lo que habia sucedido durante la
noche. Y su horror fue patético de contemplar cuando se dio cuenta de la
verdad.

—Usted sera el proximo, Messire —llor6—. Estos vampiros tienen la
intencion de retenernos entre sus brujerias malditas hasta que nos hayan
exprimido la ultima gota de sangre. Sus hechizos son como la mandragora o
como los dulces del suefio de Cathay; y ningun hombre puede permanecer
despierto contra su voluntad.

Gérard estaba tanteando la puerta y, para su sorpresa, la encontré sin
cerrar. El vampiro, al marcharse, habia sido descuidado a causa del letargo de
su saciedad. El castillo estaba muy tranquilo; le parecio a Gérard que el espiritu
del mal que lo animaba estaba ahora tranquilo; que las alas sombrias de horror
y malignidad, los pies que corrian en siniestros encargos, los brujos invocantes,
los demonios familiares que contestaban, todos se habian adormecido en un
temporal reposo.

Abrid la puerta, anduvo de puntillas a lo largo del salén desierto, y golpeé la

puerta de la camara asignada a Fleurette y a su doncella. Fleurette,



completamente vestida, contestd a sus golpes inmediatamente, y la tomé entre
sus brazos sin mediar palabra, escudrifando su palida cara con tierna
ansiedad. Por encima del hombro, podia ver a Angélique, la doncella, que
estaba sentada rigida sobre la cama con una marca sobre su palido cuello
parecida a la herida que habia sido infligida a Raoul. Supo, incluso antes de
que Fleurette comenzase a hablar, que la experiencia nocturna de la
demoiselle y de su doncella habia sido idéntica a la suya y del lacayo.

Mientras intentaba calmar a Fleurette y darle animos, sus pensamientos
estaban ocupados con un problema bastante curioso. Nadie estaba fuera en el
castillo, y era mas que probable que el Sieur du Malinbois y su dama
estuviesen ambos dormidos después del festin nocturno del que sin duda
habian disfrutado.

Gérard se imaginé el lugar y la manera de su reposo, y se volvié incluso mas
reflexivo cuando se le ocurrieron ciertas posibilidades.

—Ten animo, corazén mio —le dijo a Fleurette—. Se me ocurre que pronto
escaparemos de esta abominable red de hechizos. Pero debo dejarte un rato y
hablar con Raoul, cuya ayuda necesitaré para cierto asunto.

Volvié a su propio cuarto. El sirviente estaba sentado en la cama, haciendo
la sefal de la cruz débilmente y murmurando plegarias con una voz débil y
hueca.

—Raoul —dijo el trovador con un poco de firmeza—, tenéis que reunir todas
vuestras fuerzas y acompanarme. Entre los tristes muros que nos rodean, los
sombrios salones, las altas torres y las pesadas murallas, s6lo hay una cosa
que tenga una existencia verdadera, y todo el resto no es sino un tejido de
ilusion. Debemos encontrar esta realidad a la que me refiero,. y tratar con ella
como verdaderos y valientes cristianos. Venid, ahora registraremos el castillo
antes de que el senor y la chatelaine despierten de su letargo de vampiros.

Se abrié camino a través de retorcidos corredores con una velocidad que
indicaba muchos planes anteriores. E| habia reconstruido en su mente la tosca
pila de bastiones y torretas tal y como las habia visto el dia anterior, y pensaba
que el gran calabozo, siendo el centro y punto fuerte del edificio, podria ser el
lugar que buscaba. Con el baston afilado en sus manos, y Raoul arrastrandose,

desangrado, a sus talones, atraveso las puertas de muchos cuartos secretos,



la multitud de ventanas que daban al patio desierto, y llegé por fin al piso
inferior del calabozo—fortaleza.

Era un cuarto grande, sin mobiliario, construido por entero con piedra, e
iluminado tan soélo por delgadas hendiduras que estaban altas en la pared,
disefiadas para ser utilizadas por arqueros. El lugar se hallaba muy oscuro,
pero Gérard podia ver los contornos fosforescentes de un objeto que, de
ordinario, no buscaria en una situacion semejante, levantado en mitad del
suelo. Era una tumba de marmol, y, acercandose mas, vio que estaba
extranamente desgastada por las inclemencias del tiempo y manchada con
liquenes grises y amarillos, como solamente florecen donde da el sol. La losa
que la cubria era de tamafio y anchura dobles, y haria falta la fuerza completa
de los dos hombres para levantarla.

Raoul se habia quedado mirando estupidamente la tumba.

—¢ Ahora qué, Messire? —pregunté.

—Tu0 y yo, Raoul, vamos a introducirnos en el dormitorio de nuestros
anfitriones.

Siguiendo su orden, Raoul tom6 uno de los extremos de la losa, y él mismo
tomo el otro. Con un gran esfuerzo que dejo sus huesos y musculos a punto de
romperse, intentaron moverla, pero la losa apenas se arrastraba. Por fin,
sujetando la misma esquina al unisono, fueron capaces de inclinar la losa, y
ésta se deslizé al suelo y cayé con un sonoro estrépito como de trueno. Dentro
habia dos ataudes abiertos, uno de los cuales contenia al Sieur Hugh du
Malinbois, y el otro, a su dama Agathe. Ambos parecian estar durmiendo
pacificamente igual que bebés; una mirada de maldad tranquila, de malignidad
pacificada, estaba marcada sobre sus facciones; y sus labios estaban tefidos
todavia mas rojos que antes.

Sin vacilacioén o retraso, Gérard hundié el extremo de su baston, parecido a
una lanza, en el seno del Sieur du Malinbois. El cuerpo se deshizo como si
estuviese hecho de cenizas amasadas y pintadas para darles una semblanza
de humanidad, y un leve olor, como de una corrupcion antigua, se elevé hasta
las fosas nasales de Gérard. Entonces, el trovador atravesé de igual manera el
seno de la chatelaine. Y, simultaneamente con su disolucion, las murallas y las
paredes del calabozo parecieron disolverse en un adusto vapor, y se apartaron

a cada lado con un choque como de un trueno no escuchado. Con una



sensacion de extrafio vértigo y confusion, Gérard y Raoul vieron que el chateau
entero se habia desvanecido como las torres y las murallas de una tormenta
que ha pasado, y el lago muerto y sus orillas en putrefaccion no ofrecian ya su
maléfica ilusidon a la vista Estaban de pie en un claro del bosque, a la plena luz
sin sombras del sol del mediodia, y todo lo que quedaba del lugubre castillo era
la tumba abierta, forrada de liquenes, que se encontraba junto a ellos. Fleurette
y su doncella estaban a una corta distancia, y Gérard corrié hacia la hija del
mercader y la tomd entre sus brazos. Ella estaba atontada por el asombro,
como alguien que emerge del laberinto que ha durado la noche de un mal
suefo, y descubre que todo esta bien.

—Creo, corazén mio —dijo Gérard—, que nuestra proxima cita no se vera
interrumpida por el Sieur du Malinbois y su chatelaine.

Pero Fleurette estaba todavia confundida con el prodigio, y sélo pudo

contestar a sus palabras con un beso.

A Rendezvous In Averoigne, IX—1930

(Weird Tales, V—31. Out Of Space And Time, VIII—42)
Trad. Arturo Villarubia
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THE END OF THE STORY

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

he following narrative was found among the papers of Christophe
Morand, a young law-student of Tours, after his unaccountable
disappearance during a visit at his father's home near Moulins, in
November, 1798:

A sinister brownish-purple autumn twilight, made premature by the
imminence of a sudden thunderstorm, had filled the forest of Averoigne. The
trees along my road were already blurred to ebon masses, and the road itself,
pale and spectral before me in the thickening gloom, seemed to waver and
quiver slightly, as with the tremor of some mysterious earthquake. | spurred my
horse, who was woefully tired with a journey begun at dawn, and had fallen
hours ago to a protesting and reluctant trot, and we galloped adown the
darkening road between enormous oaks that seemed to lean toward us with

boughs like clutching fingers as we passed.

With dreadful rapidity, the night was upon us, the blackness became a
tangible clinging veil; a nightrnare confusion and desperation drove me to spur
my mount again with a more cruel rigor; and now, as we went, the first far-off
mutter of the storm mingled with the clatter of my horse's hoofs, and the first
lightning flashes illumed our way, which, to my amazement (since | believed
myself on the main highway through Averoigne), had inexplicably narrowed to a
well-trodden footpath. Feeling sure that | had gone astray, but not caring to
retrace my steps in the teeth of darkness and the towering clouds of the
tempest, | hurried on, hoping, as seemed reasonable, that a path so plainly
worn would lead eventually to some house or chateau. where | could find refuge
for the night. My hope was wellfounded, for within a few minutes | descried a

glimmering light through the forest-boughs, and came suddenly to an open



glade, where, on a gentle eminence, a large building loomed, with several litten
windows in the lower story, and a top that was well-nigh indistinguishable

against the bulks of driven cloud.

'‘Doubtless a monastery,' | thought, as | drew rein, and descending from my
exhausted mount, lifted the heavy brazen knocker in the form of a dog's head
and let it fall on the oaken door. The sound was unexpectedly loud and
sonorous, with a reverberation almost sepulchral, and | shivered involuntarily,
with a sense of startlement, of unwonted dismay. This, a moment later, was
wholly dissipated when the door was thrown open and a tall, ruddyfeatured
monk stood before me in the cheerful glow of the cressets that illumed a

capacious hallway.

'l bid you welcome to the abbey of Perigon,' he said, in a suave rumble, and
even as he spoke, another robed and hooded figure appeared and took my
horse in charge. As | murmured my thanks and acknowledgments, the storm
broke and tremendous gusts of rain, accompanied by evernearing peals of

thunder, drove with demoniac fury on the door that had closed behind me.

"It is fortunate that you found us when you did," observed my host. "Twere ill

for man and beast to be abroad in such a hell-brew."

Divining without question that | was hungry as well as tired, he led me to the
refectory and set before me a bountiful meal of mutton, brown bread, lentils aad

a strong excellent red wine.

He sat opposite me at the refectory table while | ate, and, with my hunger a
little mollifed, | took occasion to scan him more attentively. He was both tall and
stoutly built, and his features, where the brow was no less broad than the
powerful jaw, betokened intellect as well as a love for good living. A certain
delicacy and refinement, an air of scholarship, of good taste and good breeding,
emanated from him, and | thought to myself: "This monk is probably a
connoisseur of books as well as of wines.' Doubtless my expression betrayed

the quickening of my curiosity, for he said, as if in answer:



'I| am Hilaire, the abbot of Perigon. We are a Benedictine order, who live in
amity with God and with all men, and we do not hold that the spirit is to be
enriched by the mortification or impoverishment of the body. We have in our
butteries an abundance of wholesome fare, in our cellars the best and oldest
vintages of the district of Averoigne. And, if such thiags interest you, as mayhap
they do, we have a library that is stocked with rare tomes, with precious
manuscripts, with the finest works of heathendom and Christendom, even to

certain unique writings that survived the holocaust of Alexandria.'

'| appreciate your hospitality,' | said, bowing. 'l am Christophe Morand, a law-
student, on my way home from Tours to my father's estate near Moulins. I, too,
am a lover of books, and nothing would delight me more than the privilege of

inspecting a library so rich and curious as the one whereof you speak.’

Forthwith, while | finished my meal, we fell to discussing the classics, and to
quoting and capping passages from Latin, Greek or Christian authors. My host,
| soon discovered, was a scholar of uncommon attainments, with an erudition, a
ready familiarity with both ancient and modern literature that made my own
seem as that of the merest beginner by comparison. He, on his part, was so
good as to commend my far from perfect Latin, and by the time | had emptied

my bottle of red wine we were chatting familiarly like old friends.

All my fatigue had now flown, to be succeeded by a rare sense of well-being,
of physical comfort combined with mental alertness and keenness. So, when

the abbot suggested that we pay a visit to the library, | assented with alacrity.

He led me down a long corridor, on each side of which were cells belonging
to the brothers of the order, and unlocked, with a huge brazen key that
depended from his girdle, the door of a great room with lofty ceiling and several
deep-set windows. Truly, he had not exaggerated the resources of the library;
for the long shelves were overcrowded with books, and many volumes were
piled high on the tables or stacked in corners. There were rolls of papyrus, of

parchment, of vellum; there were strange Byzantine or Coptic bibles; there were



old Arabic and Persian manuscripts with floriated or jewel-studded covers; there
were scores of incunabula from the first printing-presses; there were
innumerable monkish copies of antique authors, bound in wood or ivory, with

rich illuminations and lettering that was often in itself a work of art.

With a care that was both loving and meticulous, the abbot Hilaire brought
out volume after volume for my inspection. Many of them | had never seen
before; some were unknown to me even by fame or rumor. My excited interest,
my unfeigned enthusiasm, evidently pleased him, for at length he pressed a
hidden spring in one of the library tables and drew out a long drawer, in which,
he told me, were certain treasures that he did not care to bring forth for the
edification or delectation of many, and whose very existence was undreamed of

by the monks.

'Here,' he continued, 'are three odes by Catullus which you will not find in any
published edition of his works. Here, also, is an original manuscript of Sappho
— a complete copy of a poem otherwise extant only in brief fragments; here are
two of the lost tales of Miletus, a letter of Perides to Aspasia, an unknown
dialogue of Plato and an old Arabian work on astronomy, by some anonymous
author, in which the theories of Copernicus are anticipated. And, lastly, here is
the somewhat infamous Histoire d'’Amour, by Bernard de Vaillantcoeur, which
was destroyed immediately upon publication, and of which only one other copy

is known to exist.'

As | gazed with mingled awe and curiosity on the unique, unheard-of
treasures he displayed, | saw in one corner of the drawer what appeared to be
a thin volume with plain untitled binding of dark leather. | ventured to pick it up,
and found that it contained a few sheets of ciosely written manuscript in old

French.

'And this?' | queried, turning to look at Hilaire, whose face, to my amazement,

had suddenly assumed a melancholy and troubled expression.



'It were better not to ask, my son.' He crossed himself as he spoke, and his
voice was no longer mellow, but harsh, agitated, full of a sorrowful perturbation.
"There is a curse on the pages that you hold in your hand: an evil spell, a malign
power is attached to them, and he who would venture to peruse them is
henceforward in dire peril both of body and soul.' He took the little volume from
me as he spoke, and returned it to the drawer, again crossing himself carefully
as he did so.

'‘But, father,' | dared to expostulate, 'how can such things be? How can there

be danger in a few written sheets of parchment?'

'‘Christophe, there are things beyond your understanding, things that it were
not well for you to know. The might of Satan is manifestable in devious modes,
in diverse manners; there are other temptations than those of the world and the
flesh, there are evils no less subtle than irresistible, there are hidden heresies,

and necromancies other than those which sorcerers practise.’

'With what, then, are these pages concerned, that such occult peril, such

unholy power lurks within them?'

'| forbid you to ask.'" His tone was one of great rigor, with a finality that
dissuaded me from further questioning.

'For you, my son," he went on, 'the danger would be doubly great, because
you are young, ardent, full of desires and curiosities. Believe me, it is better to
forget that you have ever seen this manuscript.' He closed the hidden drawer,
and as he did so, the melancholy troubled look was replaced by his former
benignity.

'Now,' he said, as he turned to one of the book-shelves, 'l will show you the
copy of Ovid that was owned by the poet Petrarch.' He was again the mellow
scholar, the kindly, jovial host, and it was evident that the mysterious
manuscript was not to be referred to again. But his odd perturbation, the dark

and awful hints he had let fall, the vague terrific terms of his proscription, had all



served to awaken my wildest curiosity, and, though | felt the obsession to be
unreasonable, | was quite unable to think of anything else for the rest of the
evening. All manner of speculations, fantastic, absurd, outrageous, ludicrous,
terrible, defiled through my brain as | duly admired the incunabula which Hilaire

took down so tenderly from the shelves for my delectation.

At last, toward midnight, he led me to my room — a room especially reserved
for visitors, and with more of comfort, of actual luxury in its hangings, carpets
and deeply quilted bed than was allowable in the cells of the monks or of the
abbot himself. Even when Hilaire had withdrawn, and | had proved for my
satisfaction the softness of the bed allotted me, my brain still whirled with
questions concerning the forbidden manuscript. Though the storm had now
ceased, it was long before | fell asleep; but slumber, when it finally came, was

dreamless and profound.

When | awoke, a river of sunshine clear as molten gold was pouring through
my wmdow. The storm had wholly vanished, and no lightest tatter of cloud was
visible anywhere in the pale-blue October heavens. | ran to the window and
peered out on a world of autumnal forest and fields all a-sparkle with the
diamonds of rain. All was beautiful, all was idyllic to a degree that could be fully
appreciated only by one who had lived for a long time, as | had, within the walls
of a city, with towered buildings in lieu of trees and cobbled pavements where
grass should be. But, charming as it was, the foreground held my gaze only for
a few moments; then, beyond the tops of the trees, | saw a hill, not more than a
mile distant, on whose summit there stood the ruins of some old chateau, the
crumbling, brokendown condition of whose walls and towers was plainly visible.
It drew my gaze irresistibly, with an overpowering sense of romantic attraction,
which somehow seemed so natural, so inevitable, that | did not pause to
analyze or wonder; and once having seen it, | could not take my eyes away, but
lingering at the window for how long | knew not, scrutinizing as closely as |
could the details of each timeshaken turret and bastion. Some undefinable
fascination was inherent in the very form, the extent, the disposition of the pile
— some fascination not dissimilar to that exerted by a strain of music, by a

magical combination of words in poetry, by the features of a beloved face.



Gazing, | lost myself in reveries that | could not recall afterward, but which left
behind them the same tantalizing sense of innominable delight which forgotten

nocturnal dreams may sometimes leave.

| was recalled to the actualities of life by a gentle knock at my door, and
realized that | had forgotten to dress myself. It was the abbot, who came to
inquire how | had passed the night, and to tell me that breakfast was ready
whenever | should care to arise. For some reason, | felt a little embarrassed,
even shamefaced, to have been caught day-dreaming; and though this was
doubtless unnecessary, | apologized for my dilatoriness. Hilaire, | thought, gave
me a keen, inquiring look, which was quickly withdrawn, as, with the suave
courtesy of a good host, he assured me that there was nothing whatever for

which | need apologize.

When | had breakfast, | told Hilaire, with many expressions of gratitude for
his hospitality, that it was time for me to resume my journey. But his regret at
the announcement of my departure was so unfeigned, his invitation to tarry for
at least another night was so genuinely hearty, so sincerely urgent, that |
consented to remain. In truth, | required no great amount of solicitation, for,
apart from the real liking | had taken to Hilaire, the mystery of the forbidden
manuscript had entirely enslaved my imagination, and | was loth to leave
without having learned more concerning it. Also, for a youth with scholastic
leanings, the freedom of the abbot's library was a rare privilege, a precious

opportunity not to be passed over.

'l should like," | said, 'to pursue certain studies while | am here, with the aid of

your incomparable collection.'

'‘My son, you are more than welcome to remain for any length of time, and
you can have access to my books whenever it suits your need or inclination.' So
saying, Hilaire detached the key of the library from his girdle and gave it to me.
"There are duties,' he went on, 'which will call me away from the monastery for a

few hours today, and doubtless you will desire to study in my absence.'



A little later, he excused himself and departed. With inward felicitations on
the longed-for opportunity that had fallen so readily into my hands, | hastened to
the library, with no thought save to read the proscribed manuscript. Giving
scarcely a glance at the laden shelves, | sought the table with the secret
drawer, and fumbled for the spring. After a little anxious delay, | pressed the
proper spot and drew forth the drawer. An impulsion that had become a
veritable obsession, a fever of curiosity that bordered upon actual madness,
drove me, and if the safety of my soul had really depended upon it, | could not
have denied the desire which forced me to take from the drawer the thin volume

with plain unlettered binding.

Seating myself in a chair near one of the windows, | began to peruse the
pages, which were only six in number. The writing was peculiar, with letter-
forms of a fantasticality | had never met before, and the French was not only old
but well-night barbarous in its quaint singularity. Notwithstanding the difficulty |
found in deciphering them, a mad, unaccountable thrill ran through me at the
first words, and | read on with all the sensations of a man who had been

bewitched or who had drunken a philtre of bewildering potency.

There was no title, no date, and the writing was a narrative which began
almost as abruptly as it ended. It concerned one Gerard, Comte de Venteillon,
who, on the eve of his marriage to the renowned and beautiful demoiselle,
Eleanor des Lys, had met in the forest near his chateau a strange, half-human
creature with hoofs and horns. Now Gerard, as the narrative explained, was a
knightly youth of indisputably proven valor, as wdl as a true Christian; so, in the
name of our Savior, Jesus Christ, he bade the creature stand and give an

account of itself.

Laughing wildly in the twilight, the bizarre being capered before him, and

cried:

'l am a satyr, and your Christ is less to me than the weeds that grow on your

kitchen-middens.'



Appalled by such blasphemy, Gerard would have drawn his sword to slay the

creature, but again it cried, saying:

'Stay, Gerard de Venteillon, and | will tell you a secret, knowing which, you
will forget the worship of Christ, and forget your beautiful bride of tomorrow, and
turn your back on the world and on the very sun itself with no reluctance and no

regret.’

Now, albeit half uawillingly, Gerard lent the satyr an ear and it came closer
and whispered to him. And that which it whispered is not known; but before it
vanished amid the blackening shadows of the forest, the satyr spoke aloud

once more, and said:

"The power of Christ has prevailed like a black frost on all the woods, the
fields, the rivers, the mountains, where abode in their felicity the glad, immortal
goddesses and nymphs of yore. But still, in the cryptic caverns of earth, in
places far underground, like the hell your priests have fabled, there dwells the
pagan loveliness, there cry the pagan ecstasies.' And with the last words, the
creature laughed again its wild unhuman laugh, and disappeared among the

darkening boles of the twilight trees.

From that moment, a change was upon Gerard de Venteillon. He returned to
his chateau with downcast mien, speaking no cheery or kindly word to his
retainers, as was his wont, but sitting or pacing always in silence, and scarcely
heeding the food that was set before him. Nor did he go that evening to visit his
betrothed, as he had promised; but, toward midnight, when a waning moon had
arisen red as from a bath of blood, he went forth clandestinely by the postern
door of the chateau, and followed an old, halfobliterated trail through the woods,
found his way to the ruins of the Chateau des Faussesflammes, which stands

on a hill opposite the Benedictine abbey of Perigon.

Now these ruins (said the manuscript) are very old, and have long been
avoided by the people of the district; for a legendry of immemorial evil clings

about them, and it is said that they are the dwelling-place of foul spirits, the



rendezvous of sorcerers and succubi. But Gerard, as if oblivious or fearless of
their ill renown, plunged like one who is devil-driven into the shadow of the
crumbling walls, and went, with the careful-groping of a man who follows some
given direction, to the northern end of the courtyard. There, directly between
and below the two centermost windows, which, it may be, looked forth from the
chamber of forgotten chatelaines, he pressed with his right foot on a flagstone
differing from those about it in being of a triangular form. And the flagstone
moved and tilted beneath his foot, revealing a flight of granite steps that went
down into the earth. Then, lighting a taper he had brought with him, Gerard

descended the steps, and the flagstone swung into place behind him.

On the morrow, his betrothed, Eleanor des Lys, and all her bridal train,
waited vainly for him at the cathedral of Vyones, the principal town of
Averoigne, where the wedding had been set. And from that time his face was
beheld by no man, and no vaguest rumor of Gerard de Venteillon or of the fate

that befell him has ever passed among the living...

Such was the substance of the forbidden manuscript, and thus it ended. As |
have said before, there was no date, nor was there anything to indicate by
whom it had been written or how the knowledge of the happenings related had
come into the writer's possession. But, oddly enough, it did not occur to me to
doubt their veridity for a moment; and the curiosity | had felt concerning the
contents of the manuscript was now replaced by a burning desire, a
thousandfold more powerful, more obsessive, to know the ending of the story
and to learn what Gerard de Venteillon had found when he descended the

hidden steps.

In reading the tale, it had of course occurred to me that the ruins of the
Chateau des Faussesflammes, described therein, were the very same ruins |
had seen that morning from my chamber window; and pondering this, | became
more and more possessed by an insane fever, by a frenetic, unholy excitement.
Returning the manuscript to the secret drawer, | left the library and wandered
for awhile in an aimless fashion about the corridors of the monastery. Chancing

to meet there the same monk who had taken my horse in charge the previous



evening, | ventured to question him, as discreetly and casually as | could,

regarding the ruins which were visible from the abbey windows.

He crossed himself, and a frightened look came over his broad, placid face

at my query.

'The ruins are those of the Chateau des Faussesflammes,' he replied. 'For
untold years, men say, they have been the haunt of unholy spirits, of witches
and demons; and festivals not to be described or even named are held within
their walls. No weapon known to man, no exorcism or holy water, has ever
prevailed against these demons; many brave cavaliers and monks have
disappeared amid the shadows of Faussesflammes, never to return; and once,
it is told, an abbot of Perigon went thither to make war on the powers of evil; but
what befell him at the hands of the succubi is not known or conjectured. Some
say that the demons are abominable hags whose bodies terminate in
serpentine coils; others that they are women of more than mortal beauty, whose
kisses are a diabolic delight that consumes the flesh of men with the fierceness
of hell-fire... As for me, | know not whether such tales are true; but | should not

care to venture within the walls of Faussesflammes.'

Before he had finished speaking, a resolve had sprung to life full-born in my
mind: | felt that | must go to the Chateau des Faussesflammes and learn for
myself, if possible, all that could be learned. The impulse was immediate,
overwhehning, ineluctable; and even if | had so desired, | could no more have
fought against it than if | had been the victim of some sorcerer's invultuation.
The proscription of the abbot Hilaire, the strange unfinished tale in the old
manuscript, the evil legendry at which the monk had now hinted — all these, it
would seem, should have served to frighten and deter me from such a resolve;
but, on the contrary, by some bizarre inversion of thought, they seemed to
conceal some delectable mystery, to denote a hidden world of ineffable things,
of vague undreamable pleasures that set my brain on fire and made my pulses
throb deliriously. I did not know, | could not conceive, of what these pleasures
would consist; but in some mystical manner | was as sure of their ultimate

reality as the abbot Hilaire was sure of heaven.



| determined to go that very afternoon, in the absence of Hilaire, who, | felt
instinctively, might be suspicious of any such intention on my part and would

surely be inimical toward its fulfillment.

My preparations were very simple: | put in my pockets a small taper from my
room and the heel of a loaf of bread from the refectory; and making sure that a
little dagger which | always carried was in its sheath, | left the monastery
forthwith. Meeting two of the brothers in the courtyard, | told them | was going
for a short walk in the neighboring woods. They gave me a jovial 'pax vobiscum'

and went upon their way in the spirit of the words.

Heading directly as | could for Faussesflammes, whose turrets were often
lost behind the high and interlacing boughs, | entered the forest. There were no
paths, and often | was conpelled to brief detours and divagations by the
thickness of the underbrush. In my feverous hurry to reach the ruins, it seemed
hours before | came to the top of the hill which Faussesflammes surmounted,
but probably it was little more than thirty minutes. Climbing the last declivity of
the boulder-strewn slope, | came suddenly within view of the chateau, standing
close at hand in the center of the level table which formed the summit. Trees
had taken root in its broken-down walls, and the ruinous gateway that gave on
the courtyard was half-choked by bushes, brambles and nettle-plants. Forcing
my way through, not without difficulty, and with clothing that had suffered from
the bramblethorns, | went, like Gerard de Venteillon in the old manuscript, to the
northern end of the court. Enormous evil-looking weeds were rooted between
the flagstones, rearing their thick and fleshy leaves that had turned to dull
sinister maroons and purples with the onset of autumn. But | soon found the
triangular flagstone indicated in the tale, and without the slightest delay or

hesitation | pressed upon it with my right foot.

A mad shiver, a thrill of adventurous triumph that was mingled with
something of trepidation, leaped through me when the great flagstone tilted
easily beneath my foot, disclosing dark steps of granite, even as in the story.

Now, for a moment, the vaguely hinted horrors of the monkish legends became



imminently real in my imagination, and | paused before the black opening that
was to engulf me, eondering if some satanic spell had not drawn me thither to

perils of unknown terror and inconceivable gravity.

Only for a few instants, however, did | hesitate. Then the sense of peril
faded, the monkish horrors became a fantastic dream, and the charm of things
unformulable, but ever closer at hand, always more readily attainable, tightened
about me like the embrace of amorous arms. | lit my taper, | descended the
stair; and even as behind Gerard de Venteillon, the triangular block of stone
silently resumed its place in the paving of the court above me. Doubtless it was
moved by some mechanism operable by a man's weight on one of the steps;
but | did not pause to consider its modus operandi, or to wonder if there were

any way by which it could be worked from beneath to permit my return.

There were perhaps a dozen steps, terminating in a low, narrow, musty vault
that was void of anything more substantial than ancient, dust-encumbered
cobwebs. At the end, a small doorway admitted me to a second vault that
differed from the first only in being larger and dustier. | passed through several
such vaults, and then found myself in a long passage or tunnel, half blocked in
places by boulders or heaps of rubble that had fallen from the crumbling sides.
It was very damp, and full of the noisome odor of stagnant waters and
subterranean mold. My feet splashed more than once in little pools, aad drops

fell upon me from above, fetid and foul as if they had oozed from a charnel.

Beyond the wavering circle of light that my taper maintained, it seemed to me
that the coils of dim and shadowy serpents slithered away in the darkness at my
approach; but | could not be sure whether they really were serpents, or only the
troubled and retreating shadows, seen by an eye that was still unaccustomed to

the gloom of the vaults.

Rounding a sudden turn in the passage, | saw the last thing | had dreamt of
seeing — the gleam of sunlight at what was apparently the tunnel's end. |
scarcely know what | had expected to find, but such an eventuation was

somehow altogether unanticipated. | hurried on, in some confusion of thought,



and stumbled through the opening, to find myself blinking in the full rays of the

sun.

Even before | had sufficiently recovered my wits and my eyesight to take
note of the landscape before me, | was struck by a strange circumstance:
Though it had been early afternoon when | entered the vaults, and though my
passage through them could have been a matter of no more than a few
minutes, the sun was now nearing the horizon. There was also a difference in
its light, which was both brighter and mellower than the sun | had seen above

Averoigne; and the sky itself was intensely blue, with no hint of autumnal pallor.

Now, with ever-increasing stupefaction, | stared about me, and could find
nothing familiar or even credible in the scene upon which | had emerged.
Contrary to all reasonable expectation, there was no semblance of the hill upon
which Faussesflammes stood, or of the adjoining country; but around me was a
placid land of rolling meadows, through which a golden-gleaming river
meandered toward a sea of deepest azure that was visible beyond the tops of
laureltrees... But there are no laurel-trees in Averoigne, and the sea is hundreds

of miles away: judge, then, my complete confusion and dumbfoundment.

It was a scene of such loveliness as | have never before beheld. The
meadow-grass at my feet was softer and more lustrous than emerald velvet,
and was full of violets and many-colored asphodels. The dark green of ilex-
trees was mirrored in the golden river, and far away | saw the pale gleam of a
marble acropolis on a low summit above the plain. All things bore the aspect of
a mild and clement spring that was verging upon an opulent summer. | felt as if
| had stepped into a land of classic myth, of Grecian legend; and moment by
moment, all surprise, all wonder as to how | could have come there, was
drowned in a sense of ever-growing ecstasy before the utter, ineffable beauty of

the landscape.

Near by, in a laurel-grove, a white roof shone in the late rays of the sun. |
was drawn toward it by the same allurement, only far more potent and urgent,

which | had felt on seeing the forbidden manuscript and the ruins of



Faussesflammes. Here, | knew with an esoteric certainty, was the culmination

of my quest, the reward of all my mad and perhaps impious curiosity.

As | entered the grove, | heard laughter among the trees, blending
harmoniously with the low murmur of their leaves in a soft, balmy wind. |
thought | saw vague forms that melted among the boles at my approach; and
once a shaggy, goat-like creature with human head and body ran across my

path, as if in pursuit of a flying nymph.

In the heart of the grove, | found a marble place with a portico of Doric
columns. As | neared it, | was greeted by two women in the costume of ancient
slaves; and though my Greek is of the meagerest, | found no difficulty in

comprehending their speech, which was of Attic purity.

'‘Our mistress, Nycea, awaits you,' they told me. | could no longer marvel at
anything, but accepted my situation without question or surmise, like one who
resigns himself to the progress of some delightful dream. Probably, | thought, it
was a dream, and | was still lying in my bed at the monastery; but never before
had | been favored by nocturnal visions of such clarity and surpassing
loveliness. The interior of the palace was full of a luxury that verged upon the
barbaric, and which evidently belonged to the period of Greek decadence, with
its intermingling of Oriental influences. | was led through a hallway gleaming
with onyx and polished porphyry, into an opulently furnished room, where, on a

couch of gorgeous fabrics, there reclined a woman of goddess-like beauty.

At sight of her, | trembled from head to foot with the violence of a strange
emotion. | had heard of the sudden mad loves by which men are seized on
beholding for the first time a certain face and form; but never before had |
experienced a passion of such intensity, such all-consuming ardor, as the one |
conceived immediately for this woman. Indeed, it seemed as if | had loved her
for a long time, without knowing that it was she whom | loved, and without being

able to identify the nature of my enotion or to orient the feeling in any manner.



She was not tall, but was formed with exquisite voluptuous purity of line and
contour. Her eyes were of a dark sapphire blue, with molten depths into which
the soul was fain to plunge as into the soft abysses of a summer ocean. The
curve of her lips was enigmatic, a little mournful, and gravely tender as the lips
of an antique Venus. Her hair, brownish rather than blond, fell over her neck
and ears and forehead in delicious ripples confined by a plain fillet of silver. In
her expression, there was a mixture of pride and voluptuousness, of regal
imperiousness and feminine yielding. Her moverneats were all as efFortless

and graceful as those of a serpent.

'I knew you would come,' she murmured in the same softvoweled Greek |
had heard from the lips of her servants. 'l have waited for you long; but when
you sought refuge from the storm in the abbey of Perigon, and saw the
manuscript in the secret drawer, | knew that the hour of your arrival was at
hand. Ah! you did not dream that the spell which drew you so irresistibly, with
such unaccountable potency, was the spell of my beauty, the magical

allurement of my love!"

'Who are you?' | queried. | spoke readily in Greek, which would have
surprised me greatly an hour before. But now, | was prepared to accept
anything whatever, no matter how fantastic or preposterous, as part of the

miraculous fortune, the unbelievable adventure which had befallen me.

'I am Nycea,' she replied to my question. 'l love you, and the hospitality of my

palace and of my arms is at your disposal. Need you know anything nore?'

The slaves had disappeared. | flung myself beside the couch and kissed the
hand she ofered me, pouring out protestations that were no doubt incoherent,
but were nevertheless full of an ardor that made her smile tenderly. Her hand
was cool to my lips, but the touch of it fired my passion. | ventured to seat
myself beside her on the couch, and she did not deny my familiarity. While a
soft purple twilight began to fill the corners of the chamber, we conversed
happily, saying over and over again all the sweet absurd litanies, all the

felicitous nothings that come instinctively to the lips of lovers. She was



incredibly soft in my arms, and it seemed almost as if the completeness of her

yielding was unhindered by the presence of bones in her lovely body.

The servants entered noiselessly, lighting rich lamps of intricately carven
gold, and setting before us a meal of spicy meats, of unknown savorous fruits
and potent wines. But | could eat little, and while | drank, | thirsted for the

sweeter wine of Nycea's mouth.

| do not know when we fell asleep; but the evening had flown like an
enchanted moment. Heavy with felicity, | drifted off on a silken tide of
drowsiness, and the golden lamps and the face of Nycea blurred in a blissful

mist and were seen no more.

Suddenly, from the depths of a slumber beyond all dreams, | found myself
compelled into full wakefulness. For an instant, | did not even realize where |
was, still less what had aroused me. Then | heard a footfall in the open doorway
of the room, and peering across the sleeping head of Nycea, saw in the
lamplight the abbot Hilaire, who had paused on the threshold, A look of
absolute horror was imprinted upon his face, and as he caught sight of me, he
began to gibber in Latin, in tones where something of fear was blended with
fanatical abhorrence and hatred. | saw that he carried in his hands a large bottle
and an aspergillus. | felt sure that the bottle was full of holy water, and of course

divined the use for which it was intended.

Looking at Nycea, | saw that she too was awake, and knew that she was
aware of the abbot's presence. She gave me a strange smile, in which | read an
affectionate pity, mingled with the reassurance that a woman offers a frightened
child.

'Do not fear for me,' she whispered.
'Foul vampire! accursed lamia! she-serpent of hell!' thundered the abbot

suddenly, as he crossed the threshold of the room, raising the aspergillus aloft.

At the same moment, Nycea glided from the couch, with an unbelievable



swiftness of motion, and vanished through an outer door that gave upon the
forest of laurels. Her voice hovered in my ear, seeming to come from an

immense distance:

'Farewell for awhile, Christophe. But have no fear. You shall find me again if

you are brave and patient.'

As the words ended, the holy water from the aspergillus fell on the floor of
the chamber and on the couch where Nycea had lain beside me. There was a
crash as of many thunders, and the golden lamps went out in a darkness that
seemed full of falling dust, of raining fragments. | lost all consciousness, and
when | recovered, | found myself lying on a heap of rubble in one of the vaults |
had traversed earlier in the day. With a taper in his hand, and an expression of
great solicitude, of infinite pity upon his face, Hilaire was stooping over me.

Beside him lay the bottle and the dripping aspergillus.

'I thank God, my son, that | found you in good time," he said. 'When |
returned to the abbey this evening and learned that you were gone, | surmised
all that had happened. | knew you had read the accursed manuscript in my
absence, and had fallen under its baleful spell, as have so many others, even to
a certain reverend abbot, one of my predecessors. All of them, alas! beginning
hundreds of years ago with Gerard de Venteillon, have fallen victims to the

lamia who dwells in these vaults.'

"The lamia?' | questioned, hardly comprehending his words.

'Yes, my son, the beautiful Nycea who lay in your arms this night is a lamia,
an ancient vampire, who maintains in these noisome vaults her palace of
beatific illusions. How she came to take up her abode at Faussesflammes is not
known, for her coming antedates the memory of men. She is old as paganism;
the Greeks knew her; she was exorcised by Apollonius of Tyana; and if you
could behold her as she really is, you would see, in lieu of her voluptuous body,
the folds of a foul and monstrous serpent. All those whom she loves and admits

to her hospitality, she devours in the end, after she has drained them of life and



vigor with the diabolic delight of her kisses. The laurel-wooded plain you saw,
the ilex-bordered river, the marble palace and all the luxury therein, were no
more than a satanic delusion, a lovely bubble that rose from the dust and mold
of immemorial death, of ancient corruption. They crumbled at the kiss of the
holy water | brought with me when | followed you. But Nycea, alas! has
escaped, and | fear she will still survive, to build again her palace of demoniacal
enchantments, to commit again and again the unspeakable abomination of her

sins.'

Still in a sort of stupor at the ruin of my new-found happiness, at the singular
revelations made by the abbot, | followed him obediently as he led the way
through the vaults of Faussesflammes. He mounted the stairway by which | had
descended, and as he neared the top and was forced to stoop a little, the great
flagstone swung upward, letting in a stream of chill moonlight. We emerged;

and | permitted him to take me back to the monastery.

As my brain began to clear, and the confusion into which | had been thrown
resolved itself, a feeling of resentment grew apace — a keen anger at the
interference of Hilaire. Unheedful whether or not he had rescued me from dire
physical and spiritual perils, | lamented the beautiful dream of which he had
deprived me. The kisses of Nycea burned softly in my memory, and | knew that
whatever she was, woman or demon or serpent, there was no one in all the
world who could ever arouse in me the same love and the same delight. | took
care, however, to conceal my feellings fron Hilaire, realizing that a betrayal of
such emotions would merely lead him to look upon me as a soul that was lost

beyond redemption.

On the morrow, pleading the urgency of my return home, | departed from
Perigon. Now, in the library of my father's house near Moulins, | write this
account of my adventures. The memory of Nycea is magically clear, ineffably
dear as if she were still beside me, and still | see the rich draperies of a
midnight chamber illumined by lamps of curiously carven gold, and still | hear

the words of her farewell:



'Have no fear. You shall find me again if you are brave and patient.'

Soon | shall return, to visit again the ruins of the Chateau des
Faussesflammes, and redescend into the vaults below the triangular flagstone.
But, in spite of the nearness of Perigon to Faussesflammes, in spite of my
esteem for the abbot, my gratitude for his hospitality and my admiration for his

incomparable library, | shall not care to revisit my friend Hilaire.



EL FINAL DE LA HISTORIA

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

A SIGUIENTE narracién fue encontrada entre los papeles de Cristébal
Morand, un joven estudiante de derecho de Tours, después de su
inexplicable desaparicion durante una visita a la casa de su padre cerca
de Moulins, en noviembre de 1789:

Un siniestro crepusculo otofial marrén purpureo, prematuro por la inminencia
de una tormenta eléctrica, habia llenado el bosque de Averoigne. Los arboles a
los lados de mi carretera ya se habian desdibujado en masas de color ébano, y
el propio camino, palido y espectral por la oscuridad cada vez mas densa,
parecia temblar y oscilar ligeramente, como con el temblor de un misterioso
terremoto. Espoleé mi caballo, que estaba terriblemente agotado por el viaje
que habia comenzado con el alba, y habia caido horas antes en un trote
disconforme y renuente, y galopamos a lo largo de la carretera que se
oscurecia, entre enormes robles que parecian inclinarse hacia nosotros, con
ramas como dedos que tratasen de agarrarnos mientras pasabamos.

Con temible rapidez, la noche se nos eché encima, y la negrura se
convirti6 en un velo tangible que se nos pegaba; una desesperacion y una
confusidon de pesadilla me impulsaron a espolear de nuevo mi montura con un
rigor mas cruel, y, mientras marchabamos, los rumores de la tormenta se
mezclaron con el resonar de las herraduras de mi caballo, y los brillos de los
relampagos iluminaron nuestro camino, que, para mi sorpresa (me habia creido
sobre la carretera principal que atraviesa Averoigne), se habia encogido
inexplicablemente en un sendero frecuentemente transitado. Estaba seguro de
que me habia perdido, pero no estaba dispuesto a volver sobre mis pasos
hacia la boca de la oscuridad y las elevadas nubes de tormenta; me apresure
con la esperanza, que parecia razonable, de que un sendero que estaba tan
claramente gastado conduciria seguramente a alguna casa o posada donde

podria encontrar refugio para la noche. Mi deseo estaba justificado, porque a



los pocos minutos divisé un brillo entre las ramas del bosque, y llegué
repentinamente a un prado abierto, donde, sobre una suave elevacion, se
levantaba un gran edificio, con varias ventanas iluminadas en el piso inferior, y
una planta superior que resultaba practicamente imposible de distinguir entre la
masa de nubes empujadas por el viento.

“Sin duda se trata de un monasterio”, pensé mientras sujetaba las riendas y
descendia de mi exhausta montura. Levanté la pesada aldaba de bronce con
forma de cabeza de perro y la dejé caer contra la puerta de roble. El sonido fue
intenso y retumbante, con un eco casi sepulcral, y temblé involuntariamente,
con un sentimiento de sorpresa y de tristeza no deseada. Este se disipé un
m<imento mas tarde, cuando la puerta se abrid del todo y un monje alto y de
facciones rubicundas se plantdé ante mi bajo el brillo alegre de los faroles que
iluminaban el amplio zaguan.

—Os doy la bienvenida a la abadia de Périgon —dijo él, en un murmulio
suave, y, mientras hablaba, otra figura con tunica y capucha aparecio y se hizo
cargo de mi caballo. Al tiempo que murmuraba dando las gracias, la tormenta
estallé y tremendas rafagas de lluvia, acompanadas del estrépito cada vez mas
préoximo de los truenos, se estrellaban con furia demoniaca contra la puerta que
se habia cerrado detras de mi.

Resulta afortunado que nos encontrase cuando lo hizo —comentd mi
anfitrion—. Mala cosa seria, para hombre o para bestia, andar a la intemperie
en semejante temporal del demonio.

Adivinando, sin mediar pregunta, que me encontraba hambriento ademas de
agotado, me condujo al refectorio, donde puso ante mi una generosa cena de
carne de cordero, pan negro, lentejas y un fuerte vino tinto de la mejor calidad.

Se sent6 ante mi en la mesa del refectorio mientras comia, y, con mi hambre
un tanto saciada, tuve ocasién de examinarle con mas detalle. Era alto y de
recia constitucion a un tiempo, y sus rasgos, donde las cejas no eran menos
anchas que la poderosa mandibula, denotaban una inteligencia afilada no
menor que un amor por la buena vida. Una cierta delicadeza y refinamiento, un
aspecto de erudicién, buen gusto y buena educacién emanaban de él. Y pensé
para mis adentros: “Este fraile es probablemente tan buen conocedor de los
libros como de los vinos”. Sin duda, mi expresion delaté el aumento de mi

curiosidad, porque dijo como contestando:



—Soy Hilarién, el abad de Périgon. Pertenecemos a la orden benedictina,
vivimos en amistad con Dios y con todos los hombres, y no mantenemos que el
espiritu se enriquezca con las mortificaciones y la miseria de la carne.
Tenemos en nuestras despensas sanas provisiones en abundancia, en
nuestras bodegas los mejores y mas afiejos cavas del distrito de Averoigne. Y,
si estas cosas os interesan, y puede que lo hagan, una biblioteca que ésta
aprovisionada con tomos raros, con preciosos manuscritos, con las mejores
obras de paganos y cristianos, e incluso con ciertos escritos uUnicos que
sobrevivieron al holocausto de Alejandria.

—Agradezco vuestra hospitalidad —dije haciendo una reverencia—. Soy
Cristobal Morand, estudiante de derecho, de camino desde Tours hacia la finca
de mi padre cercana a Moulins. También yo soy un bibli¢filo, y nada me
agradaria mas que inspeccionar una biblioteca tan rica y curiosa como ésta de
la que hablais.

En adelante, mientras yo terminaba de cenar, nos dedicamos a discutir
sobre los clasicos, y a intercambiar citas y pasajes de autores latinos, griegos y
cristianos. Mi anfitrion, como enseguida descubri, era un estudioso de méritos
poco comunes, con una erudicion, una soltura con la literatura tanto antigua
como moderna, que hacia parecer la mia la del mas sencillo principiante por
comparacion. El, por su parte, fue tan amable como para alabar mi latin, que
distaba bastante de ser perfecto, y, para cuando hube terminado mi botella de
vino tinto, estdbamos charlando como viejos amigos. Todo mi cansancio se
habia evaporado para ser sustituido por una rara sensacion de bienestar y
regalo fisico, combinado con una sensacién de alerta y agudeza mentales. Asi
que, cuando el abad sugirié que hiciésemos una visita a la biblioteca, asenti
con entusiasmo.

Me condujo a través de un largo pasillo, a cuyos lados habia celdas que
pertenecian a los hermanos de la orden, y abrid, con una gran llave de bronce
colgada de su cintura, la puerta de un amplio cuarto con elevado techo y varias
profundas ventanas. En verdad, no habia exagerado los recursos de la
biblioteca, porque los estantes estaban sobrecargados de libros, y muchos
volumenes se hallaban apilados sobre las mesas o almacenados en una
esquina. Habia rollos de papiro, vitela y pergamino; extrafias biblias bizantinas

0 coptas; viejos manuscritos arabes o persas con portadas decoradas con



flores o joyas; montones de incunables procedentes de las primeras imprentas;
innumerables copias de autores antiguos realizadas por monjes,
encuadernadas en madera o marfil, con ricas ilustraciones y caligrafia que era
a menudo una obra de arte por si misma.

Con un cuidado que resultaba, a un tiempo, carifioso y escrupuloso, el abad
Hilarién colocé ante mi volumen tras volumen para que los inspeccionase.
Muchos de ellos no los habia visto nunca antes. y algunos me resultaban
desconocidos hasta de oidas. Mi excitado interés y mi genuino entusiasmo le
agradaban sin duda, pues al final oprimié un resorte oculto en una de las
mesas de la biblioteca y extrajo un largo cajon, en el cual, me dijo, estaban
guardados ciertos tesoros que él preferia no sacar a la luz para la educacion o
el recreo de muchos, y cuya propia existencia no era ni siquiera imaginada por
los frailes.

—Aqui —continub— veras tres odas de Catulo que no encontrards en
ninguna edicion de sus obras. Ademas, hay una copia de un manuscrito
original de Safo..., una version completa de un poema que, de otra forma, es
conocido sélo en breves fragmentos; aqui hay dos de las historias perdidas de
Mileto, una carta de Pericles a Aspasia, un dialogo desconocido de Platon, una
vieja obra arabe de astronomia, de autor desconocido, que se anticipa a las
teorias de Copérnico. Y, por ultimo, la Histoire d’Amour, por Bernard de
Vaillantcoeur, que tiene un poco de mala fama; fue destruida inmediatamente
después de publicada y sélo se conoce que exista otra copia.

Mientras contemplaba, con una mezcla de temor y curiosidad, los inauditos y
unicos tesoros que me mostraba, vi, en una esquina del cajon, lo que parecia
ser un delgado volumen con una encuadernacién sin adornos ni titulo en cuero
oscuro. Me atrevi a cogerlo y vi que contenia unas pocas hojas manuscritas, de
caligrafia apretada, en francés antiguo.

—¢Y esto? —pregunté volviéndome para mirar a Hilarién, cuyo rostro, para
mi asombro, habia adquirido repentinamente una expresion melancélica y
preocupada.

—Es mejor no preguntarlo, hijo mio —se persigné mientras hablaba, y su
voz no era ya jovial, sino dura, agitada y llena de una triste inquietud—. Hay
una maldicién sobre esas paginas que sostienes entre tus manos: un embrujo

maligno, un poder del mal esta unido a ellas, y aquel que se aventura a leerlas



esta en adelante en grave peligro tanto de cuerpo como de alma —me quito el
pequefio volumen mientras hablabamos, y lo devolvié al cajon, persignandose
de nuevo cuidadosamente mientras lo hacia.

—Pero, padre —me atrevi a decir—, ;como pueden ser tales cosas
posibles? ; Como puede existir un peligro en unas pocas hojas de pergamino?

—Cristébal, existen cosas que quedan mas alla de tu capacidad de
comprender, cosas que no es bueno para ti que sepas. La fuerza de Satanas
se manifiesta de diversos modos, de maneras engafosas; existen otras
tentaciones ademas de las del mundo y la carne, hay maldades que no son
menos sutiles que irresistibles, y herejias y nigromancias que no son las
practicadas por los brujos.

—¢De que tratan entonces estas paginas, qué tal peligro oculto, qué
semejante poder maldito se esconde en ellas?

—Te prohibo preguntar —su tono era muy riguroso y expresaba una
determinacion que me disuadio de realizar nuevas preguntas.

—Para ti, hijo mio —continué diciendo—, el peligro sera doblemente grande,
porque eres joven, ardiente, lleno de deseos y curiosidades. Créeme, es mejor
que te olvides hasta de que has visto este manuscrito —cerro el cajén oculto, y,
mientras lo hacia, el aspecto de melancolica preocupacion fue sustituido por el
anterior de bondad—. Ahora —dijo mientras se volvia a una de las
estanterias—, te mostrare la copia de Ovidio que fue propiedad del poeta
Petrarca —era de nuevo el erudito maduro, el anfitrion amable y jovial, y
resultaba evidente que no se debia mencionar de nuevo el manuscrito
prohibido. Pero su extrafia inquietud, las oscuras y temibles pistas que habia
dejado caer, los vagamente terrorificos términos de su prohibicién, todo ello
habia servido para despertar mi curiosidad mas exacerbada, y, aunque
consciente de que la obsesion era irracional, fui incapaz de pensar en ningun
otro tema durante el resto de la noche.

Todo tipo de especulaciones fantasticas, absurdas, escandalosas, ridiculas
y terribles desfilaron por mi cerebro mientras admiraba debidamente los
incunables que Hilarion tomaba de los estantes, con tanta delicadeza, para mi
entretenimiento.

Por ultimo, hacia la medianoche, me condujo a mi cuarto, un lugar

especialmente reservado para los visitantes, con mayores comodidades y



verdadero lujo en sus cortinas, alfombras y cama mullidamente acolchada, de
lo que resultaria admisible en las celdas de los frailes o del propio abad.
Incluso cuando Hilarién se hubo retirado, y habia comprobado a mi satisfaccion
lo mullido del lecho que me habia sido asignado, las preguntas relativas al
manuscrito prohibido todavia hacian que me diese vueltas la cabeza. Aunque
la tormenta ahora habia cesado, tardé bastante en conciliar el suefio, pero el

reposo, cuando finalmente llegd, fue profundo y sin suenos.

Cuando me desperté, un rio de rayos de sol, claros como el oro derretido, se
vertian a través de la ventana. La tormenta habia desaparecido del todo, y ni el
menor atisbo de nubes resultaba visible en ninguna parte del cielo de octubre
azul ceruleo. Corri a la ventana y contemplé un mundo que era todo bosques
otofiales y campos que brillaban con los diamantes de la lluvia. Era hermoso,
resultaba idilico hasta un extremo que sélo podia ser apreciado por alguien
que, como Yo, hubiese vivido durante mucho tiempo dentro de las murallas de
una ciudad, con edificios como torres en vez de arboles y pavimento
empedrado donde deberia haber habido hierba. Pero, siendo como era
encantador, la escena retuvo mi atencion tan sélo unos momentos, porque,
mas alla de la cima de los arboles, divisé una colina, que no estaria a mas de
un kilometro y medio de distancia, sobre cuya cumbre se alzaban las ruinas de
un viejo castillo, resultando claramente visible que sus murallas estaban rotas y
derrumbandose. Atraia mi mirada de una manera irresistible, con una
sensacion subyugante de fascinacion romantica que, de alguna manera, me
parecia tan natural, tan inevitable, que no me paré a pensar en analizarla o en
sorprenderme, y, habiéndolo visto, no podia apartar la mirada, sino que
permaneci ante la ventana durante no sé cuanto tiempo, sometiendo a un
escrutinio tan minucioso como fui capaz, los detalles de cada torre agitada por
el tiempo y cada bastion. Alguna fascinacion indefinible era inherente a la
forma, a la extensién, a la manera en que el gran edificio estaba dispuesto...,
alguna fascinacion que no era diferente de la ejercida por un compas de
musica, por una magica combinacién de palabras y acordes, por las facciones
de un rostro amado. Mirando, me perdi en ensuefios que no fui capaz de

recordar después, pero que dejaron detras de ellos la misma tentadora



sensacién de delicias innombrables que los suefios olvidados de la noche a
veces dejan.

Fui llamado a las realidades de la vida por un amable golpe en mi puerta, y
me di cuenta de que se me habia olvidado vestirme. Era el abad, quien venia a
preguntar qué tal habia pasado la noche, y para decirme que el desayuno
estaria listo cuando me apeteciese levantarme.

Por alguna razén, me senti algo molesto, y hasta avergonzado, por haber
sido sorprendido sofiando despierto, y, aunque esto resultaba sin duda
superfluo, me disculpé por mi tardanza. Hilarién, crei, me lanzé una mirada
afilada e inquisitiva que fue rapidamente ocultada cuando, con la delicada
cortesia de un buen anfitrién, me aseguré que no habia nada de lo que tuviese
que disculparme en absoluto.

Cuando hube desayunado, dije a Hilarion, con muchas muestras de gratitud
por su hospitalidad, que habia llegado el momento en que debia reanudar mi
viaje. Pero su tristeza ante el anuncio de mi partida era tan genuina, su
invitacién a quedarme por lo menos otra noche era tan de corazén, que acepté
quedarme. En verdad, no fueron necesarios muchos ruegos, porque, ademas
de la auténtica estimacién que sentia hacia Hilarion, el misterio del manuscrito
prohibido habia esclavizado por completo mi imaginacion, y era reacio a partir
sin haber descubierto nada mas concerniente a éste. Por otra parte, para un
joven con inclinaciones eruditas, la facilidad con la que se me ofrecia la
biblioteca del abad era un raro privilegio, una oportunidad preciosa que no
debia pasarse por alto.

—NMe gustaria —le dije— realizar ciertos estudios mientras me encuentre
aqui, con la ayuda de vuestra incomparable biblioteca.

—Hijo mio, eres mas que bienvenido a quedarte durante cualquier periodo
de tiempo, y puedes tener acceso a mis libros cuando convenga a tus
necesidades o a tus inclinaciones —diciendo esto, Hilarién se quito la llave de
la biblioteca de su cinturén y me la entregé—. Existen deberes —continué—
gue me tienen apartado del monasterio durante unas pocas horas al dia, y, sin
duda, tu desearas estudiar durante mi ausencia.

Un poco mas tarde, se excusd y se marchd. Felicitandome para mis
adentros de que la oportunidad deseada hubiese caido tan faciimente en mis

manos, me apresuré en direccion a la biblioteca, sin ningun otro pensamiento



que mirar el manuscrito prohibido. Sin echar apenas un vistazo a las
estanterias repletas de libros, busqué la mesa con el cajon secreto, y tanteé
buscando el resorte. Tras un rato de retraso angustioso, pulse el punto
adecuado y saqué el cajon en un impulso que se habia convertido en una
auténtica obsesién, una fiebre de curiosidad que bordeaba en auténtica locura,
y, si la seguridad de mi alma hubiese en verdad dependido de ello, no podria
haberme negado a satisfacer el deseo que me obligaba a tomar del
compartimento el delgado volumen con encuadernacion lisa y sin titulo.

Sentandome en una silla préxima a una de las ventanas, comenceé a leer sus
paginas, que eran solo seis. La caligrafia era peculiar, con unos caracteres
cuya forma era de una fantasia que nunca antes habia encontrado, y el idioma
francés era no so6lo antiguo, sino practicamente barbarico a causa de su
excéntrica singularidad. A pesar de la dificultad con que las descifré, una
excitacion loca, inexplicable, corrié por mi ser con las primeras palabras, y
continué leyendo sintiéndome como un hombre que ha sido hechizado o ha
bebido un filtro de potencia sorprendente.

No habia titulo, no habia fecha, y el escrito era una narracion que
comenzaba casi tan abruptamente como terminaba. Trataba de un tal Gerardo,
conde de Venteillon, quien, en la vispera de su boda con la bella y renombrada
demoiselle Eleanor des Lys, se habia encontrado en el bosque, cerca de su
castillo, una extrafia criatura medio humana, con pezufias y cuernos. Ahora
bien, como la narracidén explicaba, Gerardo era un joven caballero de valor
probado, al mismo tiempo que un buen cristiano; asi que, en el nombre de
nuestro Salvador, Jesucristo, ordend a la criatura que se detuviese y explicase
lo que era.

Riéndose estruendosamente en el crepusculo, el extrafo ser hizo cabriolas
frente a él y grit6:

—Un satiro soy, y tu Cristo es menos para mi que las malas hierbas que en
el patio de tu cocina crecen.

Asqueado ante semejante blasfemia, Gerardo habria desenvainado su
espada y dado muerte a la criatura, pero ésta gritd de nuevo diciendo:

—Conténte, Gerardo de Venteillon, y un secreto te contaré que,

conociéndolo, olvidaras la adoracion de Cristo y a tu hermosa novia de



mafiana, y al mundo la espalda daras y al propio sol sin dudas ni
arrepentimientos.

Ahora, aunque fuese a medias contra su voluntad, Gerardo prestd oido al
satiro, y éste se acerco y le hablé en susurros. Y lo que le susurré no se sabe,
pero, antes de desaparecer de nuevo entre las sombras del bosque que se
oscurecian, habl6 de nuevo en voz alta y dijo:

—EI poder de Cristo ha prevalecido como una negra escarcha sobre todos
los bosques, los campos, los rios y las montafnas donde habitaron en su
felicidad las alegres diosas inmortales y las ninfas del ayer. Pero aun, en las
cavernas de la tierra semejantes a criptas, en parajes lejanos de las
profundidades, semejantes a ese infierno de las fabulas de tus sacerdotes, alli
habita la hermosura pagana, alli gritan los paganos éxtasis —y, con estas
ultimas palabras, la criatura se carcajed de nuevo con su risa salvaje e
inhumana, y desaparecio entre el ramaje cada vez mas oscuro del bosque.

A partir de ese momento, a Gerardo de Venteillon le sobrevino un cambio.

Volvidé a su castillo con el rostro triste, sin decirles a sus lacayos palabras
alegres y amables, como era su costumbre, sino que se quedaba sentado o
daba paseos en silencio, sin hacer caso de las viandas que colocaban ante él.
Tampoco fue a visitar a su novia al caer la tarde, como habia prometido, sino
que, alrededor de la medianoche, cuando una luna menguante se habia puesto
roja como levantandose de un bafio de sangre, salidé clandestinamente por la
puerta trasera del castillo, y, siguiendo un sendero viejo, medio borrado, a
través de los bosques, se abri6 camino hasta las ruinas del Chateau des
Faussesflammes, que se levanta en la colina frente a la abadia benedictina de
Périgon.

Ahora bien, estas ruinas, como decia el manuscrito, son asaz antiguas y han
sido evitadas por las gentes del distrito, porque leyendas sobre un mal
inmemorial estan asociadas con ellas, y se dice que son la morada de espiritus
impuros, el lugar de reunién de brujos y sucubos.

Pero Gerardo, como si ignorase su mala fama o no la temiese, avanzé como
alguien conducido por los demonios adentrandose en las sombras de los
muros ruinosos, y se dirigié, con los cuidadosos tanteos de alguien que sigue
las instrucciones que ha recibido, al extremo norte del patio. Alli, directamente

entre las dos ventanas centrales y debajo de ellas, desde las cuales debieron



mirar olvidadas duefias del castillo, apreté con su pie derecho en una piedra
del patio, que se distinguia de las otras por ser de forma triangular. Y la piedra
se movio y gird bajo sus pies, revelando un tramo de escaleras de granito que
descendian en la tierra. Entonces, prendiendo una antorcha que habia traido
consigo, Gerardo bajo por las escaleras, y la losa triangular se coloco en su
sitio detras de él.

Por la mafana, su prometida, Eleanor des Lys, junto a todo su cortejo
nupcial, esperd en vano por él en la catedral de Vyones, la principal ciudad de
Averoigne, donde la boda deberia haberse celebrado. Y, desde ese dia, su
rostro no volvidé a ser visto por hombre alguno, y ni el mas vago rumor de
Gerardo de Venteillon o del destino que le acontecié ha circulado entre los

vivientes...

Tal era lo esencial del manuscrito prohibido, y asi terminaba. Como he dicho
antes, no tenia fecha; tampoco habia nada que indicase por quién habia sido
escrito ni como el conocimiento de los sucesos que relataba habia llegado a
manos del autor. Sin embargo, o mas extrafio es que no se me ocurrié dudar
ni un momento de su veracidad, y la curiosidad que habia sentido por el
contenido del manuscrito fue ahora reemplazada por un ardiente deseo, mil
veces mas poderoso, mas obsesivo, de conocer cual fue el final de la historia, y
descubrir qué era lo que Gerardo de Venteillon habia encontrado cuando
descendié por las escaleras ocultas.

Al leer la historia se me habia ocurrido que las ruinas del Chateau des
Faussesflammes descritas en ella eran las mismas que habia visto esa
mafana por la ventana de mi cuarto, y, sopesando esto, una fiebre loca me
consumidé cada vez mas, una inquietud insensata y blasfema. Devolviendo el
manuscrito al cajon oculto, abandoné la biblioteca y vagabundeé durante un
rato, sin rumbo fijo, por los pasillos del monasterio. Al encontrarme por
casualidad al mismo monje que, la noche anterior, se habia ocupado de mi
caballo, me aventuré a interrogarle, tan discretamente y de la manera mas
casual que pude, en relacion a las ruinas que eran visibles desde las ventanas
de la abadia.

Hizo la sefial de la cruz, y una expresion asustada aparecioé en su ancho y

placido rostro ante mi pregunta.



—Las ruinas son las del Chateau des Faussesflammes —replicé—. Durante
afios sin cuento, segun dicen los hombres, ha sido la morada de espiritus
impuros, brujas y demonios, y ceremoniales que no deben ser descritos, y ni
siquiera mencionados, se han celebrado dentro de estos muros. Ningun arma
conocida por el hombre, ningun exorcismo ni agua bendita han conseguido
nunca prevalecer sobre estos demonios; muchos valientes caballeros y monjes
han desaparecido entre las sombras de Faussesflammes para nunca volver, y
una vez, se cuenta, un abad de Périgon marcho alli para hacer la guerra contra
las fuerzas del mal, pero lo que le sucedid a manos de los sucubos ni se sabe
ni se conjetura siquiera. Algunos dicen que los demonios son brujas
asquerosas cuyos cuerpos terminan en anillos de serpiente; otros, que son
mujeres de una belleza superior a la de las mortales, cuyos besos son una
diabdlica delicia que consume la carne de los hombres con la fiereza de un
fuego del infierno... En lo que a mi respecta, yo no sé si estas historias son
ciertas, pero no me atreveria a adentrarme en Faussesflammes.

Antes de que hubiese terminado de hablar, una decision se habia formado
por completo en mi interior: deberia dirigirme al Chateau des Faussesflammes,
y descubrir por mi mismo, si era posible, todo lo que pudiese ser encontrado.
El impulso era inmediato, subyugante, inexcusable, e, incluso si lo hubiese
deseado, tan incapaz era de enfrentarme a él como si hubiese sido victima del
hechizo de algun brujo. La prohibicion del abad Hilarién, la extrafia historia sin
terminar en el viejo manuscrito, las leyendas del mal sobre las que el monje
habia dado pistas..., todo esto deberia haber servido para asustarme y
frenarme de semejante empefo, pero, por el contrario, debido a una extrafa
inversion del pensamiento, parecian ocultar algun delicioso misterio, indicar un
mundo oculto de cosas inefables, y vagos placeres no sofiados que hacian
arder mi cerebro y palpitar con delirio mi pulso. No sabia, no era capaz de
concebir, en qué consistian estos placeres, pero, de una manera mistica,
estaba tan seguro de su realidad concreta como el abad Hilarién estaba seguro
del Paraiso.

Decidi ir esa misma tarde, durante la ausencia de Hilarién, quien, senti
instintivamente, recelaria ante semejante decision y se mostraria poco amigo

de su cumplimiento.



Mis preparativos fueron sencillos: guardé en el bolsillo una pequefa vela de
mi cuarto y parte de una hogaza de pan del refectorio, y, asegurandome de que
una pequena daga que siempre llevaba conmigo estaba en su funda, parti del
monasterio inmediatamente. Encontrandome con dos de los hermanos en el
patio, les dije que iba a dar un breve paseo por los bosques vecinos. Me dieron
un jovial ‘pax vobiscum” y siguieron su camino segun el espiritu de esas
palabras.

Dirigiendome tan directamente como me fue posible hacia Faussesflammes,
cuyos torreones a menudo se perdian de vista tras las altas ramas
entrelazadas, entré en el bosque. No habia senderos, y a menudo me vi
obligado a dar breves rodeos y vagabundear por lo denso del bosque. En mi
prisa febril por alcanzar las ruinas, me parecié que pasaban horas antes de que
llegase al promontorio que coronaba Faussesflammes, pero probablemente
tardé poco mas de treinta minutos. Trepando el ultimo declive de la cuesta
llena de pefascos, llegué repentinamente a la vista del chateau. Estaba muy
préximo, en el Centro de la meseta que formaba la cima. Los arboles habian
echado raices en sus rotos muros, y el ruinoso portal que conducia al patio
estaba medio bloqueado por los arbustos, zarzas y cardos. Abriéndome paso,
no sin dificultad, y vistiendo ropajes que habian sufrido a manos de las espinas
de las zarzas, me dirigi, como Gerardo de Venteillon en el viejo manuscrito, al
extremo norte del patio. Malas hierbas enormes y de aspecto siniestro habian
echado raices entre las losas, levantando sus hojas densas y carnosas, que se
habian vuelto de un tenebroso marrén y purpura con la llegada del otofio. Pero
pronto encontré la losa triangular mencionada en el cuento, y, sin la menor
duda o retraso, presioné sobre ella con mi pie derecho.

Un loco temblor, un estremecimiento de triunfo aventurero que estaba
mezclado con algo de azoramiento, paso a través mio cuando la gran losa giré
facilmente bajo mis pies, descubriendo, como en la historia, oscuros escalones
de granito.

En ese momento, los horrores de las leyendas clericales, vagamente
aludidos, se convirtieron en inminentemente reales en mi imaginacion, y me
paré ante la negra apertura que estaba a punto de tragarme, preguntandome si
algun satanico hechizo no me habia conducido alli a peligros de una gravedad

desconocida e inconcebible.



Sin embargo, tan soélo vacilé durante unos breves instantes. Entonces, la
sensaciéon de peligro se desvanecio, los horrores monjiles se convirtieron en un
sueno fantastico, y el encanto de las cosas que no podian formularse, mas
préximas y faciles de alcanzar, se apreté en torno mio como un abrazo
amoroso. Encendi mi vela, descendi por las escaleras y, al igual que cuando
bajé Gerardo de Venteillon, el bloque triangular de piedra volvié a ocupar su
lugar silenciosamente en el patio detras de mi. Sin duda, resultaba impulsado
por algun mecanismo operado por el peso de un hombre sobre uno de los
escalones; pero no me paré para analizar su modus operandi, o para
preguntarme si existiria alguna manera para hacerlo funcionar desde abajo
para permitir mi retorno.

Habia quiza una docena de escalones, terminando en una estrecha y triste
cueva de techo bajo. ocupada tan solo por antiguas telaranas llenas de polvo.
Al final, una estrecha puerta me condujo a una segunda cueva que solo se
diferenciaba de la primera en ser mas grande y en estar aun mas llena de
suciedad. Atraveseé varias cuevas semejantes, y entonces me encontré en un
largo pasadizo o tunel, medio bloqueado en algunos lugares por las piedras y
los montones de escombros que se habian desprendido de los lados que se
derrumbaban. Era muy humedo, lleno del apestoso olor de las aguas
estancadas y del moho subterraneo. Mis pies chapotearon en mas de una
ocasion sobre pequenos charcos, y sentia gotas por encima de mi, fétidas y
sucias. como si se filtrasen desde un cementerio. Mas alld del circulo
tembloroso de luz que mantenia mi vela, me parecia que los anillos de oscuras
y fantasmales serpientes se retorcian a mi paso; pero no podia estar seguro de
si en realidad se trataba de ofidios o s6lo de las preocupantes sombras que se
desvanecian, vistas por unos 0jos que aun no se habian acostumbrado a la
oscuridad de las criptas.

Dando la vuelta en un repentino recodo del pasaje, vi la ultima cosa que
hubiera sofiado ver: el brillo de la luz solar, que se encontraba, aparentemente,
al final del tunel. Apenas sabia qué era lo que esperaba hallar, pero semejante
suceso era totalmente imprevisto.

Me apresuré, algo confuso, y atravesé a tropezones la apertura para

encontrarme parpadeando bajo los rayos del sol de mediodia.



Incluso antes de que hubiese recuperado mi entendimiento y mi vista lo
suficiente como para examinar el paisaje frente a mi, me sorprendié una
extrafia circunstancia: mi entrada en las cuevas habia tenido lugar temprano
por la tarde, y aunque mi paso a través de ellas no podia haber sido cuestion
de mas de unos pocos minutos, el sol se estaba acercando ahora al horizonte.
Habia también una diferencia en la luz, que era, a un tiempo, mas brillante y
mas calida que el sol que yo habia visto sobre Averoigne, y el mismo cielo era
intensamente azul sin atisbo alguno de palidez otonial.

Entonces, con estupefaccion creciente, mire a mi alrededor y no fui capaz de
descubrir nada que me resultase familiar, o siquiera digno de crédito, en la
escena en medio de la que habia emergido. En contra de todas las
expectativas razonables, no habia ningun parecido con la colina sobre la que
se alzaba Faussesflammes, o con la regién vecina, sino que en torno mio
habia una tierra placida de prados ondulados, a través de la cual fluia un rio de
brillo dorado en direccién a un mar del mas profundo azul que era visible por
encima de la copa de los arboles de laurel... Pero dichos arboles no crecen en
Averoigne, y el mar esta a cientos de kildmetros de distancia; juzgad. pues, mi
completa confusion y aturdimiento.

Era una escena de una belleza como nunca antes habia contemplado. La
hierba de los prados bajo mis pies era mas suave y mas lustrosa que el
terciopelo esmeralda, y estaba repleta de asfédelos de muchos olores y de
violetas. El oscuro verde de los acebos se reflejaba en el dorado rio, vy, lejos en
la distancia, vi el palido brillo de una acrépolis de marmol, colocada sobre una
suave elevacion en la colina. Todo tenia el aspecto de una suave y clemente
primavera que se aproximaba a un verano opulento. Me senti como si hubiese
entrado en el pais del mito clasico y la leyenda griega, y, por momentos, toda la
sorpresa y todo el deseo de saber cémo habia llegado alli fueron ahogados en
una sensacion de éxtasis que no dejaba de crecer ante la absoluta e inefable
belleza del paisaje.

Cerca, en un paseo de laureles, un techo blanco brillaba con los tardios
rayos del sol. Fui atraido hacia él con el mismo aliciente, s6lo que mas
poderoso y apremiante, que habia sentido al ver las ruinas de Faussesflammes
y el manuscrito prohibido. Aqui, supe con esotérica seguridad, se encontraba la

culminacién de mi busqueda, el premio de toda mi loca, y quizd impia,



curiosidad. Mientras entraba al jardin, escuché risas entre los arboles,
mezclandose armoniosamente con el suave murmullo de las hojas bajo el
suave viento calido.

Pensé ver formas difusas que se desvanecerian entre los troncos de los
arboles al aproximarme; y, en cierta ocasion, una criatura peluda, parecida a
una cabra pero con cabeza y cuerpo humanos, se cruzé en mi camino al
perseguir a una ninfa fugitiva.

En el corazén del jardin, descubri un palacio de marmol con un pértico de
columnas ddricas. Al aproximarme, fui saludado por dos mujeres que llevaban
el ropaje de los antiguos esclavos, y, aunque mi griego es de lo mas pobre, no
encontré dificultad en comprender su lenguaje, que era de una pureza atica.

—Nuestra sefiora, Nycea, te espera —me dijeron. Yo ya no era capaz de
asombrarme ante nada, sino que acepté mi situacion sin preguntar ni hacer
conjeturas, como alguien que se resigna al despliegue de un suefio delicioso.
Probablemente, pensé, se trataba de un suefio, y me encontraba todavia
tumbado en mi cama del monasterio, pero nunca antes habia sido favorecido
por visiones nocturnas de una belleza y claridad tan sobresalientes.

El interior del palacio estaba lleno de un lujo que rondaba lo barbarico, y que
evidentemente pertenecia a la época de la decadencia griega, con sus
influencias orientales mezcladas. Fui conducido a lo largo de un pasillo que
brillaba por el 6nix y el pérfido pulido, hasta un dormitorio opulentamente
decorado donde, sobre una cama de preciosos tejidos, estaba reclinada una
mujer de belleza semejante a la de una diosa.

Al verla, temblé de pies a cabeza con la violencia de una emocién
desconocida. Habia oido hablar de repentinos amores locos por los cuales los
hombres son atrapados al contemplar por primera vez un cierto rostro o una
forma, pero nunca antes habia experimentado una pasion de semejante
intensidad, un ardor que me consumiese por completo como el que habia
concebido inmediatamente por esta mujer En verdad, me parecia como si la
hubiese amado durante largo tiempo, sin saber que era a ella a quien amaba, y
sin ser capaz de distinguir la naturaleza de mi emocién o de orientar el
sentimiento de ninguna manera.

Ella no era alta, pero estaba formada con una pureza de lineas y contornos

que resultaba exquisitamente voluptuosa. Sus ojos eran de un oscuro azul



zafiro, con profundidades derretidas en las cuales el alma tenia inclinacién a
sumergirse como en los suaves abismos de un mar veraniego. La curva de sus
labios resultaba enigmatica, un poco ftriste, y tan seriamente tiernos como los
labios de una antigua Venus. Su pelo, castafio mas que rubio, caia sobre su
nuca, su frente y sus orejas en deliciosos rizos sujetos con una sencilla
diadema de plata. En su expresion, se observaba una mezcla de orgullo y
sensualidad, de autoridad imperial y sumision femenina. Sus movimientos eran
realizados con tan poco esfuerzo y tanta gracia como los de una serpiente.

—Sabia que vendrias —murmuré en el mismo griego de suaves vocales que
habia escuchado en los labios de sus sirvientas—; te he esperado durante
mucho tiempo, pero, cuando buscaste refugio de la tormenta en la abadia de
Périgon y viste el manuscrito en el cajon secreto, supe que tu llegada estaba
préxima. jAh! No te imaginabas que el hechizo que tan irresistiblemente te
atraia, con una potencia tan inexplicable, era el hechizo de mi belleza, jla
magica atraccion de mi amor!

—¢Quién eres? —pregunté. Hablaba con fluidez el griego, lo que me habria
sorprendido grandemente una hora antes. Pero ahora estaba preparado para
aceptar cualquier cosa, sin importar lo fantastica o increible que fuese, como
parte de la increible aventura que me habia sucedido.

—Soy Nycea —replicod ella, contestando a mi pregunta—. Te amo. Y la
hospitalidad de mi palacio y de mis brazos se encuentra a tu disposicion.
¢ Necesitas saber algo mas?

Los esclavos habian desaparecido. Me arroje sobre la cama y besé la mano
que ella me ofrecio, con un torrente de disculpas sin duda incoherentes, pero
llenas de un ardor que la hizo sonreir tiernamente.

Su mano resultaba fria a mis labios, pero su contacto disparé mi pasion. Me
aventuré a sentarme junto a ella en la cama, y no se opuso a esta confianza.
Mientras que un suave crepusculo purpura comenzaba a llenar las esquinas
del cuarto, conversamos felices, recitando una y otra vez las mismas dulces
letanias, y todas las felices fruslerias que acuden por instinto a los labios de los
enamorados. Ella era increiblemente suave entre mis brazos, y parecia casi
que lo completo de su entrega no estuviese frenado por la presencia de un

esqueleto en el interior de su hermoso cuerpo.



Los sirvientes entraron sin ruido, encendiendo ricas lamparas de oro
intrincadamente labrado, y colocando ante nosotros una cena de carnes con
especias, frutas desconocidas de gran sabor y fuertes vinos. Pero poco podia
comer yo, y, mientras bebia, sentia sed del vino mas dulce, que era la boca de
Nycea. Ignoro cuando nos rendimos al suefio, pero la noche se habia fugado
como un momento encantado. Cargado de felicidad, me dejé llevar por una
sedosa ola de somnolencia. Y las ldmparas doradas y el rostro de Nycea se

desvanecieron en una niebla gozosa y no volvieron a ser vistos.

Repentinamente, desde las profundidades de un reposo mas alla de todo
suefio, me encontré conducido a la fuerza a la mas completa vigilia. Durante un
instante, ni siquiera me di cuenta de donde estaba y, todavia menos, de lo que
me habia despertado. Entonces. escuché una pisada en la puerta abierta del
cuarto y, mirando mas alla de la cabeza dormida de Nycea, vi la lampara del
abad Hilarién, quien se habia detenido en el umbral. Una expresion del mas
completo horror se habia aduefiado de su cara y, al verme, comenzo6 a farfullar
en latin, en cuyo tono se mezclaba el miedo, el odio y la repugnancia fanatica.
Vi que llevaba entre sus manos una gran botella y un hisopo. Estaba
convencido de que la botella contenia agua bendita, y, por supuesto, adiviné el
uso al que estaba destinada.

Mirando a Nycea, vi que ella también estaba despierta, y supe que era
consciente de la presencia del abad. Me ofrecié una extrafia sonrisa, en la que
lei una pena carifiosa mezclada con la confianza que una mujer ofrece a un
nifio asustado.

—No temas por mi —susurré ella.

—ijAsquerosa vampira! jLamia maldita! jSerpiente del infierno! —troné el
abad repentinamente mientras atravesaba el umbral del cuarto, levantando el
hisopo. En el mismo momento, Nycea se desliz6 de la cama con una increible
velocidad de movimientos, y desaparecié por una puerta trasera que daba al
jardin de laureles. Su voz reson6é en mis oidos, pareciendo llegar de una
distancia inmensa.

—Hasta luego, Cristobal. Pero no temas, me encontraras de nuevo si eres

valiente y tienes paciencia.



Al terminar estas palabras, el agua bendita del hisopo cayo6 sobre el suelo de
la camara y la cama donde Nycea habia yacido junto a mi. Hubo un crujido
como el de muchos truenos y las lamparas doradas se apagaron en una
oscuridad que parecia estar llena del polvo de una lluvia de fragmentos que
caia. Perdi el conocimiento y, cuando lo recobré, me encontré tumbado sobre
un montén de escombros en una de las cuevas que habia atravesado antes
ese dia. Con una vela en la mano y una expresion de infinita pena y gran
solicitud sobre su rostro, Hilarion estaba inclinado sobre mi. Junto a él
descansaban la botella y el goteante hisopo.

—Doy gracias a Dios, hijo mio, de haberte encontrado tan a tiempo —dijo
él—. Cuando regresé a la abadia esta tarde y supe que te habias marchado,
supuse todo lo que habia sucedido. Vi que habias leido el manuscrito maldito
durante mi ausencia y habias caido bajo su maléfico hechizo, como tanto otros,
incluso cierto reverendo abad, uno de mis predecesores. Todos ellos, jay!,
comenzando por Gerardo de Venteillon, han caido victimas de la lamia que
mora en estas criptas.

—¢ La lamia? —le pregunté, sin apenas comprender sus palabras.

—Si, hijo mio, la hermosa Nycea que ha pasado la noche entre tus brazos
es una lamia, una antigua vampira que mantiene en estas apestosas criptas un
palacio de ilusiones beatificas. EI modo en que ella llegd a tomar
Faussesflammes como morada no lo sé, porque su llegada precede a la
memoria de los hombres. Es tan vieja como el paganismo; fue exorcizada por
Apolonio de Tyana, v, si pudieses contemplarla como realmente es, verias, en
lugar de su voluptuoso cuerpo, los anillos de una inmunda y monstruosa
serpiente. Todos aquellos a quienes ama y admite a su hospitalidad, termina al
final por devorarlos, después de haberles robado la vida y la fuerza con la
diabdlica delicia de sus besos. La llanura con el bosque de laurel que viste, el
rio bordeado de acebos, el palacio de marmol y todos los lujos que contenia,
no eran mas que ilusiones satanicas, una hermosa burbuja que se levantaba
del polvo y la corrupcién de una muerte inmemorial y una corrupcién antigua.
Se hicieron polvo ante el beso del agua bendita que traje conmigo cuando te
segui. Pero Nycea, jay!, ha escapado, y me temo que aun sobrevivira, para
construir de nuevo su palacio de encantamientos demoniacos, para cometer de

nuevo la abominacion indecible de sus pecados.



Todavia bajo una especie de estupor ante la ruina de mi recién encontrada
felicidad, ante las singulares revelaciones efectuadas por el abad, le segui
obediente mientras me conducia a través de las cuevas de Faussesflammes.
Subid por las escaleras a través de las cuales yo habia descendido, y, cuando
se acercaba a la superficie y se vio obligado a inclinarse un poco, la gran losa
se levantd hacia arriba, dejando pasar un torrente de gélida luz de luna.
Emergimos y le permiti que me condujese de regreso al monasterio. Mientras
mi mente comenzaba a aclararse, y la confusién a la que habia sido arrojado
se resolvia, una sensacion de resentimiento comenzd a crecer..., una fuerte
colera ante la intromision de Hilarién. Sin hacer caso de si me habia rescatado
o no de graves peligros fisicos o espirituales, eché en falta el hermoso suefio
de que se me habia privado. Los besos de Nycea ardian suavemente en mi
recuerdo, y supe que, sin importar lo que quiera que fuese, mujer o demonio o
serpiente, no habia nadie en el mundo que pudiese despertar en mi el mismo
amor y el mismo placer. Tuve cuidado, sin embargo, de ocultarle mis
sentimientos a Hilarion, dandome cuenta de que traicionar semejantes
emociones simplemente haria que me considerase como un alma que estaba
perdida mas alla de la redencién.

A la mahana, alegando la urgencia de mi regreso al hogar, me marché de
Périgon. Ahora, en la biblioteca de la casa de mi padre, cerca de Moulins,
escribo este relato de mis aventuras. El recuerdo de Nycea es magicamente
claro, inefablemente querido, como si ella todavia estuviese a mi lado, y aun
puedo ver los ricos tapices de una habitacion iluminada a medianoche por
lamparas de oro curiosamente labrado, y oir las palabras de su despedida:

“No temas. Volveras a encontrarme si eres valiente y tienes paciencia.”

Pronto volveré a visitar de nuevo las ruinas del Chateau des
Faussesflammes, y volveré a descender a las criptas debajo de la losa
triangular. Pero, a pesar de lo cercano de Périgon a Faussesflammes, a pesar
de mi estima por el abad, mi gratitud por su hospitalidad, mi admiracién por su
incomparable biblioteca, no creo que me apetezca volver a ver a mi amigo
Hilarion.

The End Of The Story, X—1929
(Weird Tales, V—30. Out Of Space And Time, VIII—42)
Trad. Arturo Villarubia
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THE LAST INCANTATION

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

alygris the magician sat in the topmost room of his tower that was
builded on a conicall hill above the heart of Susran, capital of
Poseidonis. Wrought of a dark stone mined from deep in the earth,
perdurable and hard as the fabled adamant, this tower loomed above
all others, and flung its shadow far on the roofs and domes of the city,
even as the sinister power of Malygris had thrown its darkness on the minds of

men.

Now Malygris was old, and all the baleful might of his enchantments, all the
dreadful or curious demons under his control, all the fear that he had wrought in
the hearts of kings and prelates, were no longer enough to assuage the black
ennui of his days. In his chair that was fashioned from the ivory of mastodons,
inset with terrible cryptic runes of red tourmalines and azure crystals, he stared
moodily through the one lozenge-shaped window of fulvous glass. His white
eyebrows were contracted to a single line on the umber parchment of his face,
and beneath them his eyes were cold and green as the ice of ancient floes; his
beard, half white, half of a black with glaucous gleams, fell nearly to his knees
and hid many of the writhing serpentine characters inscribed in woven silver
athwart the bosom of his violet robe. About him were scattered all the
appurtenances of his art; the skulls of men and monsters; phials filled with black
or amber liquids, whose sacrilegious use was known to none but himself; little
drums of wvulture-skin, and crotali made from the bones and teeth of the
cockodrill, used as an accompaniment to certain incantations. The mosaic floor
was partly covered with the skins of enormous black and silver apes: and above
the door there hung the head of a unicorn in which dwelt the familiar demon of
Malygris, in the form of a coral viper with pale green belly and ashen mottlings.
Books were piled everywhere: ancient volumes bound in serpent-skin, with

verdigris-eaten clasps, that held the frightful lore of Atlantis, the pentacles that



have power upon the demons of the earth and the moon, the spells that
transmute or disintegrate the elements; and runes from a lost language of
Hyperborea. which, when uttered aloud. were more deadly than poison or more

potent than any philtre.

But, though these things and the power they held or symbolized were the
terror of the peoples and the envy, of all rival magicians, the thoughts of
Malygris were dark with immitigable melancholy, and weariness filled his heart
as ashes fill the hearth where a great fire has died. Immovable he sat,
implacable he mused, while the sun of afternoon, declining on the city and on
the sea that was beyond the city, smote with autumnal rays through the window
of greenish-yellow glass, and touched his shrunken hands with its phantom gold
and fired the bales-rubies of his rings till they burned like demonian eyes. But in
his musings there was neither light nor fire; and turning from the grayness of the
present, from the darkness that seemed to close in so imminently upon the
future, he groped among the shadows of memory, even as a blind man who has
lost the sun and seeks it everywhere in vain. And all the vistas of time that had
been so full of gold and splendor, the days of triumph that were colored like a
soaring flame, the crimson and purple of the rich imperial years of his prime, all
these were chill and dim and strangely faded now, and the remembrance
thereof was no more than the stirring of dead embers. Then Malygris groped
backward to the years of his youth, to the misty, remote, incredible years,
where, like an alien star, one memory still burned with unfailing luster - the
memory of the girl Nylissa whom he had loved in days ere the lust of
unpermitted knowledge and necromantic dominion had ever entered his soul.
He had well-nigh forgotten her for decades, in the myriad preoccupations of a
life so bizarrely diversified, so replete with occult happenings and powers, with
supernatural victories and perils; but now, at the mere thought of this slender
and innocent child, who had loved him so dearly when he too was young and
slim and guileless, and who had died of a sudden mysterious fever on the very
eve of their marriage-day, the mummylike umber of his cheeks took on a
phantom flush, and deep down in the icy orbs was a sparkle like the gleam of
mortuary tapers. In his dreams arose the irretrievable suns of youth, and he

saw the myrtle-shaded valley of Meros, and the stream Zemander, by whose



ever-verdant marge he had walked at eventide with Nylissa, seeing the birth of

summer stars in the heavens, the stream, and the eyes of his beloved.

Now, addressing the demonian viper that dwelt in the head of the unicorn,

Malygris spoke, with the low monotonous intonation of one who thinks aloud:

Viper, in the years before you came to dwell with me and to make your
abode in the head of the unicorn, | knew a girl who was lovely and frail as the
orchids of the jungle, and who died as the orchids die... Viper, am | mot
Malygris, in whom is centered the mastery of all occult lore, all forbidden
dominations, with dominion over the spirits of earth and sea and air, over the
solar and lunar demons. over the living and the dead? If so | desire, can | not
call the girl Nylissa, in the very semblance of all her youth and beauty, and bring
her forth from the never-changing shadows of the cryptic tomb, to stand before

me in this chamber, in the evening rays of this autumnal sun?'

'Yes, master,' replied the viper, in a low but singularly penetrating hiss, 'you
are Malygris, and all sorcerous or necromantic power is yours, all incantations
and spells and pentacles are known to you, It is possible, if you so desire, to
summon the girl Nylissa from her abode among the dead, and to behold her

again as she was ere her loveliness had known the ravening kiss of the worm.'

Viper, is it well, is it meet, that | should summon her thus? ... Will there be

nothing to lose, and nothing to regret?'

The viper seemed to hesitate. Then, in a more slow and neasured hiss: 'lt is
meet for Malygris to do as he would. Who, save Malygris, can decide if a thing

be well or ill?'

'In other words, you will not advise me?' the query was as much a statement

as a question, and the viper vouchsafed no further utterance.

Malygris brooded for awhile, with his chin on his knotted hands. Then he

arose, with a long-unwonted celerity and sureness of movement that belied his



wrinkles, and gathered together, from different coigns of the chamber, from
ebony shelves, from caskets with locks of gold or brass or electrum, the sundry
appurtenances that were needful for his magic. He drew on the floor the
requisite circles, and standing within the centermost he lit the thuribles that
contained the prescribed incense, and read aloud from a long narrow scroll of
gray vellum the purple and vermilion runes of the ritual that summons the
departed. The fumes of the censers, blue and white and violet, arose in thick
clouds and speedily filled the room with ever-writhing interchanging columns,
among which the sunlight disappeared and was succeeded by a wan unearthly
glow, pale as the light of moons that ascend from Lethe. With preternatural
slowness, with unhuman solemnity, the voice of the necromancer went on in a
priest-like chant till the scroll was ended and the last echoes lessened and died
out in hollow sepulchral vibrations. Then the colored vapors cleared away, as if
the folds of a curtain had been drawn back. But the pale unearthly glow still
filed the chamber, and between Malygris and the door where hung the
unicorn's head there stood the apparition of Nylissa, even as she had stood in
the perished years, bending a little like a wind-blown flower, and smiling with
the unmindful poignancy of youth. Fragile, pallid, and simply gowned, with
anemone blossoms in her black hair, with eyes that held the new-born azure of
vernal heavens, she was all that Malygris had remembered, and his sluggish
heart was quickened with an old delightful fever as he looked upon her.

'‘Are you Nylissa? ' he asked — 'the Nylissa whom | loved in the myrtle-
shaded valley of Meros, in the golden-hearted days that have gone with all

dead eons to the timeless gulf?'

'Yes, | am Nylissa,' Her voice was the simple and rippling silver of the voice
that had echoed so long in his memory... But somehow, as he gazed and
listened, there grew a tiny doubt — a doubt no less absurd than intolerable, but
nevertheless insistent: was this altogether the same Nylissa he had known?
Was there not some elusive change, too subtle to he named or defined, had
time and the grave not taken something away — an innominable something that
his magic had not wholly restored? Were the eyes as tender, was the black hair

as lustrous, the form as slim and supple, as those of the girl he recalled? He



could not be sure, and the growing doubt was succeeded by a leaden dismay,
by a grim despondency that choked his heart as with ashes. His scrutiny
became searching and exigent and cruel, and momently the phantom was less
and less the perfect semblance of Nylissa, momently the lips and brow were
less lovely, less subtle in their curves; the slender figure became thin, the
tresses took on a common black and the neck an ordinary pallor. The soul of
Malygris grew sick again with age and despair and the death of his evanescent
hope. He could believe no longer in love or youth or beauty; and even the
memory of these things was a dubitable mirage, a thing that might or might not
have been. There was nothing left but shadow and grayness and dust, nothing
but the empty dark and the cold, and a clutching weight of insufferable

weariness, of immedicable anguish.

In accents that were thin and quavering, like the ghost of his former voice, he
pronounced the incantation that serves to dismiss a summoned phantom. The
form of Nylissa melted upon the air like smoke and the lunar gleam that had
surrounded her was replaced by the last rays of the sun. Malygris turned to the

viper and spoke in a tone of melancholy reproof:

'Why did you not warn me?'

'Would the warning have availed?' was the counter-question. 'All knowledge
was yours, Malygris, excepting this one thing; and in no other way could you

have learned it.'

'‘What thing?' queried the magician. 'l have learned nothing except the vanity
of wisdom, the impotence of magic, the nullity of love, and the delusiveness of
memory... Tell me, why could | not recall to life the same Nylissa whom | knew,

or thought | knew?'

'It was indeed Nylissa whom you summoned and saw,' replied the viper.
'"Your necromancy was potent up to this point; but no necromantic spell could

recall far you your own lost youth or the fervent and guileless heart that loved



Nylissa, or the ardent eyes that beheld her then. This, my master, was the thing

that you had to learn.’



EL ULTIMO HECHIZO

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

ALYGRIS el mago estaba sentado en el cuarto superior de su torre,

construida sobre una elevacion coénica, en el corazén de Susran,

capital de Poseidonis. Hecha con una piedra oscura, extraida de las

profundidades de la tierra, tan perdurable y dura como el fabuloso

diamante, esta torre se erguia sobre todas las otras, y arrojaba sus
sombras sobre los tejados y cupulas de la ciudad, como el siniestro poder de
Malygris habia proyectado su oscuridad en la mente de los hombres.

Ahora, Malygris era viejo, y toda la lugubre fuerza de sus encantamientos,
todos los temibles y curiosos demonios bajo su control, todo el miedo que
habia despertado en los corazones de reyes y prelados, no eran ya bastante
para calmar el negro aburrimiento de sus dias. En su trono, fabricado con el
marfil de los mastodontes, incrustado con terribles runas cripticas de rojas
turmalinas y cristales azul marino, miraba tristemente a través de la unica
ventana con forma de rombo, hecha de cristal leonado. Sus blancas cejas
estaban contraidas en una unica linea debajo del pergamino pardo de su
frente, y, bajo ellas, sus ojos eran tan frios y verdes como el hielo de los
antiguos icebergs; su barba, mitad blanca, mitad negra, con brillos verde claro,
le caia casi hasta las rodillas y ocultaba muchos de los caracteres inscritos en
seda bordada en el seno de su tunica violeta. Alrededor suyo estaban
desparramados los instrumentos de su arte: los craneos de hombres y
monstruos; frascos llenos de liquidos negros o ambar, cuyo uso sacrilego era
desconocido para todos excepto para él mismo; pequenios tambores de piel de
buitre, y crétalos hechos con los dientes y huesos de cocodrilos, usados como
acompafiamiento en ciertos encantamientos. El suelo de mosaico estaba
parcialmente cubierto con las pieles de simios negros y plateados, y sobre la
puerta colgaba la cabeza de un unicornio en la cual habitaba el demonio
familiar de Malygris, bajo la forma de un coralillo de tripa verde clara y manchas

de color ceniza. Habia libros apilados por todas partes; volumenes antiguos



encuadernados en piel de serpiente, con cerraduras corroidas por el moho, que
contenian la temible sabiduria de Atlantis, los pentagonos que tenian poder
sobre los demonios de la tierra y la luna, los hechizos que transmutaban y
desintegraban los elementos, y runas de un lenguaje perdido de Hyperborea, el
cual, de pronunciarse en voz alta, era mas mortal que veneno alguno o mas
potente que cualquier filtro.

Pero, a pesar de estas cosas y del poder que contenian o simbolizaban, que
eran el terror de la gente y la envidia de los magos rivales, los pensamientos de
Malygris estaban oscurecidos por una melancolia que no podia mitigarse, y el
cansancio llenaba su corazén como las cenizas llenan una chimenea cuando
un gran fuego se ha apagado. Inmovil se sentaba, implacable meditaba,
mientras el sol de la tarde declinaba sobre la ciudad y sobre el mar que estaba
mas alla de la ciudad, golpeaba con rayos otofiales el cristal amarillo verdoso y
tocaba sus marchitas manos con su oro fantasmal, y prendia los balajes de sus
anillos hasta que ardian como ojos demoniacos. Pero en sus meditaciones no
habia ni luz ni fuego; y, apartandose del gris presente, de la oscuridad que
parecia cerrarse de manera tan evidente sobre el futuro, tanteaba entre las
sombras del recuerdo, como un ciego que el sol ha perdido y en vano lo busca
por doquier. Y todos los paisajes del tiempo que se habian presentado plenos
de oro y de esplendor, los dias de triunfo que tenian el color de una llama que
se remonta, cl carmesi y el purpura de los ricos anos imperiales de la flor de la
edad, todos ellos estaban frios y oscuros y extrafiamente desdibujados, y el
recuerdo de ellos no era mas que el revolver de cenizas. Entonces, Malygris
tante6 hacia los afios de su juventud, los afios remotos, increibles, caliginosos,
donde, como una estrella extrana, una memoria aun ardia con un brillo
infalible..., el recuerdo de la muchacha Nylissa, a quien habia amado en los
dias anteriores a que el deseo de conocimientos no permitidos y poder
nigromantico hubiese penetrado en su alma. Practicamente, la habia olvidado
durante décadas, entre la miriada de preocupaciones de una vida tan
grotescamente variada, tan repleta de acontecimientos sobrenaturales y
poderes, con sobrenaturales victorias y peligros; pero ahora, con el simple
pensamiento de esta nifia, delgada e inocente, quien tanto le habia amado
cuando él también era joven, delgado y sin maldad, y quien habia muerto de

una repentina y misteriosa fiebre en la vispera del dia de su boda. Como una



momia, en el color pardo de sus mejillas aparecié un sonrojo fantasmal, y en
las profundidades de sus gélidos globos oculares habia un reflejo como el brillo
de cirios de velatorio. En sus suefios se pusieron los soles irrecuperables de su
juventud, y vio el valle de Meros al que daban sombra los mirtos, y el arroyo de
Zemander, por cuyos margenes siempre verdes habia caminado a la caida de
la tarde con Nylissa, viendo el nacimiento de las estrellas de verano, el arroyo y
los ojos de su amada.

Ahora, dirigiéndose a la vibora demoniaca que habitaba en la cabeza del
unicornio, Malygris hablo, empleando la entonacion baja y monétona de quien
piensa en voz alta.

—Vibora, en los afios anteriores a que tu vinieses a vivir conmigo y
establecieses tu morada en la cabeza del unicornio, conoci a una muchacha
que era hermosa y fragil como las orquideas de la selva, y quien, como las
orquideas mueren, murio... Vibora, ¢acaso no soy yo Malygris, en quien se
centra toda la sabiduria oculta, todos los dominios prohibidos y los poderes
sobre los espiritus de la tierra, el mar y el aire, sobre los demonios solares y
lunares, sobre los vivos y sobre los muertos? Y, si yo lo deseo, ¢no puedo
llamar a la muchacha Nylissa, en la auténtica semblanza de su juventud y de
su belleza, y traerla de las sombras inmutables de la secreta tumba, para que
se levante ante mi en esta camara, bajo los rayos de este sol otofial?

—Si, amo —replicé la serpiente en un silbido bajo, pero singularmente
penetrante. Eres Malygris, y todos los poderes magicos o nigromanticos son
tuyos, todos los hechizos y todos los encantamientos y los pentagonos te son
conocidos. Te es posible, si lo deseas, invocar a la muchacha Nylissa de su
morada entre los muertos, y contemplarla de nuevo tal y como ella era antes de
que su hermosura hubiese conocido el destructor beso del gusano.

—Vibora, ¢esta bien, resulta correcto, que la invoque de esta manera?...
¢ No habra nada que perder, nada que lamentar?

La vibora parecié vacilar, y después afadié con un silbido mas lento y
medido:

—Es correcto que Malygris haga lo que le plazca. ;Quién, salvo Malygris,
puede decidir si algo esta bien o mal?

—En otras palabras, ;no me aconsejaras? —la frase era tanto una

afirmacion como una pregunta, y la vibora no otorgd ninguna nueva



manifestacion. Malygris medité durante un rato, con la barbilla apoyada en sus
nudosas manos. Entonces, se levanté con una celeridad en sus movimientos
largo tiempo desusada y una seguridad que desmentia sus arrugas, y reunio,
de distintos rincones del cuarto, de estanterias de ébano, de cofres con
cerraduras de oro, bronce o electro, los variados aparatos que eran necesarios
para su magia. Trazé en el suelo los circulos requeridos, y de pie en el centro
encendio los incensarios que contenian el incienso prescrito, y leyo en voz alta,
de un pergamino alargado de vitela gris, las runas, purpura y bermellén, del
ritual para convocar a aquellos que se han marchado. Los vapores de los
incensarios, azules, blancos y violetas, se levantaron en densas nubes y
rapidamente llenaron el cuarto con columnas intercambiables, que no dejaban
de retorcerse, entre las cuales la luz del sol desaparecio para ser sustituida por
un apagado brillo ultraterreno, palido como la luz de las lunas que se ponen
sobre el Leteo. Con lentitud sobrenatural, con sobrehumana solemnidad, la voz
continué con un cantico que era como de sacerdote, hasta que el pergamino
hubo concluido y los ultimos ecos se apagaron y desvanecieron en medio de
huecas vibraciones sepulcrales. Entonces, los vapores coloreados se
aclararon, como si los pliegues de una cortina hubiesen sido retirados. Pero
aun el palido brillo ultraterreno llenaba la camara, y, entre Malygris y la puerta
sobre la que estaba colocada la cabeza del unicornio, se alzaba la aparicién de
Nylissa, idéntica a como habia sido durante los afios perecidos, moviéndose un
poco como una flor inclinada por el viento, y sonriendo con la espontanea
picardia de la juventud. Fragil, palida y sencillamente ataviada, con un capullo
de anémona en sus negros cabellos, con ojos que retenian el recién nacido
azul de los cielos primaverales, ella era todo lo que Malygris recordaba, y su
torpe corazédn se acelerd con una vieja y deliciosa fiebre al mirarla.

—¢ Eres tu, Nylissa? —pregunto—. ;La Nylissa a quien amé en el valle de
Meros al que dan sombra los mirtos, en los dias de corazén dorado que con
todos los siglos muertos han marchado a un golfo intemporal?

—Si, yo soy Nylissa —su voz era la sencilla plata con ondulaciones que
habia producido ecos durante tanto tiempo en su memoria... Pero, de alguna
manera, mientras la miraba y escuchaba, aparecié una pequefia duda..., una
duda no menos absurda que intolerable, pero insistente de todos modos; ¢ era

ésta por completo la misma Nylissa que él habia conocido? ¢;No habia acaso



un cambio fugaz, demasiado sutil como para darle nombre o definirlo?; ;acaso
no habian quitado algo el tiempo y la tumba..., algo innominable que su magia
no habia restaurado del todo? ;Eran los ojos tan tiernos, el pelo negro tan
lustroso, la silueta tan delgada y flexible como aquellos de la chica que
recordaba? No podia estar seguro. y la duda creciente fue sustituida por una
desesperacion plomiza, por una gris depresién que ahogaba su corazén como
con cenizas. Su escrutinio se volvid exploratorio, exigente y cruel, vy,
momentaneamente, el fantasma tuvo un parecido menos y menos perfecto a
Nylissa: por momentos, los labios y las cejas eran menos hermosos, menos
sutiles en sus curvas, la silueta estilizada se volvid delgada, las trenzas
adquirieron un negro normal, y el cuello, la normal palidez. El alma de Malygris
enferm6 de nuevo a causa de la edad, la desesperacion y la muerte de su
evanescente esperanza. Ya no era capaz de creer en el amor, en la juventud y
en la belleza, e incluso el recuerdo de estas cosas le pareciéo un espejismo
sospechoso, una cosa que podria haber sido o no. No le quedaba otra cosa
sino sombras, envejecimiento y polvo, y un peso que le tiraba de un cansancio
insoportable y de una angustia intratable.

Con acentos débiles y temblorosos, como un fantasma de su anterior tono
de voz, pronuncié los encantamientos que sirven para hacer marchar a los
fantasmas que han sido invocados. La forma de Nylissa se deshizo en el aire
como humo, y el brillo lunar que la rodeaba fue reemplazado por los ultimos
rayos del sol. Malygris se volvié hacia la vibora y le hablé con un tono de
melancdélico reproche.

—¢ Por qué no me avisaste?

—¢Habria servido de algo el aviso? —fue la contrapregunta—. Todo el
conocimiento era tuyo, Malygris, excepto esta unica cosa, y de ninguna otra
manera podrias haberlo aprendido.

—¢Qué cosa? —preguntd el mago—. Nada he aprendido, a no ser la
vanidad que es la sabiduria, la impotencia de la magia, la nulidad del amor y lo
enganoso de la memoria... Dime, ¢ por qué no pude devolver la vida a la misma
Nylissa a quien yo conocia, 0 a quien creia conocer?

—Fue, en verdad, a Nylissa a quien invocaste y contemplaste —replicé la
vibora—. Tu nigromancia fue poderosa hasta ese punto, pero ningun hechizo

nigromantico puede recuperar para ti tu propia juventud perdida, o el corazén



ferviente y sin engafio con que amaste a Nylissa, o los ojos ardientes con los

que la contemplaste. Esta, mi amo, era la cosa que tenias que aprender.
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THE DEATH OF MALYGRIS

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

t the hour of interlunar midnight, when lamps burned rarely and far apart
Ain Susran, and slow-moving autumn clouds had muffled the stars, King

Gadeiron sent forth into the sleeping city twelve of his trustiest mutes.

Like shadows gliding through oblivion, they vanished upon their various

ways; and each of them, returning presently to the darkened palace. led
with him a shrouded figure no less discreet, and silent than himself.

In this manner, groping along tortuous alleys, through blind cypress-caverns
in the royal gardens, and down subterranean halls and steps, twelve of the
most powerful sorcerers of Susran were brought together in a vault of oozing,

death-gray granite, far beneath the foundations of the palace.

The entrance of the vault was guarded by earth-demons that obeyed the
arch-sorcerer, Maranapion, who had long been the king's councillor. These
demons would have torn limb from limb any who came unprepared to offer
them a libation of fresh blood. The vault was lit dubiously by a single lamp,
hollowed from a monstrous garnet, and fed with vipers' oil. Here Gadeiron,
crownless, and wearing sackcloth dyed in sober purple, awaited the wizards on
a seat of limestone wrought in the form of a sarcophagus. Maranapion stood at
his right hand, immobile, and swathed to the mouth in the garments of the tomb.
Before him was a tripod of orichalchum, rearing shoulder-high; and on the
tripod, in a silver socket, there reposed the enormous blue eye of a slain
Cyclops, wherein the archimage was said to behold weird visions. On this eye,
gleaming balefully under the garnet lamp, the gaze of Maranapion was fixed

with death-like rigidity.

From these circumstances, the twelve sorcerers knew that the king had

convened them only because of a matter supremely grave and secret. The hour



and fashion of their summoning, the place of meeting, the terrible elemental
guards, the mufti worn by Gadeiron — all were proof of a need for preternatural

stealth and privity.

For awhile. there was silence in the vault, and the twelve, bowing
deferentially, waited the will of Gadeiron. Then, in a voice that was little more

than a harsh whisper, the king spoke:

'What know ye of Malygris?'

Hearng that awful name, the sorcerers paled and trembled visibly; but, one
by one, as if speaking by rote, several of the foremost made answer to

Gadeiron's question.

'‘Malygris dwells in his black tower above Susran,' said the first. 'The night of
his power is still heavy upon Poseidonis; and we others, moving in that night,
are as shadows of a withered moon. He is overlord of all kings and sorcerers.
Yea, even the triremes that fare to Tartessos, and the far-flown eagles of the

sea, pass not beyond the black falling of his shadow."'

'The demons of the five elements are his familiars, said the second. 'The
gross eyes of common men have beheld them often, flying like birds about his

tower, or crawling lizard-wise on the walls and pavements.'

'‘Malygris sits in his high hall,' avowed the third. 'Unto him, tribute is borne at
the full moon from all the cities of Poseidonis. He takes a tithe of the lading of
every galley. He claims a share of the silver and incense, of the gold and ivory
sacred to the temples. His wealth is beyond the opulence of the sunken kings of

Atlantis... even those kings who were thy forefathers, O Gadeiron.'

'‘Malygris is old as the moon," mumbled a fourth. 'He will live for ever, armed
against death with the dark magic of the moon. Death has become a slave in

his citadel, toiling among other slaves, and striking only at the foes of Malygris.



Much of this was true formerly," quoth the king, with a sinister hissing of his
breath. 'But now a certain doubt has arisen... for it may be that Malygris is
dead.’

A communicated shiver seemed to run about the assembly. 'Nay,' said the
sorcerer who had affirmed the immortality of Malygris. 'For how can this thing
have come to pass? The doors of his tower stood open today at sunset; and the
priests of the ocean-god, bearing a gift of pearls and purple dyes, went in
before Malygris, and found him sitting in his tall chair of the ivory of mastodons.
He received them haughtily, without speaking, as is his wont; and his servants,

who are half ape and half man, came in unbidden to carry away the tribute.’'

‘This very night,' said another, 'l saw the stedfast lamps of the sable tower,
burning above the city like the eyes of Taaran, gold of Evil. The familiars have
departed not from the tower as such beings depart at the dying of a wizard: for

in that case, men would have heard their howling and lamentation in the dark.'

'‘Aye,' declared Gadeiron, 'men have been befooled ere this. And Malygris
was ever the master of illuding shows, of feints, and beguilements. But there is
one among us who discerns the truth. Maranapion, through the eye of the
Cyclops, has looked on remote things and hidden places, Even now, he peers

upon his ancient enemy, Malygris.'

Maranapion, shuddering a little beneath his shroud-like garments, seemed to
return from his clairvoyant absorption. He raised from the tripod his eyes of

luminous amber, whose pupils were black and impenetrable as jet.

'I have seen Malygris," he said, turning to the conclave. 'Many times | have
watched him thus, thinking to learn some secret of his close-hidden magic, |
have spied upoa him at noon, at evenfall, and through the drear, lampless vigils
of midnight. And | have beheld him in the ashen dawn and the dawn of
quickening fire. But always he sits in the great ivory chair, in the high hall of his
tower, frowning as if with meditation. And his hands clutch always the basilisk-

carven arms of the chair, and his eyes turn evermore, unshutting, unblinking,



toward the orient window and the heavens beyond. where only high-risen stars

and clouds go by.

"Thus have | beheld him for the space of a whole year and a month. And
each day | have seen his monsters bring before him vessels filled with rare
meat and drink: and later they have taken away the vessels untouched. And
never have | discerned the least movement of his lips, nor any turning or tremor
of his body.

'For these reasons, | deem that Malygris is dead; but by virtue of his
supremacy in evil and in art magical, he sits defying the worm, still undecayed
and incorrupt. And his monsters and his familiars attend him still, deceived by
the lying appearance of life; and his power, though now an empty fraud, is still

dark and awful upon Poseidonis.'

Again. following the slow-measured words of Maranapion, there was silence
in the vault. A dark, furtive triumph smoldered in the face of Gadeiron, on whom
the yoke of Malygris had lain heavily, irking his pride. Among the twelve
sorcerers, there was none who wished well to Malygris, nor any who did not
fear him; and they received the annunciation of his demise with dreadful, half-
incredulous joy. Some there were who doubted, holding that Miranapion was
mistaken; and in the faces of all, as in somber mirrors, their awe of the master

was still reflected.

Maranapion, who had hated Malygris above all others, as the one warlack
whose art and power excelled his own, stood aloof and inscrutable like a

poising vulture.

It was King Gadeiron who broke the gravid silence.

'‘Not idly have | called ye to this crypt, O sorcerers of Susran: for a work
remains to be done. Verily, shall the corpse of a dead necromancer tyrannize
over us all? There is mystery here, and a need to move cautiously, for the

duration of his necromancy is yet unverified and untested. But | have called ye



together in order that the hardiest among ye may take council with Maranapion,
and aid him in devising such wizardry as will now expose the fraud of Malygris,
and evince his mortality to all men, as well as to the fiends that follow him still,

and the ministering monsters.

A babble of disputation rose, and they who were most doubtful of this matter,
and feared to work against Malygris in any fashion, begged Gadeiron's leave to

withdraw. In the end, there remained seven of the twelve...

Swiftly, by dim and covert channels, on the day that followed, the death of
Malygris was bruited throughout the isle Poseidonis. Many disbelieved the
story, for the might of the wizard was a thing seared as with hot iron on the
souls of them that had witnessed his thaumaturgies. However, it was recalled
that during the past year few had beheld him face to face; and always he had
seemed to ignore them, speaking not, and staring fixedly through the tower win-
dow, as if intent on far things that were veiled to others. During that time, he
had called no man to his presence, and had sent forth no message, no oracle
or decree; and they who had gone before him were mainly bearers of tribute

and had followed a long-established custom.

When these matters became generally known, there were some who
maintained that he sat thus in a long swoon of ecstasy or catalepsy, and would
awaken therefrom in time. Others, however, held that he had died, and was
able to preserve the deceitful aspect of life through a spell that endured after
him. No man dared to enter the tall, sable tower; and still the shadow of the
tower fell athwart Susran like the shadow of an evil gnomon moving on some
disastrous dial; and still the umbrage of the power of Malygris lay stagnant as

the tomb's night on the minds of men.

Now, among the five sorcerers who had begged Gadeiron's leave to depart,
fearing to join their fellows in the making of wizardry against Malygris, there
were two that plucked heart a little afterward, when they heard from other
sources a confirmation of the vision beheld by Maranapion through the Cyclop's

eye.



These two were brothers, named Nygon and Fustules. Feeling a certain
shame for their timidity, and desiring to rehabilitate themselves in the regard of

the others, they conceived an audacious plan.

When night had again fallen upon the city, bringing no moon, but only
obscure stars and the scud of sea-born clouds, Nygon and Fustules went forth
through the darkened ways and came to the steep hill at the heart of Susran,

whereon, in half-immemorial years, Malygris had established his grim citadel.

The hill was wooded with close-grown cypresses, whose foliage, even to the
full sun, was black and sombre as if tarnished by wizard fumes. Crouching on
either hand, they leaned like misshapen-spirits of the night above the stairs of
adamant that gave access to the tower. Nygon and Fustules, mounting the
stairs, cowered and trembled when the boughs swung menacingly toward them
in violent gusts of wind. They felt the dripping of heavy sea-dews, blown in their
faces like a spittle of demous. The wood, it seemed, was full of execrably
sighing voices, and weird whimpers and little moanings as of imp-children

astray from Satanic dams.

The lights of the tower burned through the waving boughs, and seemed to
recede unapproachably as, they climbed. More than once, the two regretted
their temerity. but of length, without suffering palpable harm or hindrance, they
neared the portals, which stood eternally open, pouring the effulgence of still,

unflaring lamps on the windy darkness.

Though the plan they had conceived was nefarious, they deemed it best to
enter boldly. The purpose of their visit if any should challenge or interrogate
them was the asking of an oracle from Malygris, who was famed throughout the

isle as the most infallible of soothsayers.

Freshening momentarily from the sea beyond Susran, the wind clamored
about the tower like an army of devils in flight from deep to deep, and the long

mantles of the sorcerers were blown in their faces. But, entering the wide



portals, they heard no longer the crying of the gale, and felt no more its
pursuing rudeness. At a single step they passed into mausolean silence.
Around them the lamplight fell unshaken on caryatids of black marble, on
mosaics of precious gems, on fabulous metals and many-storied tapestries; and
a tideless perfume weighed upon the air like a balsam of death. They felt an
involuntary awe, deeming the mortal stillness a thing that was hardly natural.
But, seeing that the tower vestibule was unguarded by any of the creatures of
Malygris, they were emboldened to go on and climb the marmorean stairs to the

apartments above.

Everywhere, by the light of opulent lamps, they beheld inestimable and
miraculous treasures. There were tables of ebony wrought with sorcerous runes
of pearl and white coral; webs of silver and samite, cunningly pictured; caskets
of electrum overflowing with talismanic jewels; tiny gods of jade and agate; and
tall chryselephantine demons. Here was the loot of ages, lying heaped and

mingled in utter negligence, without lock or ward, as if free for any casual thief.

Eyeing the riches about them with covetous wonder, the two sorcerers
mounted slowly from room to room, unchallenged and unmolested, and came

ultimately to that upper hall in which Malygris was wont to receive his visitors.

Here, as elsewhere, the portals stood open before them, and lamps burned
as if in a trance of light. The lust of plunder was hot in their hearts. Made bolder
still by the seeming desolation, and thinking now that the tower was uninhabited

by any but the dead magician, they went in with little hesitancy.

Like the rooms below. the chamber was full of precious artifacts; and iron-
bound volumes amd brazen books of occult, tremendous necromancy, together
with golden and earthen censers, and vials of unshatterable crystal, were
strewn in weird confusion about the mosaic floor. At the very center there sat
the old archimage in his chair of primeval ivory, peering with stark, immovable

eyes at the night-black window.



Nygon and Fustules felt their awe return upon them, remembering too clearly
now the thrice-baleful mastery that this man had wielded, and the demon lore
he had known, and the spells he had wrought that were irrefragable by other
wizards. The specters of these things rose up before them as if by a final
necromancy. With down-dropped eyes and humble mien, they went forward,
bowing reverentially. Then, speaking aloud, in accordance with their
predetermined plan, Fustules requested an oracle of their fortunes from

Malygris.

There was no answer, and lifting their eyes, the brothers were greatly
reassured by the aspect of the seated ancient. Death alone could have set the
grayish pallor on the brow, could have locked the lips in a rigor as of fast-frozen
clay. The eyes were like cavern-shadowed ice, holding no other light than a
vague reflection of the lamps. Under the beard that was half silver, half sable,
the cheeks had already fallen in as with beginning decay, showing the harsh
outlines of the skull. The gray and hideously shrunken hands, whereon the eyes
of enchanted beryls and rubies burned, were clenched inflexibly on the chair-

arms which had the form of arching basilisks.

‘Verily,"” murmured Nygon, 'there is naught here to frighten or dismay us.
Behold, it is only the lich of an old man after all, and one that has cheated the

worm of his due provender overlong.'

'‘Aye,' said Fustules. 'But this man, in his time, was the greatest of all
necromancers. Even the ring on his little finger is a sovereign talisman. The
balas-ruby of the thumbring of his right hand will conjure demons from out of the
deep. In the volumes that lie about the chamber, there are secrets of perished
gods and the mysteries of planets imnemorial. In the vials, there are sirups that
give strange visions, and philtres that can revive the dead. Among these things,

it is ours to choose freely.'

Nygon, eyeing the gems greedily, selected a ring that encircled the right
forefinger with the sixfold coils of a serpent of orichalchum, bearing in its mouth

a beryl shaped like a griffin's egg. Vainly, however, he tried to loosen the finger



from its rigid clutch on the chair-arm, to permit the removal of the ring. Muttering
impatiently, he drew a knife from his girdle and prepared to hew away the
finger. In the meanwhile. Fustules had drawn his own knife as a preliminary

before approaching the other hand.

'Is thy heart firm within thee, brother?' he inquired in a sort of sibilant whisper.
'If so, there is even more to be gained than these talismanic rings. It is well
known that a wizard who attains to such supremacy as Malygris, undergoes by
virtue thereof a complete bodily transformation, turning his flesh into elements
more subtle than those of common flesh. And whoso eats of his flesh even so

much as a tiny morsel. will share thereafter in the powers owned by the wizard.'

'‘Nygon nodded as he bent above the chosen finger. 'This, too, was in my
thought,' he answered.

Before he or Fustules could begin their ghoulish attack, they were startled by
a venomous hissing that appeared to emanate from the bosom of Malygris.
They drew back in amazement and consternation, while a small coral viper slid
from behind the necromancer's beard, and glided swiftly over his knees to the
floor like a sinuous rill of scarlet. There, coiling as if to strike, it regarded the

thieves with eyes that were cold and malignant as drops of frozen poison.

'‘By the black thorns of Taaran! ' cried Fustules. 'lt is one of Malygris'

familiars. | have heard of this viper —'

Turning, the two would have fled from the room. But, even as they turned,
the walls and portals seemed to recede before them, fleeing giddily and
interminably, as if unknown gulfs had been admitted to the chamber. A vertigo
seized them; reeling, they saw the little segments of mosaic under their feet
assume the proportions of mighty flags. Around them the strewn books and
censers and vials loomed enormous, rearing above their heads and barring

their way as they ran.



Nygon, looking over his shoulder, saw that the viper had turned to a vast
python, whose crimson coils were undulating swiftly along the floor. In a
colossal chair, beneath lamps that were large as suns, there sat the colossal
form of the dead archimage, in whose presence Nygon and Fustules were no
more than pigmies. The lips of Malygris were still immobile beneath his beard,;
and his eyes still glared implacably upon the blackness of the far window. But at
that instant a voice filled the awful spaces of the room, reverberating like

thunder in the heavens, hollow and tremendous:

'Fools! ye have dared to ask me for an oracle. And the oracle is — death!'

Nygon and Fustules, knowing their doom, fled on in a madness of terror and
desperation. Beyond the towering thuribles, the tomes that were piled like
pyramids, they saw the threshold in intermittent glimpses, like a remote horizon.
It withdrew before them, dim and unattainable. They panted as runners pant in
a dream. Behind them, the vermilion python crawled; and overtaking them as
they tried to round the brazen back of a wizard volume, it struck them down like

fleeing dormice...

In the end, there was only a small coral viper, that crept back to its hiding-

place in the bosom of Malygris...

Toiling by day and night, in the vaults under the palace of Gadeiron, with
impious charms and unholy conjurations, and fouler chemistries, Maranapion

and his seven coadjutors had nearly completed the making of their sorcery.

They designed an invultuation against Malygris that would break the power
of the dead necromancer by rendering evident to all the mere fact of his death.
Employing an unlawful Atlantean science, Maranapion had created living plasm
with all the attributes of human flesh, and had caused it to grow and flourish, fed
with blood. Then he and his assistants, uniting their wills and convoking the
forces that were blasphemy to summon, had compelled the shapeless,

palpitating mass to put forth the limbs and members of a new-born child; and



had formed it ultimately, after all the changes that man would undergo between

birth and senescence, into an image of Malygris.

Now, carrying the process even further, they caused the simulacrum to die of
extreme age, as Malygris had apparently died. It sat before them in a chair,
facing toward the east, and duplicating the very posture of the magician on his

seat of ivory.

Nothing remained to be done. Forspent and weary, but hopeful, the
sorcerers waited for the first signs of mortal decay in the image. If the spells
they had woven were successful. a simultaneous decay would occur in the
body of Malygris, incorruptible heretofore. Inch by inch, member by member, he
would rot in the adamantine tower; His familiars would desert him, no longer
deceived; and all who came to the tower would know his mortality; and the
tyranny of Malygris would lift from Susran, and his necromancy be null and void

as a broken pentacle in sea-girt Poseidonis.

For the first time since the beginning of their invultuation, the eight magicians
were free to intermit their vigilance without peril of invalidating the charm. They
slept soundly, feeling that their repose was well earned. On the morrow they
returned, accompanied by King Gadeiron, to the vault in which they had left the

plasmic image.

Opening the sealed door, they were met by a charnel odor, and were
gratified to perceive in the figure the unmistakable signs of decomposition. A
little later, by consulting the Cyclops' eye, Maranapion verified the paralleling of

these marks in the features of Malygris.

A great jubilation, not unmingled with relief, was felt by the sorcerers and by
King Gadeiron. Heretofore, not knowing the extent and duration of the powers
wielded by the dead master, they had been doubtful of the efficacy of their own

magic. But now, it seemed, there was no longer any reason for doubt.



On that very day it happened that certain seafaring merchants went before
Malygris to pay him, according to custom, a share of the profits of their latest
voyage. Even as they bowed in the presence of the master, they became
aware, by sundry disagreeable tokens, that they had borne tribute to a corpse.
Not daring even then to refuse the longexacted toll, they flung it down and fled

from the place in terror.

Soon, in all Susran, there was none who doubted any longer the death of
Malygris. And yet, such was the awe he had wrought through many lustrums,
that few were venturous enough to invade the tower; and thieves were wary,

and would not try to despoil its fabled treasures.

Day by day, in the blue, monstrous eye of the Cyclops, Maranapion saw the
rotting of his dreaded rival. And upon him presently there came a strong desire
to visit the tower and behold face to face that which he had witnessed only in

vision. Thus alone would his triumph be complete.

So it was that he and the sorcerers who had aided him, together with King
Gadeiron, went up to the sable tower by the steps of adamant, and climbed by
the marble stairs, even as Nygon and Fustules before them, to the high room in
which Malygris was seated... But the doom of Nygon and Fustules, being

without other witnesses than the dead, was wholly unknown to them.

Boldly and with no hesitation they entered the chamber. Slanting through the
western window, the sun of late afternoon fell goldenly on the dust that had
gathered everywhere, Spiders had woven their webs on the bright-jeweled
censers, on the graven lamps, and the metal-covered volmnes of sorcery. The

air was stagnant with a stifling foulness of death.

The intruders went forward. feeling that impulse which leads the victors to
exult over a vanquished enemy. Malygris sat unbowed and upright, his black
and tattered fingers clutching the ivory chair-arms as of yore, and his empty
orbits glowering still at the eastern window. His face was little more than a

bearded skull; and his blackening brow was like worm-pierced ebony.



'O Malygris, | give thee greeting,’ said Maranapion in a loud voice of
mockery. 'Grant, | beseech thee, a sign, if thy wizardry still prevails, and hath

not become the appanage of oblivion.'

'Greeting, O Maranapion,' replied a grave and terrible voice that issued from
the maggot-eaten lips. 'Indeed, i will grant thee a sign. Even as [, in death, have
rotted upon my seat from the foul sorcery which was wrought in the vaults of
King Gadeiron, so thou and thy fellows and Gadeiron, living, shall decay and

putrefy wholly in an hour, by virtue of the curse that | put upon ye now.'

Then the shrunken corpse of Malygris, fulminating the runes of an old
Atlantean formula, cursed the eight sorcerers and King Gadeiron. The formula,
at frequent intervals, was cadenced with fatal names of lethal gods; and in it
were told the secret appellations of the black god of time, and the Nothingness
that abides beyond time; and use was made of the titles of many tomb-lairing
demons. Heavy and hollow-sounding were the runes, and in them one seemed
to hear a noise of great blows on sepulchral doors, and a clangor of downfallen
slabs. The air darkened as if with the hovering of seasonless night, and
thereupon, like a breathing of the night, a chillness entered the chamber; and it
seemed that the black wings of ages passed over the tower, beating

prodigiously from void to void, ere the curse was done.

Hearing that maranatha, the sorcerers were dumb with the extremity of their
dread; and even Maranapion could recall no counter-spell effectual in any
degree against it. All would have fled from the room ere the curse ended, but a
mortal weakness was upon them, and they felt a sickness as of quick-coming
death. Shadows were woven athwart their eyes; but through the shadows, each
beheld dimly the instant blackening of the faces of his fellows, and saw the
cheeks fall ruinously, and the lips curl back on the teeth like those of long-dead

cadavers.

Trying to run, each was aware of his own limbs that rotted beneath him, pace

by pace, and felt the quick sloughing of his flesh in corruption from the bone.



Crying out with tongues that shriveled ere the cry was done, they fell down on
the floor of the chamber. Life lingered in them, together with the dire knowledge
of their doom, and they preserved something of hearing and sight. In the dark
agony of their live corruption, they tossed feebly to and fro, and crawled
inchmeal on the chill mosaic. And they still moved in this fashion, slowly and
more imperceptibly, till their brains were turned to gray mold, and the sinews

were parted from their bones, and the marrow was dried up.

Thus, in an hour, the curse was accomplished. The enemies of the
necronancer lay before him, supine and shrunken, in the tomb's final posture,
as if doing obeisance to a seated Death. Except for the garments, none could
have told King Gadeiron from Maranapion, nor Maranapion from the lesser

wizards.

The day went by, declining seaward; and, burning like a royal pyre beyond
Susran the sunset flung an aureate glare through the window, and then
dropped away in red brands and funereal ashes. And in the twilight a coral viper
glided from the bosom of Malygris, and weaving among the remnant of them
that lay on the fioor, and slipping silently down the stairs of marble, it passed for

ever from the tower.



LA MUERTE DE MALYGRIS

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

LA HORA de la medianoche interlunar, cuando las lamparas ardian
raramente o lejos en Susran, y las perezosas nubes de otofio habian
apagado las estrellas, el rey Gadeiron envio a la ciudad dormida doce de
sus vasallos de mayor confianza. Como sombras deslizandose a través
del olvido, desaparecieron en sus distintos caminos, y cada uno de ellos,

al regresar al rato al oscuro palacio, conducia con él una figura amortajada no
menos discreta y silenciosa que él mismo.

De esta manera, tanteando a lo largo de tortuosos callejones, por medio de
oscuras cavernas de cipreses en los jardines reales, y descendiendo por
salones y escaleras subterraneas, doce de los brujos mas poderosos de
Susran fueron reunidos en una cripta de granito goteante, gris como la muerte,
en las profundidades de los cimientos del palacio.

La entrada a la cripta estaba vigilada por demonios de la tierra que
obedecian al archibrujo, Maranapién, quien era, desde hacia tiempo, el valido
del rey. Estos demonios habrian descuartizado, miembro a miembro, a
cualquiera que se les acercase a ofrecerles una libacion de sangre fresca sin
estar preparado. La cripta estaba iluminada débilmente por una unica lampara,
hecha de una sola almandina de tamafio monstruoso, ahuecada y alimentada
con aceite de viboras. Aqui, Gadeiron, sin corona y vistiendo un cilicio tefiido
de sobrio purpura, espero a los brujos sobre un asiento de piedra caliza tallado
en forma de sarcofago. Maranapion se alzaba a su diestra, inmovil y vestido
hasta el cuello con los atavios de la sepultura. Ante él, habia un tripode de
oricalco, alzandose a la altura del hombro; y sobre el tripode, en una taza de
plata, reposaba el enorme ojo azul de un ciclope muerto, en el cual se decia
que el archibrujo contemplaba extrafias visiones. En este ojo, brillando
siniestramente bajo la lampara de la almandina, la vista de Maranapion estaba

fijada con una rigidez como la producida por la muerte.



Basados en estas circunstancias, los doce brujos supieron que el rey solo
les habia llamado por una cuestidén secreta de suprema gravedad. La hora y el
modo en que habian sido llamados, el lugar de la reunion, 1os terribles
guardianes elementales, la arpillera vestida por Gadeiron..., todo era prueba de
la necesidad de una discrecion y cautela sobrenaturales.

Durante un rato, reiné el silencio, y los doce, inclinandose respetuosamente,
esperaron la voluntad de Gadeiron. Entonces, con una voz que era poco mas
gue un ronco susurro, el rey habloé:

—¢,Qué sabéis vosotros de Malygris?

Al escuchar el nombre temido, los hechiceros palidecieron y temblaron
visiblemente, pero, uno por uno, corno hablando de memoria, varios de los
principales contestaron la pregunta de Gadeiron.

—Malygris habita en la torre negra sobre Susran —dijo el primero—. La
noche de su poder todavia descansa pesada sobre Poseidonis, y nosotros, los
demas, moviéndonos por esa noche, somos como sombras bajo una luna
marchita. El es sefior sobre todos los reyes y magos. Si,. en verdad, hasta las
trirremes que zarpan a Tartesos y las aguilas del mar que lejos vuelan, no
salen de su negra sombra.

—Los espiritus de los cinco elementos son sus demonios familiares —dijo el
segundo—; los toscos ojos de los hombres vulgares los han contemplado a
menudo, revoloteando como pajaros en torno a su torre, o arrastrandose como
lagartos por sus muros y pavimentos.

—NMalygris se sienta en su salén de alto techo —exclamé el tercero—. A él,
tributo le es llevado de todas las ciudades de Poseidonis durante la luna llena,
y toma un diezmo de lo que desembarca cada galera. Reclama una parte de la
plata y del incienso, del oro y del ébano sagrados de los templos. Su opulencia
estd mas allda de la de los sumergidos reyes de Atlantis..., incluso de la de
aquellos quienes fueron vuestros antepasados, joh!, Gadeiron...

—Malygris es tan viejo como la luna —murmuré el cuarto—. Vivira para
siempre, armado contra la muerte por la oscura magia de la luna. La parca se
ha convertido en una esclava de su ciudadela; trabajando junto a sus otros

esclavos, ataca tan sélo a los enemigos de Malygris.



—Mucho de esto fue verdad anteriormente —dijo el rey, con un siniestro
silbido en el aliento—. Pero, ahora, cierta duda se ha levantado... porque
podria ser que Malygris haya muerto.

Un temblor comun parecié recorrer la asamblea.

—No —dijo el brujo que habia defendido la inmortalidad de Malygris—.
Porque ¢cémo podria tal cosa haber sucedido? Las puertas de su torre
estaban hoy abiertas al ponerse el sol, y los sacerdotes del dios del océano,
portando un regalo de perlas y tintes purpura, entraron ante Malygris, y le
encontraron sobre su elevado sitial de marfil de mastodonte. Los recibid
despectivo, sin hablar, como es su costumbre, y sus sirvientes, que son mitad
simio mitad humano, entraron sin que se les llamase para guardar su tributo.

—Esta misma noche —dijo otro— vi las fieles lamparas de la torre leonada
ardiendo sobre la ciudad, como los ojos de Taaran, dios del mal. Los demonios
familiares no se habian marchado de la torre, como hacen tales seres al morir
un brujo, porque, en este caso, los hombres habrian escuchado en la oscuridad
sus aullidos y lamentos.

—Si —declaré Gadeiron—, los hombres han sido engafiados antes de esto.
Y Malygris fue siempre maestro de los espectaculos ilusorios, las fintas y los
engafios. Pero hay uno entre nosotros que distingue la verdad. Maranapion,
por medio del ojo del ciclope, ha mirado cosas remotas y lugares ocultos.
Incluso ahora espia a su antiguo enemigo, Malygris.

Maranapion, temblando un poco debajo de la prenda que parecia un
sudario, parecid regresar de su concentracion de clarividente. Levantd del
tripode sus ojos de luminoso ambar, cuyas pupilas eran tan negras e
impenetrables como el azabache.

—He visto a Malygris —dijo volviéndose al cénclave— Muchas veces le he
vigilado asi, pensando en aprender algun secreto de su bien guardada magia.
Le he espiado al mediodia, al caer la tarde y durante la vigilia, temida y sin
lamparas, de la medianoche. Y le he contemplado en el alba cenicienta y en el
amanecer de una llama que prende. Pero siempre esta sentado en su gran
sillén de marfil, en el alto salén de su torre, con el ceno fruncido como si
meditase. Y sus manos siempre agarran los brazos del sillén, tallados en forma
de basilisco, y sus ojos estan siempre vueltos, sin cerrarse y sin moverse,

hacia la ventana oriental y los cielos mas alla, donde sdlo las elevadas estrellas



y las nubes pasan. Asi le he contemplado por el plazo de todo un afio y un
mes. Y cada dia he visto como sus monstruos traian ante él platos llenos de
exquisitas carnes y bebida, y mas tarde se han llevado los platos sin que
fuesen tocados. Y nunca he discernido el menor movimiento de sus labios, ni
ningun giro o temblor en su cuerpo. Por esta razén, considero que Malygris ha
muerto, pero, en virtud de su supremacia en la maldad y en las artes magicas,
se sienta desafiando al gusano, aun sin decaer ni corromperse. Y sus
monstruos y sus demonios familiares todavia le sirven, engafiados por la
apariencia mentirosa de vida, y su poder, aunque ahora es algo vacio y un
fraude, cae todavia, pesado y temible, sobre Poseidonis.

De nuevo, siguiendo las palabras lentamente medidas de Maranapion, reind
el silencio en la cripta. Un triunfo, oscuro y furtivo, brillaba en el rostro de
Gadeiron, en quien el yugo de Malygris habia caido pesadamente irritando su
orgullo. Entre los doce brujos, no habia ninguno que le desease el bien a
Malygris, ni ninguno que no le temiese, y recibieron la noticia de su muerte con
una alegria temible, mitad incredulidad. Habia algunos que lo dudaban,
considerando que Maranapidén estaba equivocado, y en los rostros de todos,
como en lugubres espejos, el temor al maestro aun se reflejaba.

Maranapion, quien habia odiado a Malygris por encima de los demas, como
al unico brujo cuyo arte y poder superaba al suyo, permanecié apartado e
inescrutable como un buitre agazapado.

Fue el rey Gadeiron quien rompi6 este grave silencio.

—No en vano os he llamado a esta cripta, joh hechiceros de Susran!,
porque una tarea aun resta por hacer. En verdad, ¢ nos va a tiranizar a todos el
cadaver de un nigromante muerto? Aqui hay un misterio, y una necesidad de
moverse con cautela, porque la duracién de su nigromancia esta aun por
verificar, o por ser puesta a prueba. Pero os he llamado con el fin de que los
valientes de entre nosotros os reunais en consejo con Maranapion y le ayudéis
en preparar una brujeria tal, que exponga el fraude que es Malygris, y muestre
su mortalidad a todos los hombres, asi como a los demonios que le sigueny a
los monstruos que le cuidan.

Un griterio de discusion se levantd, y aquellos que tenian mas dudas en este
asunto y temian trabajar contra Malygris de cualquier manera, rogaron el

permiso de Gadeiron para marcharse. Al final, quedaron siete de los doce...



Rapidamente, por oscuros y ocultos canales, en el dia que siguio, la muerte de
Malygris fue comentada por toda la isla de Poseidonis. Muchos dudaron de la
historia, porque la fuerza del brujo era algo que se habia marcado al rojo vivo
en el alma de aquellos que habian contemplado sus taumaturgias. Sin
embargo, fue recordado que, durante el afio anterior, pocos le habian visto
cara a cara, y siempre habia parecido ignorarles, sin hablarles, mirando
fijamente por la ventana de la torre, como concentrado en cosas distintas
veladas a los demas. Durante ese tiempo, no habia llamado a hombre alguno
ante su presencia, y no habia enviado ningun mensaje, ningun oraculo ni
decreto, y aquellos que se habian presentado ante él, habian sido
principalmente porteadores de tributos que seguian costumbres largo tiempo
establecidas.

Cuando estos asuntos fueron generalmente sabidos, hubo algunos que
defendieren que estaba sentado de esta manera en un largo desmayo de
éxtasis o por la catalepsia, y despertaria al final. Otros, sin embargo,
mantuvieron que se habia muerto, y que era capaz de conservar este
enganoso aspecto de vida por medio de un hechizo que habia continuado
después de él. Ningun hombre se atrevidé a entrar en la alta torre leonada, y
todavia su sombra caia inclinada sobre Susran como una malvada saeta
moviéndose por un desastroso reloj; y todavia la sombra del poder de Malygris
se cernia estancada como la noche de la tumba, sobre las mentes de los

hombres.

Ahora. entre los cinco hechiceros que rogaron el permiso de Gadeiron para
marcharse, temiendo unirse a los otros en la preparacion de la brujeria contra
Malygris, hubo dos que se envalentonaron un poco mas tarde, cuando
hubieron escuchado por otras fuentes la confirmacién de la vision contemplada
por Maranapién a través del ojo del ciclope.

Estos dos eran hermanos, se llamaban Nygon y Fustules. Sintiendo una
cierta verglenza ante su cobardia y deseando rehabilitarse en la consideracion
de los demas, concibieron un plan audaz.

Cuando la noche hubo caido sobre la ciudadela, sin traer la luna, sino soélo
oscuras estrellas y los celajes de las nubes nacidas en el mar, Nygon y

Fustules partieron a través de oscuros caminos y llegaron a la empinada colina



en el corazén de Susran, en la cual, desde afios sin cuento, Malygris habia
establecido su lugubre morada.

La colina tenia bosques de cipreses, plantados cerca unos de otros, cuyo
follaje, incluso bajo el pleno sol, era negro y sombrio como oscurecido por
vapores de brujeria. Agazapados a cada lado, se apoyaron como espiritus
deformes de la noche sobre las escaleras de adamante que daban acceso a la
torre. Nygon y Fustules, subiendo las escaleras, se acobardaban y temblaban
cuando las ramas oscilaban amenazadoramente hacia ellos a causa de las
violentas rafagas de viento. Notaron en sus rostros el gotear de densos rocios
marinos, arrojados como el escupitajo de demonios. La madera, parecia,
estaba llena de voces execrables suspirando, raros gemidos y pequefios
quejidos como de nifios duendes que se hubiesen escapado de nifieras
satanicas.

La luz de la torre brillaba a través del oscilante ramaje, y parecia retroceder
inalcanzable mientras ascendian. Mas de una vez, los dos lamentaron su
temeridad. Pero al cabo, sin sufrir estorbo o dafio palpable, se acercaron a los
portales que permanecian perpetuamente abiertos, vertiendo la refulgencia de
las tranquilas lamparas sin llama en la oscuridad borrascosa.

Aunque el plan que habian concebido era nefando, consideraron lo mejor
entrar de manera atrevida. El propdsito de su visita, si alguien los detuviese o
los interrogase, era pedir un oraculo de Malygris, quien era famoso a través de
la isla como el mas infalible de los adivinos.

Refrescado momentaneamente por el mar de mas alla de Susran, el viento
clamaba sobre la torre como un ejército de demonios en fuga, y los largos
mantos de los hechiceros fueron empujados contra sus rostros. Pero,
atravesando los amplios portales, ya no podia escucharse el griterio de la
tormenta, ni notaban su ruda persecucion. De un solo paso entraron en un
silencioso mausoleo. En torno a ellos, la luz de las lamparas caia inalterada
sobre cariatides de marmol negro, o mosaicos de preciosas gemas, 0
preciosos metales o tapices que contaban muchas historias, y un inmutable
perfume cargaba el aire como el balsamo de la muerte.

Sintieron un temor involuntario, considerando la tranquilidad mortal algo que
dificiimente podia ser natural. Pero, viendo que el vestibulo de la torre no

estaba vigilado por ninguna de las criaturas de Malygris, se atrevieron a



avanzar y a ascender los escalones de marmol hasta las estancias superiores.
Por todas partes, bajo la luz de las opulentas lamparas, contemplaron tesoros
de valor incalculable y milagrosos. Habia mesas de ébano decoradas con
runas de perlas y coral blanco; redes de plata y samnita, habilmente
decoradas; cofres de electro desbordantes de joyas talismanicas; pequefos
dioses de jade y agata; altos demonios hechos con crisdlito elefantino. Aqui
estaba el botin de los siglos, tirado, amontonado y mezclado con completo
descuido, sin cerradura o guardia, como si cualquier ladrén que entrase por
casualidad pudiese tomarlo libremente.

Mirando las maravillas a su alrededor con avaricioso asombro, los dos
brujos subieron lentamente de cuarto en cuarto, sin que nadie les desafiase o
les molestase, y llegaron por fin al saléon superior en el cual Malygris
acostumbraba a recibir a sus visitantes.

Aqui, como en todas partes, las puertas estaban abiertas ante ellos, y las
lamparas ardian como en un trance de luz. El ansia de saqueo les calentaba
los corazones. Aun mas envalentonados por la aparente desolacion, y
creyendo que la torre estaba deshabitada salvo por el mago muerto,
avanzaban ahora con escasas vacilaciones.

Como los cuartos de abajo, la habitacién estaba llena de artefactos
preciosos, y libros encuadernados en hierro, y broncineos volumenes de oculta
y tremenda nigromancia, junto a incensarios de oro y de barro, y frascos de
cristal irrompible, estaban repartidos en extrafa confusion por el suelo de
mosaico. Justo en el centro, estaba sentado el viejo archimago en su sitial de
marfil primitivo, mirando a la ventana negra como la noche, con ojos rigidos e
inmoviles.

Nygon y Fustules notaron cémo su temor regresaba, recordando con
demasiada claridad la tres veces temible maestria que este hombre habia
poseido, y los conocimientos sobre demonios que habia tenido, y los hechizos
que habia lanzado que eran irrealizables para otros brujos. Los espectros de
estas cosas se alzaron ante ellos como por obra de una nigromancia definitiva.
Con la vista baja y expresion humilde, se acercaron, inclinandose con respeto.
Entonces, hablando en voz alta de acuerdo con el plan preestablecido,

Fustules pidié a Malygris un oraculo sobre sus destinos.



No hubo respuesta, y, levantando sus ojos, los hermanos se vieron muy
tranquilizados por el aspecto del anciano sentado. Sélo la muerte podia haberle
dado esa coloracion grisacea a la frente, o haber conservado los labios en un
rigor como de barro rapidamente congelado. Los 0jos eran como cavernas con
sombras de hielo, no contenian otra luz que un vago reflejo de las lamparas.
Debajo de la barba, que era mitad blanca, mitad leonada, las mejillas ya se
habian hundido como en un principio de decadencia, mostrando los duros
contornos del craneo. Las manos, grises y horrorosamente marchitas, en las
cuales ardian los ojos de rubies y berilios encantados, estaban agarradas
inflexibles a los brazos del asiento, que tenian la forma de basiliscos
agazapados.

—Verdaderamente —murmuré Nygon—, nada hay aqui para asustarnos o
entristecernos. Contémplalo, es tan sélo el resto mortal de un hombre después
de todo, y uno que ha estafado al gusano de su legitimo alimento durante
demasiado tiempo.

—Cierto —dijo Fustules—. Pero este hombre, en su dia, fue el mas grande
de todos los nigromantes. Incluso el anillo de su dedo mefique es un talisman
soberano. El balaje del pulgar derecho conjurara demonios de las
profundidades. En los volumenes repartidos por la habitacién hay secretos de
dioses que han perecido y planetas de antigiiedad inmemorial. En los frascos
hay pocimas que producen extrafias visiones, y filtros que a los muertos
reviven. Entre otras cosas, esta lo que libremente elijamos.

Nygon, mirando avariciosamente las gemas, eligié un anillo que rodeaba con
seis vueltas de serpiente el dedo indice de la mano derecha, portando en su
boca un berilio con forma de huevo de grifo. Vanamente, sin embargo, intento
aflojar el dedo de su rigida sujecion al brazo de la silla, para permitir quitarle el
anillo. Murmurando impaciente, sacé un cuchillo de su cinturén y se prepard
para cortar el dedo. Mientras tanto, Fustules habia sacado su propio cuchillo
como preliminar antes de acercarse a la otra mano.

—¢ Esta el corazon firme en tu interior, hermano? —inquirié en una especie
de susurro silbante—. Si es asi, hay incluso mas que ganar que estos anillos
talismanicos. Es bien sabido que un brujo que alcanza una supremacia como la
de Malygris experimenta, en virtud de la misma, una completa transformacion

corporal, convirtiendo su carne en elementos mas sutiles que los de la normal.



Y aquel que come de esta carne, aunque sea un pedazo minimo, compartira en
adelante los poderes poseidos por el brujo.

Nygon asintié con la cabeza, mientras se inclinaba sobre el dedo elegido.

—Eso también estaba en mi pensamiento —replico.

Antes de que Fustules pudiese iniciar su canibalesco ataque, fueron
sorprendidos por un venenoso silbido que parecia surgir del seno de Malygris.
Se echaron atras, asombrados y consternados, mientras una pequefa coralilla
asomaba por detras de la barba del mago y se deslizaba rapidamente por sus
rodillas hasta el suelo como un sinuoso arroyuelo escarlata. Alli, recogiéndose
como para atacar, examiné a los ladrones con ojos que eran tan frios y
malignos como gotas de veneno congeladas.

—ijPor las negras espinas de Taaran! —grité Fustules—. Es uno de los
demonios familiares de Malygris. He oido hablar de esta vibora...

Volviéndose, ambos habrian escapado del cuarto. Pero, incluso antes de dar
la vuelta, las paredes y las puertas parecian retroceder ante ellos, escapando
de una manera mareante e interminable, como si extrafios espacios hubiesen
sido admitidos en el cuarto. Un vértigo se apoderd de ellos; tambaleandose,
vieron como los pequefios fragmentos del mosaico bajo sus pies adquirian las
proporciones de enormes losas. En torno a ellos, los libros tirados, los
incensarios y los frascos se erguian con un tamafio enorme, alzandose por
encima de sus cabezas y bloqueandoles el paso mientras corrian.

Nygon, mirando por encima del hombro, vio que la vibora se habia
convertido en una gran serpiente piton, cuyos anillos carmesies estaban
ondulandose rapidamente por el suelo. En un trono colosal, bajo lamparas tan
grandes como soles, estaba sentada la forma también colosal del archimago
muerto, en cuya presencia Nygon y Fustules no eran nada mas que pigmeos.
Los labios de Malygris seguian inmdviles debajo de su barba; y sus ojos
todavia miraban, fijos e implacables, la negrura de la distante ventana. Pero, en
ese instante, una voz llené los terribles espacios del cuarto, produciendo ecos
como un trueno entre los cielos, hueca y tremenda.

—iNecios! jOs habéis atrevido a pedirme un oraculo. Y el oraculo es...
muerte!

Nygon y Fustules, conociendo su condena, escaparon en una locura de

terror y desesperacion. Mas alla de los elevados incensarios, de los tomos que



se apilaban como piramides, vieron el umbral en vislumbres intermitentes,
como en un remoto horizonte. Pero se retiraba ante ellos, vago e inalcanzable.
Jadeaban como resuellan los corredores en un suefio. Detras de ellos, la pitdén
bermellédn se arrastraba y, alcanzandoles mientras intentaban dar un rodeo por
la portada broncinea de uno de los libros de magia, les atac6 como a ratones
fugitivos.

Al final, sélo hubo una pequefia vibora coralina, que se arrastraba de

regreso a su escondite en el seno de Malygris...

Trabajando dia y noche, en las criptas bajo el palacio de Gadeiron, con
amuletos impios y conjuraciones malditas, y procedimientos quimicos aun mas
repugnantes, Maranapion y sus siete coadjutores casi habian terminado su
brujeria.

Habian disefiado una invocacion contra Malygris que derribaria el poder
del brujo, haciendo evidente a todos el simple hecho de su muerte. Empleando
una ciencia atlantida ilegal, Maranapion habia creado plasma viviente con
todos los atributos de la carne humana, y habia hecho que creciese y
prosperase, alimentandolo con sangre. Entonces, él y sus ayudantes, uniendo
sus voluntades y convocando a fuerzas que era una blasfemia invocar, habian
obligado a la masa, palpitante y amorfa, a desarrollar los miembros y el
aspecto de un bebé recién nacido, y, en definitiva, le habian dado forma,
después de todos los cambios que un hombre experimenta entre su nacimiento
y la senectud, en la imagen de Malygris.

Ahora, haciendo avanzar el proceso incluso mas, habian hecho que el
simulacro muriese de una extremada vejez, como Malygris habia
aparentemente muerto.

Estaba sentado ante ellos en una silla, orientado hacia el este, y duplicando
la misma postura del mago en su asiento de marfil.

Nada quedaba por hacer. Sin fuerzas y agotados, pero con esperanzas, los
brujos esperaron los primeros signos de deterioro. Si los hechizos que habian
lanzado tenian éxito, un deterioro simultaneo tendria lugar en el cuerpo de
Malygris, incorrupto antes de ese momento. Milimetro a milimetro, miembro a
miembro, se corromperia en su torre adamantina. Sus familiares le

abandonarian, al no estar ya engafados; y todos los que fuesen a la torre



conocerian su mortalidad; y la tirania de Malygris quedaria levantada de
Susran, y su nigromancia seria tan nula e impotente como un pentagono roto
en Poseidonis.

Por primera vez desde el principio de sus invocaciones, los ocho magos se
vieron libres de interrumpir su vigilancia sin poner en peligro o invalidar el
hechizo. Durmieron a pierna suelta, sintiendo que se habian ganado bien su
reposo. Por la manana, volvieron, acompafiados por el rey Gadeiron, a la cripta
en la cual habian dejado la imagen plasmica.

Abriendo la puerta sellada, fueron recibidos por un olor sepulcral, y les
agrado notar que la figura mostraba signos inconfundibles de estar en
descomposicion. Un poco mas tarde, consultando el ojo del ciclope,
Maranapion verifico el paralelismo de estas marcas con los rasgos de Malygris.

Un gran jubilo, que no dejaba de estar mezclado con alivio, fue sentido por
los hechiceros y por el rey Gadeiron. Hasta entonces, no conocedores de los
limites de la duracion de los poderes controlados por el maestro muerto,
habian estado dudosos sobre la eficacia de su propia magia. Pero ahora, les
parecia, no habia ya razon alguna para dudar.

En ese mismo dia, sucedid que unos mercaderes que viajaban por mar
fueron ante Malygris para pagarle, de acuerdo con la costumbre, una parte de
los beneficios de su ultimo viaje. Incluso cuando se inclinaban ante el maestro,
se dieron cuenta, a través de varias sefiales desagradables, de que le habian
traido tributo a un cadaver. Sin atreverse, ni siquiera entonces, dejaron caer el
tributo largamente exigido y escaparon del lugar presas del terror. Pronto, en
toda Susran, no hubo nadie que dudase ya de la muerte de Malygris. Y, sin
embargo, tal era el miedo que habia despertado durante muchos lustros, que
pocos fueron tan aventurados como para invadir la torre, y los ladrones se
mostraban cautelosos, y no intentaron despojarla de sus fabulosos tesoros.

Dia tras dia, en el monstruoso ojo azul del ciclope, Maranapion vio la
putrefaccion de su mas temido rival. Y sobre él vino entonces un fuerte deseo
de visitar la torre y contemplar cara a cara lo que hasta entonces sélo habia
contemplado a través de visiones. Solamente asi seria completo su triunfo. De
modo que él y los hechiceros que le habian ayudado, junto al rey Gadeiron,

subieron a la torre leonada por los escalones de adamante, y ascendieron por



las escaleras de marmol, como Nygon y Fustules antes de ellos, hasta la
habitacion alta en que estaba sentado Malygris.

...Pero la condena de Nygon y Fustules, no teniendo otro testigo que los
muertos, les resultaba del todo desconocida.

Valientemente y sin vacilar, entraron en la habitacién. Inclinandose a través
de la ventana oriental, el sol de ultimas horas de la tarde caia dorado sobre el
polvo que se habia amontonado por todas partes. Las arafias habian tejido sus
redes sobre los incensarios de brillantes joyas, sobre las lamparas talladas y
los libros de brujeria forrados de metal. El aire estaba estancado con la
apestosa podredumbre de la muerte.

Los intrusos avanzaron, sintiendo el impulso que conduce al vencedor a
sentirse exultante ante un enemigo vencido. Malygris estaba sentado recto y
sin inclinarse, sus dedos negros y en jirones agarrando los brazos del asiento
como antes, y sus cuencas vacias orientadas aun a la ventana del este. Su
rostro era poco mas que un craneo con barba; y su frente oscurecida era como
el ébano comido por los gusanos.

—iOh, Malygris, yo te saludo! —dijo Maranapién en voz alta llena de burla—
. Concédeme, te ruego, un signo, si tu brujeria aun prevalece y no se ha
convertido en la dependencia del olvido.

—Saludos, joh, Maranapion! —dijo una voz grave y terrible que partia de
los labios comidos por los gusanos—. En verdad, te concederé un signo. Asi
como yo, en la muerte, me he corrompido sobre mi asiento, a causa de la
repugnante brujeria que fue fraguada en las cavernas de Gadeiron, asi tu y tus
companeros y Gadeiron, con vida, os corromperéis y pudriréis en virtud de la
maldicién que ahora lanzo sobre vosotros.

Entonces, el cadaver marchito de Malygris les fulmind con las runas de una
antigua férmula atlantida, maldiciendo a los ocho brujos y al rey Gadeiron. La
férmula, en intervalos frecuentes, estaba cadenciada con los nombres fatales
de dioses letales, y en ella se decian los apelativos secretos del negro dios del
tiempo, y la Nada que habita mas alla de las eras; y uso fue hecho de los
titulos de muchos demonios que habitan en las tumbas. Pesadas y de sonido
hueco eran las runas, y en ellas parecia escucharse el sonido de grandes
puertas sepulcrales, y el estrépito de losas que caen. El aire se oscurecié como

por la caida de una noche inmutable, y, desde alli, como el aliento de la noche,



un frio entré en la habitacién; y parecia que las alas negras de las edades
pasaban sobre la torre, batiendo prodigiosamente de vacio en vacio, antes de
que la maldicion hubiese terminado.

Escuchando ese escandalo, los brujos se quedaron atontados por lo
extremo de su temor, y ni siquiera Maranapién fue capaz de recordar ningun
contrahechizo que sirviese de algo contra éste.

Todos habrian escapado del cuarto antes de que la maldicién terminase,
pero sobre ellos se cernié una debilidad mortal, y sintieron una enfermedad
como la préxima llegada de la muerte. Las sombras se tejieron ante sus ojos,
pero, a través de la oscuridad, cada uno contemplé vagamente la instantanea
tiniebla del rostro de sus comparieros, y vio las mejillas hundirse ruinosamente,
y los labios retroceder dejando los dientes al descubierto, como los cadaveres
largo tiempo muertos.

Intentando correr, cada uno fue consciente de sus propios miembros
pudriéndose por debajo de él, paso a paso, el rapido reblandecimiento de la
carne pudriéndose hasta el hueso. Gritando con lenguas que se marchitaban
antes de que el grito hubiese acabado, cayeron por los suelos de la habitacion.
Quedaba vida en ellos, junto con el lugubre conocimiento de su condena, y aun
les quedaba algo de vista y oido. En la oscura agonia de su corrupcién en vida,
se revolvian débilmente de aqui a alla, y se arrastraban por milimetros a través
del frio mosaico. Y aun se movian asi, lentamente y de una manera mas
imperceptible, hasta que sus cerebros se convirtieron en un moho gris, y sus
articulaciones se deshicieron en sus huesos, y la médula de sus huesos se
seco.

Asi, en una hora, la maldicién se cumplié. Los enemigos del nigromante
yacian ante él, tumbados y encogidos, con la postura final de la tumba, como
haciendo una reverencia a una muerte entronada. De no ser por las prendas,
nadie podria haber distinguido al rey Gadeiron de Maranapién, ni a Maranapion
de los hechiceros menores.

El dia paso, declinando hacia el mar. y, ardiendo como una pira real mas
alla de Susran, al ponerse, el sol arrojé un brillo dorado por la ventana, y
entonces se hundid, en rojos rescoldos y cenizas funerarias. Y, en el

crepusculo, una vibora coralilla sali6 del seno de Malygris y, deslizandose entre



los restos que descansaban en el suelo, y escurriéndose en silencio por las

escaleras de marmol, se marché para siempre de la torre.
The Death Of Malygris, IV—1933 (Weird Tales, IV—34. Lost Worlds, X—44)
Trad. Arturo Villarubia. Los Mundos Perdidos (A Rendezvous In Averoigne, 1988)
Icaro, 22. EDAF 1991



THE DOUBLE SHADOW

CLARK ASHTON SMITH

Y NAME is Pharpetron, among those who have known me in
Poseidonis; but even |, the last and most forward pupil of the wise
Avyctes, know not the name of that which | am fated to become ere to-
morrow. There- fore, by the ebbing silver lamps, in my master's marble
house above the loud, ever-ravening sea, | write this tale with a hasty
hand, scrawling an ink of wizard virtue on the grey, priceless, antique
parchment of dragons. And having written, | shall enclose the pages in a sealed
cylinder of orichalchum, and shall cast the cylinder from a high window into the
sea, lest that which | am doomed to become should haply destroy the writing.
And it may be that mariners from Lephara, passing to Umb and Pneor in their
tall triremes, will find the cylinder; or fishers will draw it from the wave in their
seines of byssus; and having read my story, men will learn the truth and take
warning; and no man's feet, henceforward, will approach the pale and demon-

haunted house of Avyctes.

For six years, | have dwelt apart with the aged master, forgetting youth and
its wonted desires in the study of arcanic things. Together, we have delved
more deeply than all others before us in an interdicted lore; we have solved the
keyless hieroglyphs that guard ante-human formulae; we have talked with the
prehis- toric dead; we have called up the dwellers in sealed crypts, in fearful
abysses beyond space. Few are the sons of mankind who have cared to seek
us out among the desolate, wind-worn crags; and many, but nameless, are the

visitants who have come to us from further bourns of place and time.

Stern and white as a tomb, older than the memory of the dead, and built by
men or devils beyond the recording of myth, is the mansion in which we dwell.
Far below, on black, naked reefs, the northern sea climbs and roars

indomitably, or ebbs with a ceaseless murmur as of armies of baffled demons;



and the house is filled evermore, like a hollow-sounding sepulcher, with the
drear echo of its tumultuous voices; and the winds wail in dismal wrath around
the high towers, but shake them not. On the seaward side, the man- sion rises
sheerly from the straight-falling cliff; but on the other sides there are narrow
terraces, grown with dwarfish, crooked cedars that bow always beneath the
gale. Giant marble monsters guard the landward por- tals; and huge marble
women ward the strait porticoes above the sea; and mighty statues and
mummies stand everywhere in the chambers and along the halls. But, saving
these, and the spirits we have summoned, there is none to companion us; and

liches and shadows have been the servitors of our daily needs.

All men have heard the fame of Avyctes, the sole surviving pupil of that
Malygris who tyrannized in his necromancy over Susran from a tower of sable
stone; Malygris, who lay dead for years while men believed him living; who,
lying thus, still uttered potent spells and dire oracles with decaying lips. But
Avyctes lusted not for temporal power in the manner of Maly- gris; and having
learned all that the elder sorcerer could teach him, withdrew from the cities of
Poseidonis to seek another and vaster dominion; and |, the youth Pharpetron, in
the latter years of Avyctes, was per- mitted to join him in this solitude; and since
then, | have shared his austerities and vigils and evocations . . . and now,
likewise, | must share the weird doom that has come in answer to his

summoning.

Not without terror (since man is but mortal) did |, the neophyte, behold at first
the abhorrent and tre- mendous faces of them that obeyed Avyctes: the genii of
the sea and earth, of the stars and the heavens, who passed to and fro in his
marmorean halls. | shud- dered at the black writhing of submundane things
from the many-volumed smoke of the braziers; | cried in horror at the grey
foulnesses, colossal, without form, that crowded malignly about the drawn circle
of seven colors, threatening unspeakable trespass on us that stood at the
center. Not without revulsion did | drink wine that was poured by cadavers, and
eat bread that was purveyed by phantoms. But use and custom dulled the

strangeness, destroyed the fear; and in time | believed implicitly that Avyctes



was the lord of all incantations and exorcisms, with infallible power to dismiss

the beings he evoked.

Well had it had been for Avyctes— and for me— if the master had contented
himself with the lore pre- served from Atlantis and Thule, or brought over from
Mu and Mayapan. Surely this should have been enough: for in the ivory-
sheeted books of Thule there were blood-writ runes that would call the demons
of the fifth and seventh planets, if spoken aloud at the hour of their ascent; and
the sorcerers of Mu had left record of a process whereby the doors of far-future
time could be unlocked; and our fathers, the Atlanteans, had known the road
between the atoms and the path into far stars, and had held speech with the
spirits of the sun. But Avyctes thirsted for a darker knowledge, a deeper
empery; and into his hands, in the third year of my novitiate, there came the

mirror-bright tablet of the lost serpent-people.

Strange, and apparently fortuitous, was our finding of the tablet. At certain
hours, when the tide had fallen from the steep rocks, we were wont to descend
by cavern-hidden stairs to a cliff-walled crescent beach be- hind the promontory
on which stood the house of Avyctes. There, on the dun, wet sands, beyond the
foamy tongues of the surf, would lie the worn and curious driftage of alien
shores, and trove that hur- ricanes had cast up from unsounded deeps. And
there we had found the purple and sanguine volutes of great shells, and rude
lumps of ambergris, and white flowers of perpetually blooming coral; and once,
the barbaric idol of green brass that had been the figurehead of a galley from

far hyperboreal isles.

There had been a great storm, such as must have riven the sea to its
nethermost profound; but the tem- pest had gone by with morning, and the
heavens were cloudless on that fatal day when we found the tablet, and the
demon winds were hushed among the high crags and chasms; and the sea
lisped with a low whisper, like the rustle of gowns of samite trailed by fleeing
maidens on the sand. And just beyond the ebbing wave, in a tangle of russet

sea-weed, we beheld a thing that glittered with blinding sun-like brilliance. And



running forward, | plucked it from the wrack before the wave's return, and bore

it to Avyctes.

The tablet was wrought of some nameless metal, like never-rusting iron, but
heavier. It had the form of a triangle and was broader at the widest than a
man's heart. On one side it was wholly blank; and Avyctes and |, in turn, beheld
our features mirrored strangely, like the drawn, pallid features of the dead, in its
burnished surface. On the other side many rows of small crooked ciphers were
incised deeply in the metal, as if by the action of some mordant acid; and these
ciphers were not the pictorial symbols or alpha- betic characters of any

language known to the master or to me.

Of the tablet's age and origin, likewise, we could form no conjecture; and our
erudition was altogether baffled. For many days thereafter we studied the
writing and held argument that came to no issue. And night by night, in a high
chamber closed against the perennial winds, we pondered over the dazzling
triangle by the tall straight flames of silver lamps. For Avyctes deemed that
knowledge of rare value (or haply some secret of an alien or elder magic) was
holden by the clueless crooked ciphers. Then, since all our scholarship was in
vain, the master sought another divination, and had recourse to wizardy and
necromancy. But at first, among the devils and phantoms that answered our in-
terrogation, none could tell us aught concerning the tablet. And any other than
Avyctes would have despaired in the end . . . and well would it have been if he

had despaired, and had sought no longer to decipher the writing ....

The months and years went by with a slow thunder- ing of seas on the dark
rocks, and a headlong clamor of winds around the white towers. Still we
continued our delvings and evocations; and further, always fur- ther we went
into lampless realms of space and spirit; learning, perchance, to unlock the
hithermost of the manifold infinities. And at whiles, Avyctes would resume his
pondering of the sea-found tablet; or would question some visitant from other

spheres of time and place regarding its interpretation.



At last, by the use of a chance formula, in idle experiment, he summoned up
the dim, tenuous ghost of a sorcerer from prehistoric years; and the ghost, in a
thin whisper of uncouth, forgotten speech, informed us that the letters on the
tablet were those of a lan- guage of the serpent-men, whose primordial
continent had sunk aeons before the lifting of Hyperborea from the ooze. But
the ghost could tell us naught of their significance; for, even in his time, the
serpent-people had become a dubious legend; and their deep, ante- human

lore and sorcery were things irretrievable by man.

Now, in all the books of conjuration owned by Avyctes, there was no spell
whereby we could call the lost serpent-men from their fabulous epoch. But there
was an old Lemurian formula, recondite and uncertain, by which the shadow of
a dead man could be sent into years posterior to those of his own life-time, and
could be recalled after an interim by the wizard. And the shade, being wholly
insubstantial, would suffer no harm from the temporal transition, and would
remem- ber, for the information of the wizard, that which he had been instructed

to learn during the journey.

So, having catled again the ghost of the prehistoric sorcerer, wnose name
was Ybith, Avyctes made a singular use of several very ardent gums and com-
bustible fragments of fossil wood; and he and I, re- citing the responses to the
formula, sent the thin spirit of Ybith into the far ages of the serpent-men. And
after a time which the master deemed sufficient, we performed the curious rites
of incantation that would recall Ybith from his alienage. And the rites were
successful; and Ybith stood before us again, like a blown vapor that is nigh to
vanishing. And in words that were faint as the last echo of perishing memories,
the specter told us the key to the meaning of the letters, which he had learned
in the primeval past; and after this, we questioned Ybith no more, but suffered

him to return unto slumber and oblivion.

Then, knowing the import of the tiny, twisted ciph- ers, we read the writing on
the tablet and made thereof a transliteration, though not without labor and
difficulty, since the very phonetics of the serpent tongue, and the symbols and

ideas expressed in the writing, were somewhat alien to those of mankind. And



when we had mastered the inscription, we found that it con- tained the formula
for a certain evocation which, no doubt, had been used by the serpent
sorcerers. But the object of the evocation was not named; nor was there any
clue to the nature or identity of that which would come in answer to the rites.
And moreover there was no corresponding rite of exorcism nor spell of

dismissal.

Great was the jubilation of Avyctes, deeming that we had learned a lore
beyond the memory or pre- vision of man. And though | sought to dissuade him,
he resolved to employ the evocation, arguing that our discovery was no chance
thing but was fatefully pre- destined from the beginning. And he seemed to think
lightly of the menace that might be brought upon us by the conjuration of things
whose nativity and at- tributes were wholly obscure. "For," said Avyctes, "l have
called up, in all the years of my sorcery, no god or devil, no demon or lich or
shadow, which | could not control and dismiss at will. And | am loath to believe
that any power or spirit beyond the subversion of my spells could have been
summoned by a race of serpents, whatever their skill in demonism and necro-

mancy."

So, seeing that he was obstinate, and aeknowledging him for my master in
all ways, | consented to aid Avyctes in the experiment, though not without dire
misgivings. And then we gathered together, in the cham- ber of conjuration, at
the specified hour and configura- tion of the stars, the equivalents of sundry

rare materials that the tablet had instructed us to use in the ritual.

Of much that we did, and of certain agents that we employed, it were better
not to tell; nor shall | record the shrill, sibilant words, difficult for beings not born
of serpents to articulate, whose intonation formed a signal part of the ceremony.
Toward the last, we drew a triangle on the marble floor with the fresh blood of
birds; and Avyctes stood at one angle, and | at another; and the gaunt umber
mummy of an Atlantean warrior, whose name had been Oigos, was stationed at
the third angle. And standing thus, Avyctes and | held tapers of corpse-tallow in
our hands, till the tapers had burned down between our fingers as into a socket.
And in the outstretched palms of the mummy of Oigos, as if in shallow thuribles,



talc and asbestos burned, ignited by a strange fire whereof we knew the secret.
At one side we had traced on the floor an in- frangible ellipse, made by an
endless linked repetition of the twelve unspeakable Signs of Oumor, to which
we could retire if the visitant should prove inimical or rebellious. We waited
while the pole-circling stars went over, as had been prescribed. Then, when the
tapers had gone out between our seared fingers, and the talc and asbestos
were wholly consumed in the mummy's eaten palms, Avyctes uttered a single
word whose sense was obscure to us; and Oigos, being ani- mated by sorcery
and subject to our will, repeated the word after a given interval, in tones that

were hollow as a tomb-born echo; and | in my turn also repeated it.

Now, in the chamber of evocation, before beginning the ritual, we had
opened a small window giving upon the sea, and had likewise left open a high
door on the hall to landward, lest that which came in answer to us should
require a spatial mode of entrance. And during the ceremony, the sea became
still and there was no wind, and it seemed that all things were hushed in awful
expectation of the nameless visitor. But after all was done, and the last word
had been repeated by Oigos and me, we stood and waited vainly for a visible
sign or other manifestation. The lamps burned stilly in the midnight room; and
no shadows fell, other than were cast by ourselves and Oigos and by the great
marble women along the walls. And in the magic mirrors we had placed
cunningly, to reflect those that were otherwise unseen, we beheld no breath or

trace of any image.

At this, after a reasonable interim, Avyctes was sorely disappointed, deeming
that the evocation had failed of its purpose; and I, having the same thought,
was secretly relieved. And we questioned the mummy of Oigos, to learn if he
had perceived in the room, with such senses as are peculiar to the dead, the
sure token or doubtful proof of a presence undescried by us the living. And the

mummy gave a necromantic answer, saying that there was nothing.

"Verily," said Avyctes, "it were useless to wait longer. For surely in some way
we have misunderstood the purport of the writing, or have failed to duplicate the

matters used in the evocation, or the correct in- tonement of the words. Or it



may be that in the lapse of so many aeons, the thing that was formerly wont to
respond has long ceased to exist, or has altered in its attributes so that the spell
is now void and valueless." To this | assented readily, hoping that the matter
was at an end. So, after erasing the blood-marked triangle and the sacred
ellipse of the linked Signs of Oumor, and after dismissing Oigos to his wonted
place among other mummies, we retired to sleep. And in the days that followed,
we resumed our habitual studies, but made no mention to each other of the

strange triangular tablet or the vain formula.

Even as before, our days went on; and the sea climbed and roared in white
fury on the cliffs, and the winds wailed by in their unseen, sullen wrath, bowing
the dark cedars as witches are bowed by the breath of Taaran, god of evil.
Almost, in the marvel of new tests and cantraips, | forgot the ineffectual conjura-

tion, and | deemed that Avyctes had also forgotten it.

All things were as of yore, to our sorcerous per- ception; and there was
naught to trouble us in our wisdom and power and serenity, which we deemed
secure above the sovereignty of kings. Reading the horoscopic stars, we found
no future ill in their as- pect; nor was any shadow of bale foreshown to us
through geomancy, or other modes of divination such as we employed. And our
familiars, though grisly and dreadful to mortal gaze, were wholly obedient to us

the mast