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18 / The Eye of Darkness

Dominic set foot on the first step. Then he ventured
further, resolutely telling himself that he was merely
going down eight or nine steps into nothing more
extraordinary than a small dark room.

The cool air of the grotto rose up to meet him,
and he felt as if he were slipping into a pool of night.
He refused to count the steps and so they became
innumerable, leading perhaps to a cavern at the very
centre of the earth.

Eternity passed and there were no more steps. He
found himself standing on the floor of the bower. As
his eyes became accustomed to the gloom, he saw
that what he had imagined as total darkness was
nothing more than a sort of deep twilight relieved by
a patch of sky which he could still see when looking
back up the stairway. A few rays of light also filtered
through a small high window which had been set
into the wall of the folly just above ground level and
which could not be seen at all from the outside,
screened as it was by ferns and grasses.

Something was slithering along the floor. Dominic
peered anxiously through the gloom and thought that
he could make out the shape of a small snake retreat-
ing to the far side of the bower. Probably it was a
grass snake or a blindworm; but the possibility that
it might also be a viper served to justify his appre-
hension about coming down and restored his self-
respect. Viper or not, he was determined to stay until
he discovered what had happened to the Firebird, for
it was not to be seen. '

The wall of the bower, like the outside wall of the
folly itself, was circular. Dominic, his mind filled with
visions of secret panels and hidden springs, decided
to explore every part of it. Surely the Firebird had
gone somewhere. Such a bright and vital creature
could not just cease to be alive.



























The Firebird /27

valley itself curved in a long crescent, so that at first
glance it seemed as if the mountains entirely sur-
rounded the Temple as a distant, protective wall. But
a broad river rippled along the plain like a grey and
green serpent, and Dominic decided that the valley
must be a very long one indeed.

The Temple had apparently been built in untamed
countryside, for there were no fences or houses any-
where. There were, however, two straight roads, each
leading to the foot of the Temple steps. One came up
the valley, sometimes bridging the river, sometimes
running alongside it, passing through woods and over
grassland without any deviation at all. In the same
manner, the other came straight down the valley;
both of them meeting at the crimson steps.

Nowhere was the Firebird to be seen, and Dominic
began to feel depressed. The sun hung in mid-morn-
ing splendour over the mountains, its rays giving a
warm glow to the strange landscape. But its mood of
pleasant optimism was not appreciated by the boy.
He was alone in an unknown country.

Yet not quite alone.

Some distance away, on the road leading up the
valley, Dominic glimpsed a movement. He could just
make out the figure of a man with some kind of small -
trolley or cart.

Dominic ran down the steps. Down the steps and
along the cobblestone road. By the time he came up
with the roadmender—for such the man proved to
be—he was so much out of breath that he could
hardly speak.

The old man, who wore a rough leather tunic and
crude sandals, gazed at him curiously.

“Is there such a need to hurry, boy?” he asked
with an amused smile. “Life holds a substantial num-
ber of days, each day contains no less than twenty-





















































































































































































































































































































130 / The Voices in the Mist

Julian had begun to speak with a certain knowl-
edge of his own clearly held beliefs—beliefs that
had come to him very recently and indistinctly, but
with a grasp at truth that he had never before
experienced: but now as he spoke, the fear of doubt
fell upon him, and with the doubt a return of the
horror, which much lonely conflict towards a way of
life had for long left with him, of the frankly physical
in the human relationships all around him.

The cool hand rested still on his own, deadening
the life in him, and after a little silence the voice
spoke again, but more urgently and compellingly,
though still utterly dispassionate:

Think not of the world, awhile

Set around us to beguile,

Nay, but harken and forget. ...
Youth and Spring together met

In a garden of old time,

In a season sweet with rhyme,

In the Bower of the Rose

Where the fragrant walls enclose,
Stagnant in a sea of strife,

Youth's bright mirror of his life:
Spring with Youth together weaving
Shades in shadowy attire,

Till the world fades from you, leaving
Ghosts of unassuaged desire.

Know the world as you would dream it,
Meet with life where no life is:

Woo the shadows that beteem it,
Shadows fading from your kiss.

Suddenly there was feeling in her voice, but the sense
was one of fear, as of a dark shadow falling over her


















































































































168 / The Bower and the Book

must do next. After a moment’s thought, he began
to examine the room with deliberate care, sounding
the floor and walls for secret doors, and making
certain that the window was latched from within.

When his examination was completed, he went to
the door and looked out along the passage. There
was a light in the distance which he knew must be
in the room at the top of the great staircase, but he
returned to the bedside and picked up the three-
branched candlestick which stood there, experiencing
as he did so the strange feeling of repeating an action
which he could never remember to have performed.

With only a moment’s pause, Julian again passed
through the doorway, and walked quickly along the
corridor between the lines of portraits until he came
again into the open room where the candles still
burned in the many sconces round the walls. Op-
posite him again was the dark well of the staircase,
and on either side of it the two passages leading into
the unknown depths of the house; and standing, one
in the entrance of each passage, were Astrid and
Rhoda.

Without pausing, Julian advanced to the head of
the staircase and prepared to descend; but as he set
his foot on the first tread Astrid called out to him:

“Julian, Julian! Be careful what you are doing!
Think before you act! Is this the course of a reason-
able human being, of a modern man with a modern
grasp of reality? Rosanthe has been carried away into
unknown places; can you help her by endangering
yourself? Self-preservation is the first Christian duty
—for charity begins at home, and self-destruction is
the blackest of sins. So wait: look before you leap;
consider whether after so much time wasted there is
any real possibility of finding Rosanthe at all; and if
















































184 / Rosanthe Presides

more definite as she went; and soon she recognised
it for a shaft of moonlight streaming down a long
narrow staircase approached by an arched doorway
in the wall. Through it she hastened, and sped up
the steps, up, up, until she came suddenly out into
the cool summer night and found herself in an open,
grassy glade of a great, dark wood stretching steeply
uphill in front of her.



















































From the World’s End /201

him like a dream in the dawning, so that when he
looked up at the Rose he was alone. But there was no
loneliness in his solitude, nor any cessation in the
song of the Rose. For Rosanthe was very near to him
in thought, in vivid pictures of frankly romantic
character which he recognised clearly as such and re-
joiced to welcome to the full thus in their rightful
context. Pictures in soft, warm colours chasing one
another and merging as they passed: scenes at sun-
set, on windy mountain slopes, in ruined castles, on
tower tops high above grey cities; scenes in an
ancient red-walled garden, by the fireside at home, in
place after place that was dearly associated with his
childhood: but always Rosanthe was with him, was
very near to him, near until the world was lost in her
eyes—and all was hers now and dear to her as it was
dear to him.

Then, still kneeling, he stretched out his hand to
the Rose and sought to pluck it: but the tough stem
defied every effort, and the sharp thorns drove back
all his attempts.

Then the Voice spoke just behind Julian, quietly,
reassuringly:

“No mortal hand may pluck the Singing Rose, nor
can it be the possession of one alone.”

“But I seek only to gather it for Rosanthe,” cried
Julian, “this, the divine flower of her love and mine.”

“Her love and yours,” repeated the Voice. “Bven
so. The Singing Rose in your heart and in hers,
whence neither you nor she may pluck it. Yet it is
one Rose, and it shall be gathered. But go forth now,
Julian, from the Garden of this Rose, and seek the
Garden of the Rose of your heart. Follow where the
song shall lead, for Rosanthe awaits you at the
World’s End.”
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