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Never without grief and pain could I remember
the fate of Prince Zaleski—victim of a too
importunate, too unfortunate Love, which the fulgor
of the throne itself could not abash; exile perforce
from his native land, and voluntary exile from the
rest of men! Having renounced the world, over
which, lurid and inscrutable as a falling star, he had
passed, the world quickly ceased to wonder at him;
and even I, to whom, more than to another, the
workings of that just and passionate mind had been
revealed, half forgot him in the rush of things.

But during the time that what was called the
'Pharanx labyrinth' was exercising many of the
heaviest brains in the land, my thought turned
repeatedly to him; and even when the affair had
passed from the general attention, a bright day in
Spring, combined perhaps with a latent mistrust of
the dénoûment of that dark plot, drew me to his
place of hermitage.

I reached the gloomy abode of my friend as the
sun set. It was a vast palace of the older world
standing lonely in the midst of woodland, and
approached by a sombre avenue of poplars and
cypresses, through which the sunlight hardly
pierced. Up this I passed, and seeking out the
deserted stables (which I found all too dilapidated to
afford shelter) finally put up my calèche in the
ruined sacristy of an old Dominican chapel, and



turned my mare loose to browse for the night on a
paddock behind the domain.

As I pushed back the open front door and
entered the mansion, I could not but wonder at the
saturnine fancy that had led this wayward man to
select a brooding-place so desolate for the passage
of his days. I regarded it as a vast tomb of Mausolus
in which lay deep sepulchred how much genius,
culture, brilliancy, power! The hall was constructed
in the manner of a Roman atrium, and from the
oblong pool of turgid water in the centre a troop of
fat and otiose rats fled weakly squealing at my
approach. I mounted by broken marble steps to the
corridors running round the open space, and thence
pursued my way through a mazeland of apartments
—suite upon suite—along many a length of passage,
up and down many stairs. Dust-clouds rose from the
uncarpeted floors and choked me; incontinent Echo
coughed answering ricochets to my footsteps in the
gathering darkness, and added emphasis to the
funereal gloom of the dwelling. Nowhere was there
a vestige of furniture—nowhere a trace of human
life.

After a long interval I came, in a remote tower of
the building and near its utmost summit, to a richly-
carpeted passage, from the ceiling of which three
mosaic lamps shed dim violet, scarlet and pale-rose
lights around. At the end I perceived two figures
standing as if in silent guard on each side of a door
tapestried with the python's skin. One was a post-
replica in Parian marble of the nude Aphrodite of
Cnidus; in the other I recognised the gigantic form
of the negro Ham, the prince's only attendant,
whose fierce, and glistening, and ebon visage
broadened into a grin of intelligence as I came



nearer. Nodding to him, I pushed without ceremony
into Zaleski's apartment.

The room was not a large one, but lofty. Even in
the semi-darkness of the very faint greenish lustre
radiated from an open censerlike lampas of fretted
gold in the centre of the domed encausted roof, a
certain incongruity of barbaric gorgeousness in the
furnishing filled me with amazement. The air was
heavy with the scented odour of this light, and the
fumes of the narcotic cannabis sativa—the base of
the bhang of the Mohammedans—in which I knew it
to be the habit of my friend to assuage himself. The
hangings were of wine-coloured velvet, heavy, gold-
fringed and embroidered at Nurshedabad. All the
world knew Prince Zaleski to be a consummate
cognoscente—a profound amateur—as well as a
savant and a thinker; but I was, nevertheless,
astounded at the mere multitudinousness of the
curios he had contrived to crowd into the space
around him. Side by side rested a palaeolithic
implement, a Chinese 'wise man,' a Gnostic gem, an
amphora of Graeco-Etruscan work. The general
effect was a bizarrerie of half-weird sheen and
gloom. Flemish sepulchral brasses companied
strangely with runic tablets, miniature paintings, a
winged bull, Tamil scriptures on lacquered leaves of
the talipot, mediaeval reliquaries richly gemmed,
Brahmin gods. One whole side of the room was
occupied by an organ whose thunder in that
circumscribed place must have set all these relics of
dead epochs clashing and jingling in fantastic
dances. As I entered, the vaporous atmosphere was
palpitating to the low, liquid tinkling of an invisible
musical box. The prince reclined on a couch from
which a draping of cloth-of-silver rolled torrent over
the floor. Beside him, stretched in its open



sarcophagus which rested on three brazen trestles,
lay the mummy of an ancient Memphian, from the
upper part of which the brown cerements had rotted
or been rent, leaving the hideousness of the naked,
grinning countenance exposed to view.

Discarding his gemmed chibouque and an old
vellum reprint of Anacreon, Zaleski rose hastily and
greeted me with warmth, muttering at the same
time some commonplace about his 'pleasure' and
the 'unexpectedness' of my visit. He then gave
orders to Ham to prepare me a bed in one of the
adjoining chambers. We passed the greater part of
the night in a delightful stream of that somnolent
and half-mystic talk which Prince Zaleski alone
could initiate and sustain, during which he
repeatedly pressed on me a concoction of Indian
hemp resembling hashish, prepared by his own
hands, and quite innocuous. It was after a simple
breakfast the next morning that I entered on the
subject which was partly the occasion of my visit.
He lay back on his couch, volumed in a Turkish
beneesh, and listened to me, a little wearily perhaps
at first, with woven fingers, and the pale inverted
eyes of old anchorites and astrologers, the moony
greenish light falling on his always wan features.

'You knew Lord Pharanx?' I asked.
'I have met him in "the world." His son Lord

Randolph, too, I saw once at Court at Peterhof, and
once again at the Winter Palace of the Tsar. I noticed
in their great stature, shaggy heads of hair, ears of
a very peculiar conformation, and a certain
aggressiveness of demeanour—a strong likeness
between father and son.'

I had brought with me a bundle of old
newspapers, and comparing these as I went on, I
proceeded to lay the incidents before him.



'The father,' I said, 'held, as you know, high office
in a late Administration, and was one of our big
luminaries in politics; he has also been President of
the Council of several learned societies, and author
of a book on Modern Ethics. His son was rapidly
rising to eminence in the corps diplomatique, and
lately (though, strictly speaking, unebenbürtig)
contracted an affiance with the Prinzessin Charlotte
Mariana Natalia of Morgen-üppigen, a lady with a
strain of indubitable Hohenzollern blood in her royal
veins. The Orven family is a very old and
distinguished one, though—especially in modern
days—far from wealthy. However, some little time
after Randolph had become engaged to this royal
lady, the father insured his life for immense sums in
various offices both in England and America, and
the reproach of poverty is now swept from the race.
Six months ago, almost simultaneously, both father
and son resigned their various positions en bloc. But
all this, of course, I am telling you on the
assumption that you have not already read it in the
papers.'

'A modern newspaper,' he said, 'being what it
mostly is, is the one thing insupportable to me at
present. Believe me, I never see one.'

'Well, then, Lord Pharanx, as I said, threw up his
posts in the fulness of his vigour, and retired to one
of his country seats. A good many years ago, he and
Randolph had a terrible row over some trifle, and,
with the implacability that distinguishes their race,
had not since exchanged a word. But some little
time after the retirement of the father, a message
was despatched by him to the son, who was then in
India. Considered as the first step in the
rapprochement of this proud and selfish pair of
beings, it was an altogether remarkable message,



and was subsequently deposed to in evidence by a
telegraph official; it ran:

'"Return. The beginning of the end is come."
Whereupon Randolph did return, and in three
months from the date of his landing in England, Lord
Pharanx was dead.'

'Murdered?'
A certain something in the tone in which this

word was uttered by Zaleski puzzled me. It left me
uncertain whether he had addressed to me an
exclamation of conviction, or a simple question. I
must have looked this feeling, for he said at once:

'I could easily, from your manner, surmise as
much, you know. Perhaps I might even have foretold
it, years ago.'

'Foretold—what? Not the murder of Lord
Pharanx?'

'Something of that kind,' he answered with a
smile; 'but proceed—tell me all the facts you know.'

Word-mysteries of this sort fell frequent from the
lips of the prince. I continued the narrative.

'The two, then, met, and were reconciled. But it
was a reconciliation without cordiality, without
affection—a shaking of hands across a barrier of
brass; and even this hand-shaking was a strictly
metaphorical one, for they do not seem ever to
have got beyond the interchange of a frigid bow.
The opportunities, however, for observation were
few. Soon after Randolph's arrival at Orven Hall, his
father entered on a life of the most absolute
seclusion. The mansion is an old three-storied one,
the top floor consisting for the most part of
sleeping-rooms, the first of a library, drawing-room,
and so on, and the ground-floor, in addition to the
dining and other ordinary rooms, of another small
library, looking out (at the side of the house) on a



low balcony, which, in turn, looks on a lawn dotted
with flower-beds. It was this smaller library on the
ground-floor that was now divested of its books, and
converted into a bedroom for the earl. Hither he
migrated, and here he lived, scarcely ever leaving
it. Randolph, on his part, moved to a room on the
first floor immediately above this. Some of the
retainers of the family were dismissed, and on the
remaining few fell a hush of expectancy, a sense of
wonder, as to what these things boded. A great
enforced quiet pervaded the building, the least
undue noise in any part being sure to be followed by
the angry voice of the master demanding the cause.
Once, as the servants were supping in the kitchen
on the side of the house most remote from that
which he occupied, Lord Pharanx, slippered and in
dressing-gown, appeared at the doorway, purple
with rage, threatening to pack the whole company
of them out of doors if they did not moderate the
clatter of their knives and forks. He had always
been regarded with fear in his own household, and
the very sound of his voice now became a terror. His
food was taken to him in the room he had made his
habitation, and it was remarked that, though simple
before in his gustatory tastes, he now—possibly
owing to the sedentary life he led—became
fastidious, insisting on recherché bits. I mention all
these details to you—as I shall mention others—not
because they have the least connection with the
tragedy as it subsequently occurred, but merely
because I know them, and you have requested me
to state all I know.'

'Yes,' he answered, with a suspicion of ennui,
'you are right. I may as well hear the whole—if I
must hear a part.'


