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Book One
 

THE HOUSE OF THE BEARS

 

1:   THE HOUSE OF MORNE
Have we much further to go?’

‘I don’t think so. Only a mile or two,’ said the driver.

‘I’m not looking forward to the return journey,’ declared his wife. ‘How long will you be at the house?’

‘It depends on the patient,’ her husband told her, ‘and what Halsted has to talk about. But he’ll know the road and can lead us back.’

‘I hope so,’ said his wife, feelingly.

Now the road sloped upwards and the hillocks became hills, some of which were wooded. The same melancholy bleakness reigned, the mist was thick in the deeper hollows, and some of the hill-tops were high enough to hide the sun. In their shadows the land and sky seemed the same dark purple.

The driver switched on the headlamps. Great beams shot out and caught the mist, filling the air with garish light. ‘It’s better without them,’ said the driver, and switched them off. ‘Look out for an inn on the left, darling.’

‘An inn, out
here?’

‘Halsted said so. It stands on its own at some cross-roads, where we turn right. It’s only half a mile from there, mostly through the grounds.’

‘What kind of place is it?’

‘I don’t know. Its owner impressed Halsted. England is still old England here. Feudal lords and ancient retainers – and the doctor little more than a courtier, or so I gather. The Mornes have lived in the same house for centuries.’

Now the road was straight, but the driver went slowly.

‘There should be iron gates,’ he informed his wife.

‘
Can
the place be a moated castle?’

‘It would be in keeping.’ The driver slowed down to crawling pace, for a patch of thick mist covered the road and he could see nothing but its sluggish greyness. Even when it thinned, he did not quicken the pace, but leaned forward, hoping to catch a glimpse of the gates.

Suddenly, frighteningly, something moved in front of them. It was a man, rising as if out of the hard road, arms outstretched, mouth wide open, an eerie figure and frightening. Glaring eyes shone in a pale face. The driver jammed on the brakes. His wife, exclaiming, was thrown forward. The figure stayed there, unmoving. The car went slowly on, brakes squealing like a wild banshee might; and then, when it seemed that they would run it down, the figure was swallowed up by the darkness.

‘Sorry,’ said the driver, breathlessly.

‘What – was it?’ His wife’s voice was hoarse.

‘A fool with a twisted sense of humour,’ said her husband.

As he spoke, the lights shone upon a gateway, where great iron gates stood open. On either side of them was a wall, standing much higher than the car. As they passed through, men came running, some carrying weapons which looked like guns and might have been broomsticks. Silently the men split into two groups and ran silently past on either side. They ran in single file, all glancing towards the car but vanishing as they passed the headlamps. Shadows seemed to brush against the windows. Then they were gone, and only the faint mist and the straight road lay ahead.

‘Were they chasing the first man?’ the woman exclaimed.

The same thought struck me,’ said the driver; ‘Or perhaps they like running about the moor in this weather!’ His flippancy struck a false note, and he drove in silence for a few hundred yards until the beams of the headlamps shone upon a fountain in the centre of a great courtyard. The arcs of falling water glinted silver in the headlights. Here the road divided, and the driver took the left-hand fork. Soon they saw the front of the house. It was dark, built of great stone slabs, with long, narrow windows – all of them unlighted.

The road swung right. The headlights showed the great porch, with colonnades and steps leading to a massive door. The driver pulled up outside it, and he and his wife sat back in silence. The only light came from the car. Now that the engine was silent, there was no sound.

‘I don’t think I could stay out here alone,’ said the woman, slowly. ‘I don’t think I’ve got the nerve.’

‘You’re not going to stay out here,’ said her husband. He got out, opened the door for her and helped her out. They walked up the steps, the man counting: ‘. . . five, six, seven, eight.’ Their footsteps sounded very loud. The man took out a torch and shone it on the door. They saw the great iron studs, the tiny slit for a letter-box, the old iron handle and chain of the bell, and the great knocker, which was the shape of a bear. The iron studs were shaped like the heads of bears, their ugly snouts thrust forward and eye sockets empty, giving a ghoulish effect.

‘Here goes,’ said the driver.

He pulled the hanging bell, and as he released it a clanging din broke upon them, startling them both, echoing and re-echoing inside the house. It continued for a long time, gradually growing fainter. The woman clutched her husband’s arm, then drew her hand away and called herself a fool. The man continued to shine his torch, even when he heard sharp, ringing footsteps. The door opened, but no more than a foot. A dim light shone inside, and against it was the outline of a woman, her hair drawn tight over her head.

The man shone the torch straight into her face. Long, narrow, pale as death, it was in keeping with this eerie place. She blinked large, gleaming eyes, moved her head to one side, then turned and looked into the hall.

‘No!’ she called. Her voice echoed.

A man’s voice sounded deep and clear, but as if from a long way off.

‘Then send them away. Send them away! I want no one else here tonight.’

The woman turned and looked at the driver, who had lowered his torch so that it shone upon her black-clad bosom.

‘I am sorry. Sir Rufus is not at home.’

‘Send them away!’
called the man.
‘Send them away!’

The door began to close. The driver of the car put forward a foot to stop it. The woman repeated: ‘I am sorry, Sir Rufus is
out.’

‘I think there is some mistake,’ said the driver. ‘I have an appointment here with Dr. Halsted.’

‘Who are you?’

‘Dr. Palfrey, from London.’

‘Doctor
Palfrey?’

‘Yes.’

The woman turned her head again and called: ‘It is a doctor.’ She opened the door without waiting for a response, and Dr. Palfrey and his wife stepped into the hall. There was no light on; the glow came from a doorway in one corner and seemed a long way off. The hall seemed to have no ceiling and no sides; all those were lost in darkness, except the wall near the lighted door. A tall, heavily-built man with a great mane of hair appeared in the doorway.

‘Do you say it is Halsted?’

‘No, another doctor,’ said the woman. ‘Come this way, please.’ She walked across the hall, her footsteps echoing on stone flags or muffled as she trod on carpets and rugs. The callers followed, Mrs. Palfrey still touching her husband’s arm. As they drew nearer the doorway, they saw that the man’s hair was red; it caught the light, and was like a halo of fire.

He backed away and waited for them in a smaller room, but one which was large by ordinary standards. A blazing chandelier hung from the high ceiling. Heavy furniture stood against the walls and about the room; in a great stone fireplace a mass of wood embers glowed red, and the rich, warm scent of wood smoke lay heavy on the air. The man was standing near the door with his back to the fire; the light from the chandelier fell upon his heavy, handsome face and strange amber eyes.
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