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THE SHROUDED WATCHER.

It is many years since the following remarkable
incident in my life took place. For the ordinary
commonplace details of every day experience my
memory is held to be indi but the

by one, at intervals, the t burning candles on the
uble—d:uped altar are gsl:g::lemn‘ly extinguished
My thoughts will wander to these impres-

'sions, s vivid are they still. Well, the eve of Good

I had gone over to see a friend on
rand Harbor, and on my
return after dark, what a pight it was—still, calm,

circumstances in this case were such that they have
indelibly fixed themselves in my recollection, as
though they had occurred yesterday.

At the time I allude to I was a very raw young en-
sign, scarcely done with the goose-step. "My regi-
mieut was quartered in the — T cks, sigu'nue i’n a

search the inclosure for two men fighting, I ran
round to the mess-room. Meanwhile, and before 1
could reach the entrance door to the m the bell
inside was ringing out peal after peal, and an officer
ing out full tilt, nen%knockin me down.
‘What is it 7" I burst out. ** Where's Clifford,” (our
regimental doctor); ‘*is he in his quarters?” was the

a star-specked vault 'he air
was deliciously soft; and as I sat in the stern of the
E::doh—sh-ped gelley while the dark figure of the
tman monotonously and f‘ﬂmﬂi plied his lo:g

at gray ram; frowned on every side,

ahd Tights twinkicd, Rashing back in weverlag du:
plicates from the faintly rippling water. I was soon
ide the low jetty on the Valetta side, and, as-

suburb of the capital of that wel
tress which stands warden over the blue waters of the
Mediterranean highway, within Sight of Sicilian
Etna, and almost of Northern Africa.

To make my narrative clearer, I will begin by pre-
senting to the reader the chief character in it.

Ralph Durston was a young fellow with an odd
hi: . What brought him to Maita none of us ever
exactly knew. He was understood to have been in a
one of ‘‘John Company’s” regiments, but whether
horse or foot I cannot remember. His own account
was -that he had left the Indian service (for some un-
explained reason) and, having found his way to
Vienna, got himself into a regiment of Austrian cav-
alry, as not a few ex-British officers managed at that
time to do. But for reasons best known to himself
and the authorities, his stay in the Kaiser’s service
was not of long duration, and when I joined my
regiment in the island principality sacred to San
Publio, Durston was a well-known character among
the English residents and garrison. Not that the

riety was ive to his fair fame;
but Durston had a singular way of worming himself
into the graces of a particular set, and passed
for a gentleman of affable manners, much wit, and
lly a certain bold diablerie that stuck at noth-
gwlnrit among the
ow well- I can call
iant eyes and black
very peculiar,but really

ing, and gave him a kind of
more daring spirits in societ,
up his apremner Dark,
hair; a tall, lithe figure, with a
bewitching smile on occasions when it suited him to
please; and a beautifully shaped contour of head an
file, He was known to be of good fa.miliv‘:‘lnd, as
E:olud been i i i d made

cend?ng the great flight of steep stone steps, pres-
ently found myself in the m?nit Smd:p’Rgnle.
The echo of the sentry’s sharp challenge, *“ Halt!
who comes there ?”” and ‘‘ Pass, friend—all's well,”
had hardly died down when I found myself at the
door of my quarters, which the officer’ mess-
block. By this time the Paschal moon, all but full,
was hiﬁh in the sky, and cast a great shadow from
the tall buildings facing the range of barracks
across the parade. I should here explain that Thurs-
days were the ‘‘guest” nights of my regiment at
that time, and on this evening the regimental band
had as usual been playing on the open space jusf out-
side, fronting the mess-room windows. It must have
been 11 o’clock when I reached barracks; and
though most of the outsiders who were allowed in
to hear the music on such occasions were gone, 1
noticed two or three still waiting about. One in par-
ticular, a remarkably tall man ina long dark cloak,
and with some sort of over his head like a
monk’s cowl, was standing under one of the mess
windows with his back to me. I sauntered into my
room, lit a cigar, and came out again to muse in the
quiet moonlight over the ‘ Tenebrae,” and the
*¢ Stazione.” B{ this time the loiterers were all gone
except the tall cloaked man, who appeared to have
never moved or changed his position since I saw him
first. The open windows of the mess-room were
still aglow, and through the boughsof a row of lank
stunted trees along the inclosure wall, one could see

d | the distant twinkling lights of the town.

Something in the appearance of this solitary
d re

n the service, my
him an honorary member of our mess; and I rather
think another corps in garrison had given him the
same entree into theirs.

rston was a wonderful billiard player. I never
saw any one beat him at ‘‘losing hazards’ or the
“spot stroke.” As to 1, our ‘lives” were as
nothing in his hands; and at all card games in particu-
lar, both the skill and the luck of the man were ex
traordinary. Night after night I have seen him at
play, and his winnings must have almost sufficed to
maintain him. Asto other traits in his character, I
am sorry to say I never heard of one single good or
rous sentiment that could be traced to him.
urston’s talk at the mess-table or in the anteroom
was of the most cynical flavor it was ever my lot to
hear; and though de mortuis nil nisi bonum an
excellent and decent moral to abide by, truth com-
pels me to add that some very sinister tales of Durs-
ton's influence over the other sex had got about at
the time I speak of. What has now come to be dig-
nified with the name of hypnotism was unknown as
such in those days, but’l believe Durston possessed
some conspicuous powers in this direction, and I am
afraid was not alway over-scrupulous in his use of
them. Even at this distance of time his portrait
stands out clear to my mind’s eye, with a kind of Rem-
brandt-like sheen upon it, by reason of the mysteri-
ous shadow in the background which was to loom up
and cover it with the blackness of darkmess. I
ought puh‘:ss to add, for the better understanding of
what is to follow, that for a little while before the de-
nouement came, some ominous whisperings got
afloat among us about Durston, and the methods
whereby so much silver and gold was rerpetlnlly be-
ing transferred at whist and ecarte from other peo-
ple’s pockets to his own.
I now come to the memorable day of the occurrence
of the strange incident, to one phase of which I and
others were eye wi

eye witnesses.
The season was Holy Week toward the end of April | as of

18. Music has always been a passion with me, and
oon oouldn‘ Good Priday in that partic-

ul n 1 off duty from the dust
'gud the glare of the white

monotonous bawling of the ‘ll-sﬂ;;unt, it was my
want to steal away to the 0 of San Giovanni.
And who that has ever sat in that stately cathedral

church, surrounded by its splendor of inlaid marble
and under the magnificent frescoes of Matteo Preti,

and in the dimly lighted atmosphere, odorous with | Ere

incense, listened to the entrancing strains of the
Office of the ‘' Tenebrae,” could ever fo: it? Such’

isif i expressibly mournful,
the moaning harmoniesof the
1 choruses—like no other music I ever

heard, or probably shall ever hear aguin—while one

- | was plain some of our fellows must

and fixed my attention. To
be so attired in a warm, balmy night like this, in a
semi-tropical climate, seemed peculiar. And I
already been struck with his phenomenal stature,
contrasted with those who had been standing beside
him. With the momentary passing thoughts came

a

q away he rushed
toward the quarter where Dr. Clifford was located.
Iran into the auteroom, along with ome or two of
the mess-waiters, helter-skelter. And what a sight
inside! There, huddled in a group, with pale, scared
faces, a whist-table overturned, and a litter of cards
strewn all over the floor, were some half-dozen of my
comrades of the —th, stooping over the prostrate
form of Durston, who lay motionless, with his lips
apart, eyeballs fixed and staring, his head lying back,
supported by cne of our fellows. It was a terrible
moment. The surgeon, Clhifford, came in a minute
aiter, tore open Durston’s waistcoat and shirt, looked
hard at him, kuelt down and put his ear to the drawn
mouth, felt about the region of the heart, aund shook
his head. Life was extinct.

As for myself, I could hardly believe my senses.
‘The 1mnan 1 bad just seen bodily carried off struggling
in the arms of an unknown “individual, lying here
dead—it seemed an absolute hallucination! I was
too taken aback to ask a single question; but as my
inquiring eyes went round the circle of assembled

- | officers, I could see on the countenances of all a

certain constraint mingled with their horror, but not
a syllgble was said. It was plain there was a further
mystery behind.
'he remains of the ill-fated Durston were removed to

a spare room in the officers’ quarters, and there laid
out to await the official eedings on the morrow.

1t was not till after the funeral that I learned what
bad caused the uproar and altercation in the mess-
room, which immediately preceded the terribly sud-
den catastrophe of that memorable night. Durston
had dined with theregiment, and after the hand had
finished playing, he and some half-dozen subalterns
sat dowii to play vingt-et-un. The stakes were high,
and it was remarked that Durston turned up a remark-
able number of *‘naturals.” Nolan, a not long-joined
ensign, had been dealt an ace of spades and ** stood.”
At t] lusion of th d, Durston, deal
ing again showed a ** natural,” the ace of which proved
to be the ace of spades. This, of course, was too

had | much for young Nolan, green as he was; and though

the tricks of the ‘‘heathen Chinee” had not then been
sung, the case was manifestly something of the same
kind as that worthy's performance. Hence the in-
dignant wafted out to my ears in the

the sound of pretty loud taiking, and
laugh, from the lit-up anteroom opposite, where it
, probably en-
gaged at whist, 1oo or some other card game. As my
fastened itself on the motiouless figure, whost
ead seemed in the bright mioonlight to be bent a
little to one side in an intent listeninf attitude, I be-
came_conscious of a kind of chill and numbness
creeping through my limbs, with that horrible
sense of inability to move forward one occasion-
ally experiences in dreams, when something dread-
ful is going to happen which one wants to avert.
These bethinkings, however, were all the wrok of a
few seconds, when, with eyes still riveted on the mys-
terious watcher, I heard several voices wthin the
room calling out in excited tones as though some al-
tercation were goin, . One voice above all the
others came with akind of stridentsharpness through
the open window, in which it was easy to recogiuize
Durston’s hard and distinct accents. 1 seem to hear
the words rasping out now as I write. *‘Itell youl
dealt myself the ace of spades;” then another voice
young Nolan’s: ‘*I'll take my oath you didn’t,” and
then a terrible imprecation” from Durston, which I
will not at, invoking the Prince of Darkness to
the ruin of his soul and body if what he had stated
was not the truth,
As the last words struck on my ear, the tall cloaked
figure made an instantaneous movement, leaped
up with a light,swift spring to the wind ill he was

barrack square, followed by that awful oath. Where-
upon, according to some of the party, a momentary
gust of air seemed 1o shake the farther windowsash,
and simuluneouslg the card-table was stirred—it was,
they said, like the tremor of a slight earthquake
shock—and stniﬁhtmy Durston threw his hands up
and fell back in his chair, gurgling like one in a fit,
1 have never been able to clear up the mystery of
this dread tragedy. When the formal inquiry by the
military and civil authorities came on, it was elicited
from the non-commissioned officer of the niil::iglurd
that no persou of the description I gave been
seen to enter or leave the ck_precincts. The
certified cause of the death was stated to be aneurism,
pasm, or something of the heart—what I suppose
we should call in common parlance, heart-disease.
'hose who have read thus far may not unnaturally
have explained what T wif in the
square as purc imagination, a phantasm of my own
brain. »And this view I should probably myself have
inclined to, but for one circumstance, which I have
now to mention. In the room above mine, and look-
ingout on the square toward the mess-house, was
quartered a very dear fellow, rather a favorite with
us, although hardly robust enough for the roughing
of a soldier’s life.” Now, it haptened on this very
Thursday evening Salinger, who had been ailing for
some time back of Malta fever, was lying on a couch
in his room by the open window—the night beingso

standing under, and disappeared through the muslin
curtains into the room, for I was unable to see further
into it from my position. Another instant, and an
ear-| 'erichl ;lcregm rang out—a harsh, appalling cry
miuy

extremityg-‘n to my horror and utter amazement he
in the cloak reappeared at the window with Durston
gripped in his arms, and half slung over one shoulder,
apparently struggling desperately.  One instant both
faces were visible in the moonlight; Durston’s ghastly
and convulsed, the other set back in its sombre hood
and covered with a black domino, from the eyelets of
which I was near enough to catch, asI faucied, a
lightniug flash of fiendish malignancy and exultation.
I could collect my bewildered senses sufficiently
to across to stop them, which I did a moment
later, both men had vanished round an angle of the
building. After them I rushed, shouting to the gate-
lenuz to alarm the guard, but on reaching the rear of
the block not asoul was in sight. Out turned the

guard, and telling the sergeant to take a file and

in, rage, and terror, from one in dire fa

nd. He was still there
when I came into barracks and when I was arrested
by the sight of the tall, solitary figure ogpooi&e‘
When, several days after the sad event, I touched on
the subject, Salinger broke in with a very troubled
face, and in a serious, urgent voice asked: *‘Did you
see the man in the long cloak waiting for him?’
Then I knew that whatever extra-vision had been
vouchsafed to me had been shared by him.—Black-
woxds.

——————




