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						 A Rendezvous in Averoigne
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Clark Ashton Smith
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Gerard de l'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 trouvère 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 Frênaie, 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
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						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.
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						 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 theforestofAveroigne.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 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.
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						 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.
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						 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.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "I 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 I can
					
				

				
					
						proffer you is rough and inadequate, and it may be that you will find my abode a trifle dismal. But at least
					
				

				
					
						I can assure you of a welcome no less ready than sincere."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "I thank you for your kind offer," said Gerard. "But I have an appointment with a friend; and I seem in
					
				

				
					
						some unaccountable manner to have lost my way. I should be profoundly grateful if you would direct me
					
				

				
					
						toward Vyones. There should be a path not far from here; and I have been so stupid as to stray from it."
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