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    In a climate of suspicion where a misstep can cost a head and a whisper can unmask a life, courage learns to survive by masking itself as cunning, honor is forced to navigate between principle and prudence, and identity becomes a perilous performance staged before the relentless tribunal of history, amid streets haunted by drums and decrees, in which private conscience collides with public terror, and every step through revolutionary streets recalibrates the fragile balance between mercy, justice, and the sheer instinct to endure; here the past's privileges and the future's pledges negotiate their uneasy truce under watchful eyes.

Adventures of the Comte de la Muette during the Reign of Terror, by Bernard Capes, is a historical adventure set amid the convulsions of the French Revolution’s Reign of Terror (1793–1794). An English novelist and short-story writer active from the late nineteenth into the early twentieth century, Capes brought to historical subjects a keen sense of atmosphere and suspense. This work draws on that era’s fascination with Revolutionary France, presenting a tale of peril and pursuit framed by tribunals, decrees, and the precariousness of daily survival. Without dwelling on documentary minutiae, it channels a vivid period mood while maintaining the momentum of classic romantic adventure.

As its title signals, the narrative follows the Comte de la Muette through a sequence of hazardous incidents during the Terror, charting encounters that test allegiance, nerve, and judgment under relentless scrutiny. The experience it offers readers is one of taut suspense and swift reversals, where strategy must answer force and wit must outpace surveillance. Capes shapes the action with clear stakes and a steady, propulsive line, yet leaves room for tonal shadings—irony, gallantry, and somber reflection on the costs of survival. The mood alternates between breathless escape and poised contemplation, inviting readers to savor both velocity and nuance.

At its core, the book probes the fault line between justice and vengeance: how a revolution pledged to liberty can cultivate rituals of fear, and how individuals navigate those rituals without surrendering their humanity. It contemplates the instability of status and the performance of identity when names, clothes, and accents can doom or deliver. It also weighs private loyalty against public demand, exposing the dilemmas born when law hardens into spectacle. These themes emerge not as lectures but as pressures inside scenes of danger and choice, giving the story a moral texture that resonates beyond its historical frame.

Through the figure of the Comte, the narrative examines what it means to carry a title in a world committed to erasing titles, and to act as a person rather than an emblem when crowds and committees prefer emblems. His situation intensifies questions every character in such times must face: whom to trust, when to speak, how far to risk for a principle, and when prudence is not cowardice but care. The aristocratic lens does not narrow the field; it sharpens contradictions—between inherited obligation and immediate necessity, between chivalric ideals and the stark arithmetic of survival.

Readers drawn to the romance of history will recognize a lineage of cloak-and-dagger ingenuity and ethical testing that reaches from nineteenth-century adventure traditions to later revolutionary tales. Without mimicking any predecessor, Capes’s work sits comfortably near stories that stage daring under pressure and debate conscience amid danger, inviting comparison with the broader repertoire that includes Dumas’s and Orczy’s explorations of Revolutionary France. The craft here favors crisp setup, revealing turn, and concentrated aftermath—set pieces built to heighten tension yet leave interpretive space. That balance gives the book both immediate narrative pleasure and enduring curiosity.

Why might this matter now? Because the Reign of Terror, as a setting, concentrates enduring questions: how states justify extraordinary measures, how rhetoric reshapes reality, how neighbors become informers, and how individuals keep faith with themselves when rules change overnight. Adventures of the Comte de la Muette during the Reign of Terror offers, within an accessible and exciting historical frame, an inquiry into courage, compromise, and the uses of disguise—social, political, and psychological. It rewards readers who enjoy brisk historical stakes and those who seek thoughtful tension about power and principle, letting both impulses meet in a story of peril and poise.
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    Bernard Capes’s Adventures of the Comte de la Muette during the Reign of Terror is a historical adventure set at the height of the French Revolution. It follows a dispossessed nobleman, the Comte de la Muette, as he moves through Paris and the provinces amid tribunals, informers, and shifting loyalties. The narrative opens with the city under emergency rule, where daily life is governed by committees and scarcity, and danger hangs over anyone marked by birth or opinion. Against this backdrop, the Comte reappears from obscurity, adopting guile and disguise to navigate surveillance and suspicion, signaling a story of resourcefulness, risk, and the pursuit of purpose in a volatile age.

Early chapters establish the Comte’s methods and motives through a succession of tightly staged encounters. He uses reversible identities and coded introductions to test allies in workshops, salons in disguise, and public queues, while evading patrols and watch committees. A recurring official from the revolutionary police emerges as a counterpart who recognizes the Comte’s skill but distrusts his origins, sharpening the stakes. A young woman—intelligent, self-possessed, and politically ambiguous—enters the story as a figure whose safety and loyalties become the axis for several gambits. These episodes balance observation of civic rituals with swift reversals, building a pattern of calculated risks that define the Comte’s operating style.

As the Comte’s circle widens, he assembles a practical network: a faithful valet with a memory for faces, an artisan with access to travel papers, and a former actor adept at mimicry. Together they arrange covert passages, switch credentials, and stage carefully timed distractions. The Comte’s maneuvering brings him inside prison walls as a visitor under assumed authority and back out again with information that alters his plans. Courtrooms, guardrooms, and crowded streets provide a vivid route through the city’s anatomy of power. Throughout, the counterpoint between public fervor and private hesitation underscores how the Terror’s machinery relies on ordinary routines turned exacting and perilous.

Midway, the story expands beyond Paris. The Comte undertakes journeys to outlying districts, where the pressures of requisitioning and denunciation press differently on towns and châteaux. In landscapes marked by burnt estates and barricaded parishes, he witnesses fear and rigidity on every side. A mission intended to secure refuge reveals a concealed agenda, and a trusted contact’s misstep forces the Comte to reconsider whom he can trust and how his name endangers others. The countryside episodes heighten the themes of identity and responsibility, contrasting the Comte’s personal code with the era’s insistence on uniform conviction, and showing how returning home can be as treacherous as venturing abroad.

Back in Paris, the Comte adopts a double game that puts him within reach of the institutions that threaten him. Using forged mandates and careful etiquette, he navigates antechambers and archives, listening more than speaking and learning the rhythms of signatures and seals. A choice emerges between securing the escape of one vulnerable person and preserving a broader channel of relief for many. The book presents this as a practical dilemma rather than a moral lecture, aligning the Comte’s decisions with timing, access, and the survival of useful fictions. The rival official, noticing patterns, narrows the hunt, turning the Comte’s improvisation into a sustained contest of wits.

A reversal brings the Comte under restraint, and he experiences the city from inside its carceral routine: the intake lists, the whispered economies of straw mattresses, and the morning roll of carts. The narrative lingers on the voices of fellow prisoners, each holding to a vocation or memory as ballast. Questioned with procedural politeness that conceals danger, the Comte answers obliquely, leaning on technicalities and the ambiguities of paper. Outside, his collaborators work to synchronize alarms and alibis without revealing their chain. The opponent, meanwhile, offers inducements that amount to a test: exchange information for breathing space. Tension accumulates without final disclosure of outcomes.

Released into movement—by design or accident—the Comte returns to streets charged by festivals, orations, and the ebb and flow of fashion as politics. A large public spectacle becomes the stage for a layered maneuver in which costumes, passwords, and crowd currents matter as much as courage. New facts about the young woman’s background surface, altering the Comte’s calculus without settling it. The narrative keeps focus on logistics: rendezvous points, shutters that open at a signal, and the precise hour when patrols change. With each sequence, the Comte’s title becomes both talisman and target, its old privileges useless, its responsibilities still binding under new names.

Approaching the climax, the city grows more brittle, the Committee more watchful, and the Comte’s gambits more compressed in time. A last undertaking interweaves private fidelity with public danger, drawing together acquaintances, informers, and bystanders encountered earlier. The rival official closes in, but the political weather shifts unpredictably around them. Whether rescue or revelation, the culminating action turns on preparation laid in prior chapters but avoids a definitive statement of resolution here. The tone remains controlled rather than melodramatic, emphasizing sequence over sensationalism and presenting the endgame as a natural consequence of cumulative choices made under pressure.

The book concludes by returning to its central theme: how character, chance, and theater shape survival when institutions operate at extremity. Without endorsing a faction, it shows the Terror as a system that compels improvisation and tests the limits of loyalty and disguise. The Comte’s adventures portray nobility not as birthright but as attention to others, a readiness to risk, and an acceptance of consequences. The final pages suggest continuation rather than closure, with the Comte defined less by rank than by resourcefulness. Overall, Capes offers a compact panorama of a fearful time through agile episodes that stress movement, constraint, and the uses of courage.
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    Set in Paris during Year II of the French Revolutionary calendar (1793–1794), the narrative unfolds amid the machinery of the Reign of Terror. The city’s political topography—its 48 sectional assemblies, the insistent presence of the Commune, and surveillance committees—shapes everyday life. Landmarks like the Conciergerie, the Place de la Révolution (where the guillotine stood), and the former royal precincts near La Muette evoke the collapse of the ancien régime. The title’s aristocratic “Comte” positions the story within a social order under extinction, while the geography of Parisian prisons, tribunals, and cordons of National Guards frames a world governed by denunciations, civic oaths, and improvised revolutionary legality.

The fall of the monarchy in August 1792 inaugurated the radical phase that the book mirrors. On 10 August 1792, sans-culottes and federates stormed the Tuileries; the Swiss Guards were cut down, and Louis XVI was suspended, then imprisoned in the Temple. The September Massacres (2–6 September 1792) saw crowds invade prisons like the Abbaye and La Force, killing suspected counterrevolutionaries. On 21 September, the National Convention abolished the monarchy and proclaimed the Republic. The novel’s atmosphere of sudden reversals, street violence, and improvisational justice draws directly on this crucible, where aristocratic identity became a liability and urban crowd politics redefined legitimacy.

The king’s trial and execution set the ideological stakes of the Terror. Tried in December 1792–January 1793 for treason, Louis XVI was guillotined on 21 January 1793 at the Place de la Révolution; Marie Antoinette followed on 16 October 1793, and Madame Élisabeth on 10 May 1794. These deaths sharpened the Republic’s internal war against perceived enemies and polarized European opinion as the First Coalition formed and stiffened. The book channels the psychological shock of regicide and its aftermath—loyalty tests, clandestine royalist networks, and desperate strategies of masking identity—into episodes where noble lineage invites suspicion and survival depends upon negotiation with new civic rituals.

The administrative architecture of the Terror dominates the work’s backdrop. The Committee of Public Safety (created 6 April 1793) and the Committee of General Security orchestrated surveillance, while the Revolutionary Tribunal (established 10 March 1793) standardized political justice. The Law of Suspects (17 September 1793) widened arrest criteria to “enemies of liberty,” filling the Conciergerie, Luxembourg, and Sainte-Pélagie prisons. The Law of 22 Prairial (10 June 1794) curtailed defense rights and accelerated executions at the guillotine. The narrative’s interrogations, forged certificates of civisme, and perilous court appearances reflect this legal compression, where paperwork, neighborhood committees, and a whispered denunciation could determine life or death.

Popular politics and religious upheaval transform the city’s social fabric. Parisian sections and their comités de surveillance mobilized sans-culotte activism, enforcing rationing and revolutionary decorum. The dechristianization movement peaked in late 1793, closing churches and promoting the Cult of Reason, staged at Notre-Dame on 10 November 1793. Robespierre countered with the Cult of the Supreme Being, celebrated on 8 June 1794. These rituals publicly re-scripted virtue and citizenship. The book echoes the pressure to perform revolutionary piety—renaming, icon changes, and civic fêtes—while hinting at private dissent, concealed devotions, and the perils of an imprudent remark in a world where moral theater doubled as political surveillance.

War and scarcity intensified radicalization. The levée en masse (23 August 1793) conscripted resources and men, feeding the War of the First Coalition against Britain, Austria, and Prussia. Civil war raged in the Vendée (1793–1796), with battles from Saumur to Savenay (23 December 1793) and atrocities such as Carrier’s noyades at Nantes. Federalist revolts erupted in Lyon and Marseille in 1793; Lyon’s siege ended in October with brutal reprisals. Toulon, seized by royalists and British allies, was retaken on 19 December 1793, launching Napoleon’s prominence. The Law of the General Maximum (29 September 1793) regulated prices amid assignat inflation. The narrative’s queues, bread riots, and contraband trade reflect the daily costs of total war.

Factional conflict culminated in purges that defined the Terror’s climax and collapse. The Hébertists, voices of extreme sans-culotte pressure, were executed on 24 March 1794; the Indulgents around Danton followed on 5 April 1794. Robespierre’s ascendancy peaked with Prairial justice, then unraveled during the Thermidorian Reaction on 9 Thermidor, Year II (27 July 1794); he and allies were executed the next day. The Jacobin Club closed, tribunals ebbed, and detainees were released. The book leverages this sequence for narrative release: plots hinging on informers, emergency laws, and section politics give way to sudden reprieves, illustrating how swiftly political tides reversed fortunes in a regime where virtue and terror had fused.

By dramatizing arrests, tribunals, and the surveillance state, the book critiques revolutionary justice as coercive theater that devoured both aristocrats and radicals. It exposes how class labeling, emergency economics, and politicized virtue blurred legal protections, enabling persecution by rumor and administrative fiat. Through the figure of an embattled noble navigating sections, committees, and price laws, it interrogates the moral calculus that sacrificed due process to public safety. The work underscores how scarcity and war licensed exceptional measures, while showing their corrosive effects on civic trust, private conscience, and social bonds—an implicit warning about the fragility of rights under ideological absolutism.
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One morning I awoke in La Bourbe[1] and looked across at Deputy
Bertrand as he lay sprawled over his truckle-bed, his black hair like
a girl’s scattered on the pillow, his eyelids glued to his flushed
cheeks, his face, all blossoming with dissipation, set into the
expression of one who is sure of nothing but of his own present
surrender to nothingness. Beside him were his clothes, flung upon a
chair, the tri-colour sash, emblematic stole of his confused ritual,
embracing all; and on a nail in the wall over his head was his
preposterous hat, the little carte de civisme[4] stuck in its band.



Casimir Bertrand (one time Casimir Bertrand de Pompignan) I had known
and been friendly with at Le Plessis. Later he had imbibed theories;
had become successively a Lameth, a Feuillant, a Jacobin—a
constitutionalist, a moderate, an extremist; had spouted in the
Faubourgs and overflowed in sectional Committee rooms; had finally
been elected to represent a corner of the States-General. I had known
him for a pious prig, a coxcomb, a reckless bon-vivant. He was always
sincere and never consistent; and now at last, in the crisis of his
engaging sans-cullotism[2], he had persuaded me, a proscribed royalist,
to take an advantage of his friendship by lodging with him. Then it
was that the driving-force behind his character was revealed to me. It
was militant hedonism. Like Mirabeau, he was a strange compound of
energy and voluptuousness. He turned altogether on the nerves of
excitement. He was like a clock lacking its pendulum, and he would
crowd a dozen rounds of the dial into the space of a single hour. Such
souls, racing ahead of their judgment, illustrate well the fable of
the Hare and the Tortoise; and necessarily they run themselves down
prematurely. Casimir was an epicure, with a palate that could joyfully
accommodate itself to black bread and garlic; a sensualist, with the
power to fly at a word from a hot-bed of pleasure to a dusty desert of
debate. Undoubtedly in him (did I make him the mirror to my
conscience), and in a certain Crépin, with whom I came subsequently
to lodge, and who was of the type only a step lower in the art of
self-indulgence, I had an opportunity to see reflected a very serious
canker in the national constitution.



Now he opened his eyes as I gazed on him, and shut them again
immediately. It was not his habit to be a slug-a-bed, and I recognised
that his sleep was feigned. The days of his political influence were
each pregnant of astonishing possibilities to him, and he was too
finished an epicure to indulge himself with more than the recuperative
measure of slumber—frothed, perhaps, with a bead of æsthetic
enjoyment in the long minute of waking.



“Casimir!” I called softly; but he pretended not to hear me.



“What, my friend! the sun is shining, and the eggs of the old serpent
of pleasure will be hatching in every kennel.”



He opened his eyes at that, fixed and unwinking; but he made no
attempt to rise.



“Let them crack the shells and wriggle out,” he said. “I have a fancy
they will be a poisonous brood, and that La Bourbe is pleasantly
remote from their centres of incubation.”



“Timorous! I would not lose a thrill in this orgy of liberty.”



“But if you lost——?” he checked himself, pursed his lips, and nodded
his head on the pillow.



“Jean-Louis, I saw the Sieur Julien carried to the scaffold last
night. He went foaming and raving of a plot in the prisons to release
the aristocrats in their thousands upon us. There is an adder to
reproduce itself throughout the city! Truly, as you say, the kennels
will swarm with it.”



“And many will be bitten? My friend, my friend, there is some dark
knowledge in that astute head of yours. And shall I cower at home when
my kind are in peril?”



“My faith! we all cower in bed.”



“But I am going out.”



“Be advised!” (He struggled quickly up on his elbow. His face bore a
clammy look in the sunlight.) “Be advised and lie close in your
form—like a hare, Jean-Louis—like a hare that hears the distant
beaters crying on the dogs. Twitch no whisker and prick not an ear.
Take solace of your covert and lie close and scratch yourself, and
thank God you have a nail for every flea-bite.”



“What ails thee of this day then, morose?”



“What ails this Paris? Why, the Prussians are in Verdun,[1q] and the
aristocrats must be forestalled.”



“But how, Deputy.”



“I do not know. I fear, that is all.”



“Well, there lies your sash—the talisman to such puerile emotions.”



“Return to bed, Jean-Louis. It is unwise to venture abroad in a
thunderstorm.”



“It is unwiser to shelter beneath a tree.”



“But not a roof-tree. Oh, thou fool! didst thou not close thine eyes
last night on a city fermenting like a pan of dough?”



“‘Et cette alarme universelle

Est l’ouvrage d’un moucheron.’”





“But go your way!” he cried, and scrambled out of bed.



He walked to the little washstand with an embarrassed air, and set to
preparing our morning cup of chocolate from the mill that stood
thereon.



“After all,” he said, when the fragrant froth sputtered about his
nostrils, “the proper period to any exquisite sensation is death.[2q] I
dread no termination but that put to an hour of abstinence. To die
with the wine in one’s throat and the dagger in one’s back—what could
kings wish for better?”



He handed me my cup, and sipped enjoyingly at his own.



“I am representative of a constituency,” he said, “yet a better judge
of wine than of men. The palate and the heart are associated in a
common bond. That I would decree the basis of the new religion. ‘Tears
of Christ’!—it is a vintage I would make Tallien and Manuel and
Billaud de Varennes drunk on every day.”



He laughed in an agitated manner, and glanced at me over the rim of
his cup.



“Go your way, Jean-Louis,” he repeated; “and pardon me if I call it
the right mule one. But you will walk it, for I know you. And eat your
fill of the sweet thistle-flowers before the thorns shall stab your
gullet and take all relish from the feast.”



“Casimir!” I cried in some black wonder—“this is all the language of
a villain or an hysteric——!”



I paused, stared at his twitching face, took up my hat quietly, and
left the room.



* * * * * * *



A little frost on a foot, or a little blood. What is the significance
of either. Once the bimbelotiers[5] of the Palais Royal used to
manufacture cards of Noël, very pretty and sparkling with rime. That
was before the apotheosis of the “Third [or butterfly] State”; and
many a time, during the winter of ’84, I have seen poor vagrants of
the chosen brood, unwitting yet of the scarlet wings developing
underneath their rugged hides, ponder over the fanciful emblems in the
shop windows, and then look down with wonder at their own cracked and
bleeding toes. To whom, then, could the frost appeal in this dainty
guise? Not surely to those who must walk with bare feet? It is all the
point of view, said the philosophers. But, they added, blood is warm,
and it is well to wear socks of it if you can get no other. Put these
on and look again, and you will see differently.



Not just yet, perhaps; and in the meantime the king empties his
private purse to buy wood for the freezing people. This will warm them
into loyalty while it lasts; and they crawl out of their icy burrows,
or gather up their broken limbs on the snow beds—whereinto they have
been ground by the sleds and chariots of the wealthy that rush without
warning down the muffled streets—to build monuments of snow to the
glory of their rulers. Then by-and-by these great obelisks melt, and
add their quota to the thaw that is overwhelming what the frost has
spared.



The red socks! Now, on this wild Sunday of September, when the
monuments that bore the names of the good king and queen are collapsed
and run away some eight years, the tocsin[3] is pealing with a clamour of
triumph from the steeples; for at last the solution of the riddle has
been vouchsafed to the “Third State,” and it knows that to acquire the
right point of view it must wear socks, not of its own blood but of
that of the aristocrats, to whom the emblems of Noël were made to
appeal.



* * * * * * *



All day I felt the pulse of the people, quickening, quickening—an
added five beats to every hour—with wonder, rage, and, at last,
terror maniacal. Paris was threatened; hard-wrung freedom was
tottering to its fall.



This Paris was a vessel of wrath on treacherous waters—manned by
revolted slaves; the crew under hatches; encompassed by enemies on
every side. What remained but to clear the decks for action,—every
hero to his post at the vast bulwarks; every son-of-a-sea-cook to
remain and poniard the prisoners lest they club their manacles and
take their captors in the rear!



At two o’clock the tocsin pealed—the signal to prepare for the fray.
From its first blaring stroke I ceased, it seemed, to be myself. I
waived my individuality, and became as much a conscript of the rising
tide of passion as a high-perched stone that the wave at last reaches
and drags down with the shingle becomes a condition of the general
uproar. I made, indeed, no subscription to this fanatical heat of
emotion; I was simply involved in it—to go with it, and perish of it,
perhaps, but never to succumb to its disordered sophistries or yield
my free soul to its influence. Possibly I had a wild idea, in the
midst of sinister forebodings, that a few such as I, scattered here
and there, might leaven the ugly mass. But I do not know. Hemmed in by
wrath and terror, thought casts its buoys and sinks into very
fathomless depths.



From the Place de Grève, along Pelletier Quay; across the Ponts au
Change and St Michel; westwards by the Rue St André des Arcs, where a
little diversion was caused by a street-singer at whom the crowd took
offence, in that he, being an insignificant buffoon, did pelt it with
its classic pretentiousness, wagging his coat-tails in contempt
thereof (“À bas, Pitou!” they shrieked; “we will dock thee of thy
sting and put thee to buzz in a stone bottle!”—and they had him
unfrocked in a twinkling and hoisted for punishment); round, with a
curve to the south, into the Rue de Bussi; thence, again westwards,
along the street of St Marguerite; finally, weathering the sinister
cape of the Abbaye St Germain, northwards into the Rue St Benoit and
up to the yard entrance of the very prison itself,—such was the long
course by which I was borne, in the midst of clamour, hate, and
revilings, some dreadful early scenes in the panorama of the
Revolution unfolded before my eyes—scenes crudely limned by crude
street artists, splashed and boltered with crimson, horrible for the
ghastly applause they evoked.



I saw and I was helpless—the block about the carriages of the
nonjurants—the desperate stroke at the sans-culotte that cut the
knot of indecision—the crashing panels, the flying and flung priests.
One damnable with a sabre split a bald head, that came wavering in my
direction, like a melon, and the brains flew like its seeds. I shut my
eyes and thought, Mercy is in right ratio with the hardness of the
blow. Strike deep, poor guttersnipes, if you must strike at all!



Then began the “severe justice of the people.”



* * * * * * *



What was I, poor philosophic misérable[6], but a germ of those germs
in that great artery of blood that the revolted system was
endeavouring to expel. I saw numbers of my kind thrown forth and
mangled in the midst of horrors unspeakable; I was borne helpless to
the heart, and was rejected to fly shuddering to remote veins of the
prison’s circulation, only to return by an irresistible attraction to
the central terror. More than once my mad expostulations brought me
into perilous notice.



“You have hard wrongs to avenge!” I shrieked; “but at least the form
of pleading has been granted you!”



“And these!” cried the killers. “Blood of God! is not Bastille
Maillard within there checking the tally of the accursed? Aristocrat
art thou!”



They bounded from me to a fresh victim thrust that moment from the
door. She came dazed into the flare of the torches—a white face with
umber hair tumbled all about it. Two gloating hounds took her under
the arm-pits; a third——



Ciel! pour tant de rigueur, de quoi suis-je coupable?



* * * * * * *



I do not know whither my wanderings tended, or what space of time was
covered by them. Sooner or later I was always back at the Abbaye,
glutting my soul with assurance of its own wreck, helpless, despite my
loathing of it, to resist the attraction. What horror absorbs the moth
as it circles round the flame, I thought in those recurrent moments I
could understand.



Once, when I returned, an unwonted silence reigned about the place. A
few vampire figures, restless, phantasmal, flitted hither and thither
in the neighbourhood of the reeking shambles. But the slaughterers and
the red ladies of St Michel were retired, during an interval in the
examination, for refreshment. I heard the shrill buzz of their voices
all down the Rue St Benoit and from the wine and lemonade shops
opposite the very gates by which I stood.



I looked into the fearful yard. My God! the dead, it seemed, were
phosphorescent with the rottenness of an ancient system! Here, there,
on all sides they broke the darkness with blots of light like hideous
glow-worms—their hundred white faces the reflectors of as many lamps.



“But it is a brave illumination!” gurgled a voice at my ear.



I glanced aside in loathing. A little old woman, whose lungs barked at
every breath, stood near me. She laughed as if she would shake herself
into touchwood.



“A brave illumination!” she wheezed—“the inspiration of the girl La
Lune. She was dedicated to the Holy Mother; and her skirt! Oh, mon
Dieu! but it was of the azure of heaven, and now it is purple as a
strangled face; and it slaps on her ankles. But by-and-by she must
seek purification, for she is dedicated to the holy Virgin.”



“She placed these lamps?”



“She led her sisters to the committee that sits there.” (She pointed a
gnarled finger. To one side of the dreadful quadrangle a dull glow
came melancholy through some tall windows.) “She complained that
ladies who would fain enjoy the show were prevented by the darkness.
Then to each dead aristocrat they put a lamp. That was a fine
courtesy. It is not often one sees such goods brought to market.”



A wild cloud of shapes came rushing upon us with brandished weapons
and a demon skirl of voices. I thought at first that I must be the
object of their fury; but they passed us by, cursing and
gesticulating, and drove something amongst them up the yard, and
stopped and made a ring about it on the bloody stones. What was it? I
had a glimpse of two petrified faces as the little mob swept by, and a
queer constriction seized my heart. Then, all in a moment, I was
following, crying in my soul that here was something tangible for my
abased humanity to lay hold of—some excuse to indulge a passion of
self-sacrifice—some claim to a lump of ice at my feet and a lamp at
my head. The dead were so calm, the living so besotted. A miserly
theft, I thought, to take another’s blood when one’s own gluts one’s
arteries to suffocation.



I looked over the shoulders of the outermost of the group. What
horrible cantrip of Fortune had consigned this old barren weed of a
man, this white exotic of a girl, to a merciless handling by these
demons? The two were in walking dress, and not in the déshabille of
prisoners. There was a lull in the systematic progress of the
butchery. Here, it would seem, was an entr’acte designed only to
relieve the tedium of waiting.



A half-dozen harpies held the girl. There was a stain of red on her
ripe young lip, for I think one of the beasts had struck her; but her
face was stubborn with pride. In front of all the old wizened man, who
had been released, ran to and fro in an agony of obsequious terror.



“Yes, yes,” he quavered, “’tis a luminous sight—an admirable show!
They lie like the fallen sticks of rockets, glimmering a dying spark.
Is it not so, Carinne? Little cabbage, is it not so?”



He implored her with his feverish eyes.



“They are martyrs!” cried the girl; “and you are a coward!”



“No, no!” he wailed, and wrung his hands; and “My God! she will murder
me!” he shrieked.



Suddenly he saw, darted through the ring of ruffians, and caught the
breast of my coat with both his hands.



“Monsieur! you have nobility in your face! Tell these good souls that
I am a furious patriot and a good citizen. Monsieur, Monsieur! We walk
abroad—we are involved, unwitting, in the mêlée. The girl
denounces all for pigs and murderers, and, naturally, those who hear
take umbrage and force us hither.”



His dry lips vibrated; he danced up and down like a gnat on a
window-pane. All the time the women were volubly chattering and the
men cursing and pulling. They desired, it seemed, a prologue to the
second act of the tragedy; and that was bad art. But then they were as
drunk as one could wish.



“Thou art nice and dainty, citoyenne!” they shrieked. “See
here—thou shalt be vivandière to the brave army of avengers! Tap
her an aristocrat heart and fill her a canteen that all may drink!”



The beastly proposal was not too gross for the occasion. A man lurched
forward with a jeering oath, and I—I sprang to the front too, and
took the hound by his gulping throat. There came a great noise about
me; I did not relax my hold, and some one rushed into our midst.



“What do you here!” he cried, harshly (Casimir’s voice). “Death of
God! have you orders to insult and threaten peaceable citizens who
walk abroad to see the illuminations?”



With a fierce sweep of his arms he cleared all away in front of him.
The act—the gesture, brought him to my side.



“Go—escape!” he whispered, frantically. “This, here, I will attend
to.”



“You knew, then?” I gasped out; and he fell back from me.



But I released my hold and stood panting. I was at the moment no whit
in love with life, but I dreaded by the least stubbornness to
precipitate the catastrophe that threatened that half-fainting girl.
Her Casimir gave his arm to in a peremptory manner. She clung to him,
and he led her stumbling across the yard, the little whimpering
pinch-fist scuttling in their wake. The mob spat curses after them,
but—this intermezzo being no part of its programme—it respected
the Deputy’s insignia of office so far as to allow him his perquisite.



Then, with a howl of fury, it turned upon me—



“Accursed! thou dost well to dispute the people’s will!”



“See his fine monseigneur hands, washed white in a bath of milk, while
the peasants drank rotten water!”



“He will think to cow us with a look. He cannot disabuse himself of
the tradition. Down with the dog of an aristocrat!”



“But if he is Brunswick’s courier—Brunswick that would dine in Paris
on the boiling hearts of patriots!”



I was backing slowly towards the gate as they followed reviling me.
What would you? I could not help others; I would take my own destinies
in hand. Here, in deadly personal peril, I felt my feet on the good
earth once more, and found restoration of my reason in a violence of
action. There was no assistance possible. Paris this night was a
menagerie, in which all beasts of prey and of burden were released
from restraint to resolve for themselves the question of survival.



In a moment I turned and fled, and half-a-dozen came screaming after
me. I gained the gate in advance, and sped down the Rue St Benoit. One
man, lurching from a wineshop, cut at me aimlessly with a notched and
bloody sabre; but I evaded him with ease, and he fell into the midst
of the pursuers, retarding them a little. I reached the south-west
angle of the prison, where the Place split up, like the blown corner
of a flag, into many little crooked ribbons of streets, and amongst
these I dived, racing haphazard, while the red-socks thudded in my
wake and my heart in my ribs. Suddenly, turning a corner, I saw the
narrow mouth of an alley gape to my left. Into it I went, like a
touched worm into its hole, and, swallowed by the blackness, stood
still. The feet pounded by; but, sooner or later, I knew the dogs must
nose back to pick up the lost scent. Then they would have me nicely in
a little cul de sac, like a badger in a tub.



I leaned my shoulder—to the wall, as I thought; but the wall gave to
my pressure, and I stumbled and went through it with a sliding run,
while something flapped to, grievously scoring my shins in its
passing. I was on my feet in an instant, however, and then I saw that
I had broken, by way of a swing-door, into a little dusty lobby, to
one side of which was a wicket and pay-place, and thence a flight of
wooden stairs ran aloft to some chamber from which flowed down a
feeble radiance of light.



I pushed through the wicket (not a soul was in the place, it seemed)
and went softly and rapidly up the stairs. At the top I came upon a
sight that at first astounded, then inspired me.



I was in one of those salles de spectacle that were at that time as
numerous in Paris as were political clubs—a wide, low room, with an
open platform at its further end for musicians, and, round three of
its walls, a roped-in enclosure for figures in waxwork. It was these
bowelless dolls that caused me my start, and in which I immediately
saw my one little chance of salvation.



I went down the row gingerly, on tiptoe. A horn lantern, slung over
the stair-head, was the only light vouchsafed this thronged assembly
of dummies. Its rays danced weakly in corners, and lent some of the
waxen faces a spurious life. A ticket was before each
effigy—generally, as I hurriedly gathered, a quite indispensable
adjunct. I had my desperate plan; but perhaps I was too particular to
select my complete double. Here, a button or the cut of a collar were
the pregnant conditions of history. The clothes made the man, and
Mirabeau had written ‘Le Tartufe’ on the strength of a flowing wig. I
saw Necker personating our unhappy monarch in that fatal Phrygian cap
that was like the glowing peak of a volcano; stuttering Desmoulins
waving a painted twig, his lips inappropriately inseparable; the
English Pitt, with a nose blown to a point; Voltaire; Rousseau;
Beaumarchais—many of the notabilities and notorieties of our own
times—and before the last I stopped suddenly.



I would not for the world insult the author of ‘Figaro’; but it was my
distinction to be without any; and in a waxwork the ticket makes the
man.



Pierre Augustin was represented pointing a Republican moral—in dress
a pseudo petit-maître—at his feet a broken watch. One recalls the
incident—at Versailles—when a grand seigneur requests the
ex-horologist to correct his timepiece for him. “Monsieur, my hand
shakes.” “Laissez donc, monsieur! you belittle your professional
skill.” Beaumarchais flings the watch on the floor. “Voilà,
monsieur! it is as I said!”



Now I saw my hope in this figure and (it was all a matter of moments
with me) whipped it up in my arms and ran with it to the end of the
platform. A flounce of baize hung therefrom to the floor, and into the
hollow revealed by the lifting of this I shot the invertebrate dummy,
and then scuttled back to the ropes to take its place.



There were sounds as I did so—a noise below that petrified me in the
position I assumed. My heart seemed to burr like the winding-wheel of
a mechanical doll. I pray M. Beaumarchais to forgive me that travesty
of a dignified reproof.



A step—that of a single individual—came bounding up the stair. My
face was turned in its direction. I tried to look and yet keep my eyes
fixed. The dull flapping light seconded my dissemblance; but the
occasion braced me like a tonic, and I was determined to strike, if
need were, with all the force of the pugnacious wit I represented.



Suddenly I saw a white, fearful countenance come over the
stair-head—shoulders, legs, a complete form. It was that of an ugly
stunted man of fifty, whose knees shook, whose cheeks quivered like a
blanc-mange. He ran hither and thither, sobbing and muttering to
himself.



“Quick, quick! who?—Mirabeau? A brave thought, a magnificent thought!
My God!—will they fathom it? I have his brow—his scornful air of
insistence. My God, my God!—that I should sink to be one of my own
puppets!”



Astounded, I realised the truth. This poltroon—the very proprietor of
the show—was in my own actual case, and had hit upon a like way out
of his predicament. I saw him seize and trundle the ridiculous
presentment of M. Mirabeau to the room end, and then fling it
hurriedly down and kick it—the insolent jackass!—under the curtain.
I saw him run back and pose himself—with a fatuous vanity even in his
terror—as that massive autocrat of the Assembly; and then, with a
clap and a roar, I heard at last the hounds of pursuit break covert
below and come yelling up the stairs.



I do not think I shook; yet it seemed impossible that they could pass
me by. There were one or two amongst them I thought I recognised as
Carinne’s captors; but they were all hideous, frantic shapes,
elf-locked, malodorous, bestial and drunk with blood. They uttered
discordant cries as they came scrambling into the room; and by a
flickering at the nape of his neck I could see that my fellow-sufferer
was unable to control the throaty rising of his agitation. Suddenly a
horrible silence befell. One of the intruders, a powerful young
ruffian of a malignant jesting humour, put his comrades back and
silenced them with an arm. His bloodshot eyes were fascinating poor
Mirabeau; slowly he raised a finger and pointed it at the creature.
The bubbles seemed to fly up the latter’s neck as if his heart were
turned into water. It was a terrible moment—then, all at once, the
whole room echoed with demon laughter.



“Mother of Christ! what cunning!”



“But, my God! he is a fine libel on the king of patriots!”



“See! the works have not run down. He twitches yet from his last
performance!”



“He makes himself a show to the people. He shall be given a lamp in
the yard of the Abbaye.”



The figure fell upon its knees with a choking shriek.



“Messieurs! I acted upon my first instinct of preservation! I had no
thought, I swear it, to insult the great or to question the majesty of
the people. Messieurs, I detest aristocrats and applaud your method of
dealing with them. Merci! merci! I am a poor exhibitor of waxworks;
an excellent patriot and a servant of the public.”



“But that is true!” cried a voice from the stairs. “This is little
Tic-tac, that helped to decorate the Capet’s chariot on the day of the
Hôtel de Ville.”



The mob grunted over this advocate.



“But he helped a prisoner to escape.”



(Was there another, then, in the same plight as myself?)



“Messieurs! he asked the way of me, as any stranger might!”



“Malepeste! if thou tell’st us so! But thou hast dared to personate
a God!”



“Messieurs, he lent his countenance to me, as ever to the
unfortunate.”



The answer raised a roar of approbation.



“Comme il est fin! take thy goose-skin! and yet we must tax thee
somehow.”



“Let us destroy this show that he has profaned!”



My heart seemed to shrink into itself. I suffered—I suffered; but
fortunately for a few moments only.



With the words on his lips, the fellow that had spoken slashed with
his sabre, over the kneeling showman’s head, amongst the staring
effigies. The whistle of his weapon made me blink. What did it
matter?—the end must come now.



It was not as I foresaw. The waxen head spun into the air—the figure
toppled against that standing next to it—that against its
neighbour—its neighbour against me. I saw what was my cue, and went
down in my turn, stiffly, with a dusty
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