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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
PREFACE
Good reader,
Wishing to spare you the fright of a narrative so vast it may induce cardiac arrest, I have judiciously segmented this epic tale into five manageable courses. Please, therefore, enjoy each volume as if ‘twere a satisfying dish in a fine dining experience — an appetizer to whet the palate, followed by lighter fare, building to the hearty main course and so on to a sweet denouement.
That said, while each instalment has been laboured over as to possess its own narrative arc, threads of the broader tapestry are interwoven throughout the series. Thus, like Tolkien left dear Frodo and Samwise stranded amid the fires of Mount Doom, and Rowling abandoned Harry to anguish over the fallen Dumbledore, and Martin deserted Tyrion to languish in captivity, I, too, must, on occasion, leave readers dangling at a cliff, longing for resolution.
But take comfort. For the next volume is never far off.
Disclaimer:
Please be assured, none among my acquaintance have inspired the fictional belles, beaus, blackguards, or crones that parade through this prose. Any perceived similarities to persons living or dead are purely coincidental — though do feel free to take a lesson from them, if you will.
No animals were harmed in this production.
And now, without further ado, let us begin! The first course awaits.
“In vain doth valour bleed ...” — Milton.


PS: forgive this author, who has performed all his own copyediting and proofreading, should any wily typo have escaped his scrutiny.
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20 NOVEMBER 1791
His eyes flashed open; he gasped for breath, coughing up frigid salt waters. Cold shock — like a lightning strike — tore him from unconsciousness. Heart thudding, chest constricting, he thrashed against the icy waters, which, cramping his limbs, dragged him back under.
Engulfed by a silent murkiness, he sank fast among the swaying weeds, pressure pounding in his ears. The paralysing chill clamped around his chest as he grasped futilely upwards, screaming soundlessly for air. Suffocation besieged him. Up flipped with down. Time swirled slow and rapid, and terror crowded his fading mind: scenes from his life playing out...
Just then, a fiery flare darted through the deep, cleaving the blackness. Perceiving his chance, he chased the light and broke through the surface, discharging the bitter water from his airways.
All about was a violently churning blur of black and rufous. Confused, convulsing, and choking on involuntary swallows while struggling to stay afloat, he had to get out of the lake.
With weakened strokes, he swam to the nearest bank, onto which, exhausted and breathless, he slumped at the muddy verge of a pine grove.
Each laboured gasp scorched his lungs. His numbed fingers curled as he clawed the sodden ground. A torturous whooshing burst upon his hearing, and he slammed his hands tight against his head.
What is happening?
From the maelstrom of his thoughts, he strove to recall how and why he was in the water. Yet, all he could summon was a vague recollection of having traversed the castle’s western wing.
With effort, he raised his dripping, muddied face and looked back.
Good Lord!
A fire blazed so intensely that, even from these forty metres at least farther up the shore, its blistering heat singed his cheek. Struggling upright, and with his hand screening off the glare, he surveyed the raging wall of flames serrating the southern wing of Oberhofen Castle.
A reverberant boom rent the air, its force felling him back to the dirt. Rocks and fabric crashed into the lake; clouds of molten orange and crimson billowed into the black sky. Upon the atmosphere swelled a crackling and roaring as the stench of charcoal, saltpetre, and sulphur rushed into his nostrils.
Gunpowder? Of course!
He had been in the vault, pursued there by his accuser, only to be then blockaded by the fire which spread throughout it.
Again, forcing himself up and screening his eyes from the blaze, he searched for the window from which he had sought to jump.
Heavens!
‘Twas now a vast hole spewing out an inferno. Doubtless, the first explosion had breached the fabric and ejected him into the watery depths, at the same time rendering him unconscious.
And that I am still alive?
Another thunderous rumble reverbed as part of the castle wall collapsed into the waters.
In his still-spiralling mind, fragmented images coalesced: the castle library’s quiet grandeur; the weighty discovery; the near-victory. Then, the brutal shift: letters exchanged with the French — letters sealed with such care, delivered with such discretion! The accusations; the clang of a cell door; his accuser’s face twisted in triumph; the masked liberator’s urgent whisper in the dungeon’s gloom, pressing the scroll into his hand. “To Zürich, or the Confederacy falls.”
His eyes stretched wide at the memory: The scroll!
Panicked, he checked his inner garment. The now saturated message was still there — this sodden paper, the very destiny of a nation weighed against the life of a single man. A fool’s bargain! Thankfully, the equally sodden bag still girded his waist.
Sudden agony pierced his temples; a vertiginous-like nausea coursed through his frame. Overwhelmed by these symptoms, he vomited.
“Search the waters!” came a familiar shout from near the castle, followed by the clatter of armoured men. “Find that traitor!”
Teeth gritted against his grievous afflictions, he (whom we may suppose is the accused traitor) hauled himself up against a rock and staggered into the thickening wood, where, beyond the orange glare, deep shadows merged with the evening’s terrible blackness.
Each arduous step, soon growing more difficult, intensified every throbbing and searing pain. Stumbling into an elm, he clung to it for support and, reaching for his stomach, prodded beneath his tunic. The immediate, excruciating fire brought back to his mind his injury: a sword wound, inflicted upon him by that dangerous man, the banneret.
Now drawing forth his hand, he extended it into a shaft of moonlight that darted through the canopy. Blood!
Since his journey had been most severely compromised, he needed to secrete the bag safely away. But where? — The tree!
He turned back and at length found his way through the woods to the hollow oak on the shoreline. Beside it, he collapsed and reached inside its cavity, fingers scraping about until they closed around something. This had to be the sack! Pulling it out, he rummaged through it and found a white cravat and applied to his injury.
Meanwhile, heavy cloud gatherings stole across the crescent moon. Thunder murmured in the distance. And in the rising winds, voices carried from up the shore:
“See anything?”
“Naught here.”
“Keep searching the waters. You! Search the banks. You, the lane. You, the woods!”
Hastily, he untied the small bag from around him and shoved it inside the hollow. He would return for it later. With the sack now flung over his shoulder, he pulled himself up and retreated into the deepening gloom.
With one arm outstretched, he stumbled on until arriving at a rocky outcropping. One side sloped down to the lake; the other a continuation of the forest.
His head swimming in a fog of exertion, his lungs burning, he collapsed against an oak. Though strength gradually regathered in his heaving chest, a tempest of violent emotions beset him. How he despised the villain who had dared violate his private despatches! How he abhorred the cur whose machinations had driven him to this ignoble exodus! That he — whose gravest concern mere days past had been which silk cravat to don — should grovel in the mud like some common brute!
Alas, that life had been burnt away in a single night of betrayal, leaving only this desperate flight and the damning scroll secreted against his breast. To fail would mean not merely death, but the unbearable triumph of those perfidious souls who had engineered his downfall —
An awful shudder stopped these thoughts. Other words spoken to him by his masked deliverer offered not hope but new distress: should he somehow succeed in this mission, then — and only then — might he stay the schultheiss’ vengeance and find forgiveness; perhaps even favour?
But traitor... The word was a vile brand upon a name which ought to have been whispered with respect in the highest echelons. That I, once a favoured instrument of the regime, should now be hunted as a wanted foe — Fortune, it seemed, had a most mordant sense of humour.
Yet what of the gunpowder? From where came such vast quantities stored in the vault? Surely, there was some ominous reason? Doubtless, he would be impugned for this!
Whoever my enemies are, should I get to Zürich and stay this calamity, I shall not rest until I have exacted vengeance upon their heads.
The distant vesper bell of Oberhofen Monastery tolled the sixth hour. Its solemn chimes struck his agitated soul and rang through his throbbing skull while his wound swelled with stinging pangs anew.
He glanced at the cravat. The steady blood loss had already blackened it.
I must treat and dress this wound.
Voices murmured in the whirling wind.
Are they upon me already?
To outpace his pursuers, he desperately needed transportation.
As he racked his mind for a solution, the inn at Gunten came to the fore. He would find horses there. Yes. And it could not be above two kilometres up the shore?
A gust swelled behind him, bending branches and stirring up leaves. Again, voices murmured and rushed towards him. He looked back. Torchlight flickered among the trees, wending its way closer. The next rustling wind carried with it the sharp baying of hounds.
Whipped and snagged, tripped and stumbling, he fought his way through the woods until he burst from the forest’s termination.
It was Gunten!
He pulled the wet cowl close and hastened on for the stables, repeatedly glancing behind. Alas, in his hurry, he collided with something solid.
“Watch yourself!” came a stern voice. “For what cause do you run wild?”
Barely looking up from beneath his cowl, the traitor remarked that a patrician indignantly wiped his habiliments. Anxious to get away from this man, this added threat, he tried to sidestep him and proceed.
The fellow, however, obstructed his path. “I insist you explain yourself!”
Just then, a gust tore the cowl from the traitor’s face, exposing him to the assiduous, glaring man’s eye. Alarmed, the traitor turned and fled down a lane.
“Come back here!” shouted the man after him.
The stable doors being left open and unattended gave the injured pause. Cautiously, he peeked inside, spying no groom present. Quickness being of the essence, he fixed upon securing the equine beast in the nearest stall. Yet, as he entered, it was likely his aggravated state and bloodied scent that startled the several horses and roused a slumbering Bernese coachdog tied nearby.
Fangs bared and foam gatherings seething about its maw, the animal got up and locked its menacing stare on him; its reverbing growl agitated the horses, that undoubtedly sensed the impending confrontation.
Suspecting that the dog would let out a thunderous bark, the fugitive — noting a nearby unfinished repast amidst a goblet of wine and chamberstick upon an upturned crate — grabbed the ham off the plate and held it out. “H —” rasped he, his voice failing to utter “here.”
With the expected roar, the dog launched forwards and with such force as to break free from the rope.
Horrified, the traitor staggered backwards, tumbling over the crate, at which the catapulted ostler’s dinner and all came crashing down about him.
Fortune, however, spared the wounded’s leg; the hound rather sank its teeth into the ham. Between its slavering jaws, it swiftly devoured the morsel and then every other scrap. But before long, the ravenous beast recalled its duty. Re-fixing its baleful stare on the intruder, it stalked slowly forwards on claws nigh glistening like blades.
Indeed, the intruder gasped.
To be sure, the dog snarled.
The trespasser recoiled.
The dog sniffed.
The traitor curled into a ball, whereupon the dog pounced.
Yet, rather than rip flesh, it lamely licked his trembling hands before seeming to roll off him.
Warily uncovering his eyes, the fugitive beheld the dog lying on its back and whimpering up at him; its slobbered tongue dangled from its mouth, salted ham wafting on its repellent breath.
What sorcery is this?
A silver collar tag presently flashed in the flickering torchlight. Thus, moved by impulse and finding the animal allowed it, the traitor examined it.
Znüni? He stared harder at the nametag. Is it really you?
The dog jumped up and licked him with avid cheer.
It was him!
The now-ostler — a former groom to our escapee’s family and gifted this animal upon completion of service — had early observed in the dog’s puppy nature a perpetual appetite. Thus, to name it after the Swiss German expression depicting a welcome snack taken around the ninth hour in the morning was most apt for this ever-hungry animal.
“Z—” tried the traitor, but his voice failed him with the rasp of air that scourged his throat. He doubled-over, coughing and clutching at his neck.
As happy a reunion as this was, since the ostler could return at any moment, discover the intruder, and perchance innocently report of it, the fugitive’s exigency to quit Gunten grew immeasurably.
He grabbed the extinguished chamberstick and, relighting its candle from a torch, entered an empty stall. Whilst watching the elongated shadows pass by the stable doors, he stripped his sodden garb to his undergarments — all with torturous motion.
To close his wound, he held the melting wax over it. The first drop hit the laceration; he jolted at the fiery scorch, a strangled gasp escaping through his gritted teeth as the wax bubbled and sizzled within. But it had to be done!
Grimacing, he continued until the wound was sealed.
Just then, hooves heavy upon the ground struck his hearing. Next came the barking of hounds. The former turned in another direction. But the latter still neared, doubtless fixed on the traitor’s scent.
Seized with wild agitation, his thumping heart nigh burst from his chest.
How am I ever to flee from here?
From near the shore, the church bell pealed the eighth hour, sparking a cunning stratagem: were he to steal a boat from the harbour, cross Lake Thun to Spiez and, from there commandeer a horse, not only would he elude the dogs and riders but make up for the time already lost.
But he had to be quick, for the baying loudened in the air.
Think! Think!
Znüni presently sniffed at the blood-soaked tunic at his feet.
Aha!
Into several shreds he tore the bloodied tunic and, scantily saddling four of the six horses, tied a strip to each. With the whip, he then drove them out of the stables in opposite directions.
Not a moment was to be lost.
Against the smarting of his injury, he took the incognito peasant clothes from the sack and changed into them. His own wet raiment he then crammed into the sack, whereupon he dropped his cherished pocket watch to the dirt. Snatching it up, he wiped it off and shoved it inside his waistcoat pocket. Finally, flinging about him the dry cape, he then bid a culpable farewell to the dog and quit the stables.
As he neared the harbour, he spied from the assemblage of torches a prodigious crowd along the jetty, gazing up the winding lakeshore, pointing at the fiery glow which diluted the black sky. With so vast a multitude gathered, it would be impossible for him to steal a boat unobserved.
Meantime, there swelled in the atmosphere a heavy sulphurous taste, moistening the bitter dryness of his mouth, and the howling blasts blew bleak and cold, chilling him to the bone. Thus, sheltering behind a rock, he looked on, tense, trembling, and aflame with exasperation, desperate for the approaching storm to drive the irksome spectators homewards.
Just then, with the turning of the winds that swept around him, several distant yelps stole among them. To be sure, his heart struck him with self-reproach. For these were undoubtedly the squeals of the guilty receiving the whip for devouring his master’s repast and allowing the horses to escape.
As he glanced back, several riders appeared at the top of the lane.
With his heart’s next agitated, awe-struck thump, there returned the hunting hounds’ roaring. To his left, at a distance along the street, several torch-bearing figures were being dragged in his direction.
Aghast, he turned back to the jetty. Curse these blasted peasants!
Growing more desperate, with his eyes shielded from the swirling grit and dust, he surveyed the waterside. On the margin nearby appeared a vague feature. But with his vision being stung by the begrimed gales and obfuscated by the blackness, this made it impossible to make it out.
Incidentally, a break in the clouds allowed the moonlight to momentarily diffuse across the undulating waters, revealing an object driven up and down.
A boat?
The riders’ heavy thudding neared. The barking hounds were loudening.
What if it’s not a boat?
Nevertheless, ‘twas now or never.
With swift and unsteady steps, he reached the shore. It was indeed a small vessel. Without checking for any oars, he pushed it out.
Soon waist-deep in the frigid waters, he clambered inside the boat and, lying flat, prayed for the current to carry him away and for the night to conceal him from those seeking his doom.
As wind and water pressed about the creaking vessel, and his heart pounded in his ears, he peered over the hull at the shore. The darkness and the distance drifted appeared to have been adequate enough. Thus, he now searched for the oars, discovering but one aboard the wretched tub. Marvellous!
As if matters were not already stacked against him, storm clouds, having blotted out all moon and starlight, betokened in the air a tempest of monstrous fury. In that instant, a thunderbolt burst overhead, attended by a vehement rumbling. Intense flashes lit up one horizon; rolling thunderclaps answered from the opposite, as if Wodan himself were about to unleash his full destructive force.
Indeed, with that single oar, the fugitive exerted his all towards the distant shore and light of Spiez Castle.
With each paddle stroke, the storm grew ever more violent, icy, glass-like shards of rain lashing down upon him. Blinded by the squall slicing across his face, he, with increasing difficulty, struck harder at the turbulent waters, only to be driven a frenzy; no sooner did he climb one swelling wave, he was pushed back by another towards the shore he was battling to escape.
Ravaged by these exertions, his vigour fast diminished. And the searing spasms that erupted from his wound only compounded the miserable plight.
That these hands, so accustomed to the signet ring and the stem of a crystal glass, should now bleed against so crude an implement!
Already forced as he was against his own will on this desperate, maddened mission, anguish wrenched his heart; for each instant lost to obstruction served only to obliterate, word by word, the scroll’s contents. Failure to deliver it to Zürich on the morrow would undoubtedly effectuate not solely a militant upheaval, but ignite war with the French. Absolute pandemonium would besiege the Confederacy, and the annihilation of his own soul would surely follow.  
Still, the thunder roared overhead while the vessel beneath creaked and groaned as if about to break apart. Capillaries of lightning tore through the surrounding blackness, revealing waves of monstrous height, rising and rising, poised to smash the fragile skiff with their mighty explosions of foaming spray.
Overborne with desperation, he raised his stinging eyes heavenwards. Are you also bent against me?
As if in response, the tempest only redoubled its fury: the waves towered only the taller, the lashing rains fell only the heavier as to overcome the boat with more water, threatening to swallow him into the watery abyss.
Now consumed by despair and ire both, he raised a clenched fist to the sky. Come at me then! I will not be undone!
In the next instant, a most vivid flash lit up the black, bright as day. The listing boat, already near to capsizing, was now borne by the whipping blasts straight towards the rocky shores.
I shall be dashed to pieces!
In vain, he struggled to steer. The storm-blasts were unyielding, and the waves, still destructively increasing, threw the boat against the rocks.
On coming back into himself, he found the storm had abated. Upon the still agitated lake, the returning moonlight revealed what remained of the vessel: a few planks, floating here and there.
How long he had lain insensate, he knew not, nor his exact location on the shoreline. With a searching gaze, he scanned the banks in both directions. At last, in the distance to his right, the hazy, black outline of Spiez Castle mingled with the changing skies.
He hauled himself up and, over the several hundred metres of jagged rocks, now clambered towards the castle — its bell tolling the eleventh hour.
Could it be so late already?
Upon the towering stone quay, torchlight swayed, limning a phalanx of the Bernese Regiment, who pointed at the tumult at Oberhofen, visible across the water. Indeed, the flames still rose tall.
Taking advantage of their distraction, he quickened along the foot of the southeast rampart, beneath the looming white walls and brown turrets. On reaching the end of the walls, he climbed a steep grassy slope, which opened onto the lawns. From here, he stalked across the green, weaving among the shrubberies, lest his shadows should be observed by any keen-eyed soldiers.
At length, he approached the streak of faint light outlining the stable doors. A padlock secured them shut. Grabbing a nearby heavy stone, he exerted its blunt force against the obstinate barrier, springing the lock open.
With hay crunching underfoot, he entered the dim interior.
From the moon’s scant rays, he spied a pitcher of water on a table. He instantly availed himself of several deep swigs before setting to the task of saddling a sturdy-looking mare, shuddering at the worsening pain caused by the motion.
He was just fastening a buckle when something caught his ear. Scarce daring even to breathe, he listened. Only the returning, whistling gusts whipped through the stable, rattling chains and stirring the straw across the floor.
Banishing every anxious imagining, he resumed readying the mare.
Alas, barely had he brought it out of its stall when voices stole over the night. His heart thrashing anew, he hurried the horse outside and mounted it, about to bolt off, when:
“You there! Dismount at once!”
Against the fiery agony that blazed through every limb, he pulled hard on the reins, turning the horse, only to confront a guard — bayonet aimed at him.
The horse reared in fright, knocking the man to the ground.
Made only the more frantic, the fugitive spun the mare in the opposite direction, at which the same occurred: the horse reared, toppling a second armed guard.
Beyond fraught and nearly unhorsed by the mare’s wild motions, the traitor, struggling to cling on, again turned the horse and took off.
Several frenzied heartbeats later, a pistol-shot clattered through the air; a musket ball pierced his right shoulder in an explosion of pain.
With his arm now dangling uselessly at his side, he rode on, each pounding gallop sending shockwaves coursing through his tortured frame. Yet, even as a vicious, thumping dizziness assailed his senses anew, sudden nausea twisted his stomach and an incapacitating weakness invaded his quaking limbs.
Soon in a state of swirling disorientation, he knew not where his steed carried him. But on reaching the hamlet of Reichenbach im Kandertal, its church spire told a damning truth: he had gone south, deep into the valleys, not east, along the lake. Zürich now lay even more impossibly distant.
He would have corrected his course, but the distant rumble of pursuing horses sealed his fate. He was no longer merely an escapee with a plan; he was prey, wounded and lost in an adventure not of his own choosing.
There was no turning back now.
Farther thus into the landscape he rode — each added burdensome jolt in the saddle sending swells of unendurable agony through his frame.
After some unknown distance, he found himself amidst the blurred confines of wooded massifs, beyond which — vanishing into the black concave studded with wispy stars — climbed the tremendous, jagged granite masses of Zahm Andrist and its brethren.
With his one good arm, he pulled back hard and reined in the horse, slowing their headlong rush.
A decade’s absence had rendered this remote region unfamiliar to his recollection, and the knowledge that he had strayed so far from his path sank his spirits. Yet as he strained his sight to search the land for any familiar feature, a singular star shone forth from the innumerable milky blur. Drawn by its sudden luminosity, he looked up. Like a beacon lit by the ancient bear-god Artio to guide lost wanderers, the path he needed to take flashed in his mind: a circuitous route through mountains and valleys — fifteen hours’ hard riding. The horse would be tired. He would barely make it in time. But ‘twas his only recourse.
And so, leagues of winding forest finally led him to a divergence, whereafter the left-hand path funnelled him into an ever-narrowing gorge. Forced to dismount, he led the mare over the broken ground strewn with jagged stones and large boulders.  
How he hoped, prayed, doubted this was the correct way.
Loud, rushing water dashed against the rocks and echoed between the limestone walls, piercing his aching skull. Night-birds hooted and wolves howled close by, alarming the skittish horse as much as himself. It was, however, the distant ursine baying that drove the blade of dread deeper within, awakening that haunting memory of his mother’s gruesome fate.
Shuddering at this recollection, he dragged the horse with greater haste.
Breathless and trembling all over, he at last reached the gorge’s head. The aspect opened onto a broad vale, where, just silvered by the returning moon, the tall woods and the deep shadows of the cliffs rising on either side at last formed an appearance of familiarity.
This was the way.
However, this brief assurance fled as clouds swallowed the waning moon and enveloped the land in impenetrable blackness.
Thus, guided alone by a rivulet’s voice, he pressed on, following its rocky margin. But too soon, his injuries grew unbearable; an exponential burning in his abdomen spread to his limbs, and he stumbled to the point of almost collapsing. Desperate to abate these symptoms, he sat atop a fallen tree and willed himself to quell the subsequent sickness that twisted through him afresh.
Of a sudden, from somewhere behind, a disturbance broke on the air.
As he peered into the darkness, an icy gust swept over the peaks; the surrounding boughs creaked as they bent to its force. Attributing the disturbance merely to the wind, he stilled his racing heart. But then, there charged upon his memory the famed bandits of Du Pont — the malefactor liberator — who might still roam so isolated an area, searching for their leader, seeking vengeance on he who had entrapped him.
Mingled in the next gust, he believed there came the sinister voices of such mercenaries, echoing with ominous intent. Was it indeed they, and should they seize upon him, they would certainly leave him for dead!
Impelled to gain the ascendancy of his frame-wracking symptoms, he hauled himself up and, barely mounting the horse, heeled it onwards.
Yet, before long, the same fierce spinning sensations overcame him. But now, hot and cold, he flushed. The reins slipped from benumbed fingers, and he tumbled from the saddle, crashing to the ground with waves of searing agony.
Injured, frozen, and shuddering with pain, he could ride no farther this night. Shelter must be found. With heaving breaths, he grabbed the stirrup, pulled himself up, and, led by the mare, staggered on through the gloom.
At length, a faint flicker emerged from the night’s obscurity.
Drawn by what seemed to be Providence, he stumbled towards the lone light. A bleary, swirling form of a window briefly solidified.
It was shelter, and it would provide sanctuary for the night.
But what about the horse? 
As he glanced about, his eyes found fleeting strength to descry in the returning moonlight the appearance of a ruin upon the vale’s far elevation. Hence, he dragged the equally exhausted beast up the steep, and then heaving the door — which sagged off its hinges — open, he secreted the animal inside the structure.
Forgive me for leaving you in so wretched a place. With his trembling hand, he caressed her mane. But it will shelter you from the elements. And we shall be away on the morrow.
With that, back into the night he tottered and, with strength nearly spent, pushed the door to.
Unsteadily, he descended the rocky slope and alternately staggered and crawled across the basin towards the faint, dimming glow of the window.
By the time he reached the casement, it was in vain he knocked, for his rap was so feeble, so faint. And that his voice still produced naught but a muted grunt, stopped by the knife-like fire that pierced his vocal cords — doubtless some injury caused by the explosion — he could only rap at the glass, however faintly, a second, third, and fourth time.
Please. Hear me.
Exhaustion having now gained the mastery over his will, he collapsed and his body thudded against the exterior...
21 – 29 NOVEMBER 1791
Apervading blackness met his opening eyes. The air was arid, heavy with lavender essence and edelweiss. His mouth dry and athirst, he endeavoured to moisten it with saliva. Water. I need water!
Wincing at the pain in his shoulder, he turned his head to the right. Again, only blackness. He turned the other way. Several slanted shafts of tremulous light — upon which dust motes danced — darted through closed shutters.
It is daytime then. But where am I?
— a creaking sound struck his hearing.
What was that?
On lifting his head and regretting it instantly as a violent pounding harassed his brain, he noted a vermilion glow of embers on a small hearth opposite.
Perhaps what he heard was merely that of a log snapping as it collapsed?
However, a chesty cough now broke upon the baked air.
From the feeble glow, he descried the outline of a chair near the hearth. It presently moved, and a shadowy form rose from it and advanced towards him.
Alarmed, he struggled to rise, only to discover his right arm was bound tight across his chest. What devilry is this?
Not until after an, albeit croaking, female voice insisted he lay still and a soft hand pressed gently upon his shoulder did his wild apprehension abate and his racing heart slow.
Even so, knowing not who she was, he went to demand this; but that same burning, agonising rasp ripped away his voice anew. I still cannot speak?
The woman’s obscure form traversed the blackness to the shutters. As she swung them wide, the sunlight did rush in most violently, stabbing through the traitor’s squinting eyes.
Gradually, her outline separated from the glare: she was of a slight and diminutive stature, scarcely four feet and notably hunched at the shoulders. As her features took on clarity, her stooped head, crowned with white, wiry hair wrapped atop, held certain resemblance to the bedraggled nest of some avian creature. And her nose, or rather beak, did protrude remarkably far from between two wiry bushes posing as eyebrows; its marvel was of such astonishing length that even her own eyeballs were perpetually inclined inwards, no less fixated by so ghastly a snout.
Truly, she mirrored more closely a goblin than any daughter of Eve.
Though ignorant of the superstitious horror her visage provoked, the woman was not insensible to the staring of her guest. “You’d better close that orifice,” said she, “lest you desire to sup on flies for morning repast?”
With a cheery morning greeting that rather tolled like cannon fire in the wounded’s appalled brain, she now approached, causing him to recoil from her as if she were the Devil himself.
“Calm yourself.” She outstretched what verily resembled two leathery, gnarled tree branches. “I don’t know what happened to you erenow, but no harm’ll befall you here.”
Such words little comforted our hero; he only shrank the further from her misshapen proximity, wanting to douse the monstrous peasant with holy water.
Finally, she pulled away, eyeing him as if he were the repugnant spectacle and not she. “Well...” She twirled her curly stubble about her knobbly finger. “You’d have me believe you’d met with a mountain troll — No! The Erlking! But I guess you be confused. Not surprising with so many injuries. No matter. Guess all’ll be well once we get some victuals in you.”
Consequently, with a frightful smile overspreading the grotesque folds of her phiz, off hobbled the merry-ugly-lady-goblin to prepare a “fine breakfast”.
Breakfast? He had not the time for that for he had to get to Zürich! To fail would nullify the treaty. Zürich would surely march on Bern!
Battle he now did to get up. But each attempt to rise saw the chamber spin violently, and he sank back onto the wretched hay mattress. That I should recline on anything other than a cotton or feather-stuffed mattress!
Waiting for the spinning to stop, he tried once more. Yet his wounds tore with the motion, and a brutal headache set in. These afflictions, granted no reprieve, were heightened by the indelibly conspicuous view of a chamber which not even the sun’s dally rays could add cheer to. Naught but dull, rough-hewn timbers, lending a dreary air above, about, and below. Alone, furnishing the small space, a dismal dark-wood chair, which he feared might sprout claws and fangs, faced a crooked mantel, which sighed on the wall with equal misery.
At this moment, the clip-clop of wooden clogs announced the cheery peasant goblin-woman’s return, bearing the promised bowl of fare and a clay pitcher of water.
With startling strength belied by her size, she levered her patient upright and forcefully fluffed his pillow. Onto this, he sank back, abhorred, shuddering, and curling his lip at her, lest her ugly aspect should somehow, like the plague, transfer to him through touch.
As if this were not ordeal enough, the wretch now tunelessly hummed as she poured a cup of water. But that she dared went to administer it to his parched lips, he snatched it from her — despite the pain it caused him.
Indeed, she gawked at him as he gulped the water down without gratitude or manners, only to then hold out the cup like a boorish lord demanding his fill. Anyhow, with the cup refilled thrice more, she finally handed him the promised zmorge.
Our hero did eye the ugly wooden bowl as one might a venomous snake. The wicked wretch had only passed upon him a sentence of water-gruel! An insult to any palate above that of a plowman.
Oblivious to his mouth turning down in disrelish, the crone pulled up a chair and, taking the indigent wooden spoon, scooped up a serving. “You won’t find a better oatmeal in the whole valley,” spiritedly declared she as if it were a golden spoon bearing ambrosia.
I very much doubt that! He shoved it and her away.
Natch, she was not less determined to force the cheerless morsel into his mouth than he was to fight it off. “Now, open wide.” Weapon in one hand and his chin in the other, she squeezed hard enough to dislocate his noble jaw. “Such heavenly sustenance will put you to rights.”
Mouth sealed tight, the traitor did dodge the barbarous instrument until his cunning aggressor plugged his nose, causing him to gasp like a landed fish, and got the first dollop past his lips. “My husband says I make the best gruel in the whole canton,” said she with a chuckle.
The oatmeal — an unpardonable far cry from his usual fare of veal pie and entrée of cutlets in fricandeau — only punished his epicurean palate as the thick, salty graininess slithered down his retching gullet; as did the next dollop, and the next...
Mercifully, she paused the offensive to stoke the fire. “You be welcome to stay here until — Oh! You look pale?” After several struggles, her hand at last assessed his temperature. “You be coming down with a fever.”
In point, his wounds had yielded to the earliest signs of infection, and, almost at once, he sank into a deep, feverish sleep with the ill-cleped “heavenly sustenance” churning his insides.
***
As the next day progressed, the wounded’s disorder assumed a serious aspect. His fever soared to infernal heights. His skin flushed as if kissed by old Lucifer. Mild shivers grew to violent shakes that rattled his very bones. Days bled into nights of endless agony as he burnt, shivered, his body knowing not whether to freeze or boil.
Notwithstanding the solicitudes of his two nurses, by the third and fourth day, his fever became so high as to bring raging delirium. His eyes rolled back. His body gave way to fits. Hallucinations most horrific seized him: the scroll set aflame; bloodied blades gathered at his throat; guards’ faces — spectral and elongated — laughed at and taunted him among billows of hellish smoke.
Overcome by these conspiring symptoms, he plunged into oblivion.
On the sixth day, early morn, his fever finally broke.
While he was still lying in his itchy cot, easily perceiving he had scarcely cheated death, several circumstances fast claimed his consideration:
Scarce a week ago, friends, family, and fortune surrounded him. But now divested of all, he was surely ostracised, destitute, ruined. And having failed to reach Zürich, he was without hope; that canton was in all likelihood already planning for war. Indeed, the sourness of defeat filled his mouth. If only I could get my hands on the very rogue who has reduced me to this gross state! The muscles in his arms quivered. Woe to them if he should somehow re-emerge from the shadows. Like Tell’s arrow, I will find my mark!
Riddled with such menacing thoughts, he again grew anxious to leave. Yet, where was he to go? His stomach interrupted these musings with an ungentlemanly growl; and encountering a sudden light-headedness, he determined to explore the dwelling for any sustenance other than gruel.
Though the throbbing tenderness of his injuries had much abated, still he laboured to rise. Cloaking himself against the morning chill, he ventured forth.
A shadowy space, separated by a column of light entering a half-opened shutter, met his gaze. To his left, beyond a ladder to a loft, emerged a log table upon which appeared: a fruit bowl?
As he was drawn thus across the creaky floorboards towards the table:
“Tick-Tock” caught his ears.
“Tick-Tock” stole his eyes as he searched for the source.
“Tick-Tock” subsequently lured his cold, bare feet across the rough planks to a thick oak mantelpiece, where, as he read the hour, he perceived the outline of a French ormolu. So powerful was his disbelief that he did rub his eyes to ensure the treasure was no illusion.
How did such an elegant item find itself here — wait, what is this?
Squinting closer, he distinguished a honeybee finial. That honeybee finial... he knew it. Yes. He knew this clock. Can it truly be? The steady ticking throbbed beneath his fingertips as he traced the emblem.
Yet, where precisely had he before seen this clock?
“Tick-Tock. Tick-Tock.”
His mind hurtled back several months earlier to the revelries of a ball he attended solely for the opportunity of observing his half-brother’s political activities. Was this not the very clock gifted to his sibling by that visiting French emissary? Before they withdrew to the library to exchange pleasantries... or was it something more sinister? The cementing of an alliance, perhaps?
“Tick-Tock. Tick-Tock.”
But if so, how is this here?
“Tick-Tock. Tick-Tock. TICK-TOCK!”
Just then, there issued a creak of the floorboards. He turned, only to be met with such a startling sight that made him stumble backwards.
Pitchfork poised in hand, a man — the husband no doubt — was about to smash the traitor’s skull like a ripe melon. “‘Tis you!” said he. “We heard the floorboards; and, seeing your cloak, I was certain you be a robber!”
The woman descended the ladder, swung wide the shutters, and joined her husband. By the golden light of morn, our hero did stare open-mouthed at the pair: from beneath both cottier nightcaps protruded ears of such prodigious size they could double as sails, long white hairs jutting out every which way while veritable hedges of scruff did perch on each chin. Quite likely to make even the pluckiest rodent out a-foraging for morsels turn tail, ten twisted brownish talons extended forth from each horrific foot. But ‘twas the man’s nose that held the attention most steadfastly; not less hooked, crooked, and overgrown than his wife’s — drawing even his own eyeballs haplessly to its mass — it bulged between two white forests as to put one in mind of a mighty Alp. And with the four rows of yellowed and eroded gravestones that rather formed a grimace than a grin, their likeness was irrefutable:
Heavens. With his elegant hand, the traitor crossed himself. Never had he beheld creatures more fantastic outside of the pages of a chapbook of fey folklore. They are both the very image of an ambling troll!
Inattentive to our hero’s critical gaze, the ogress merely lit the cooking hearth and bade him sit before taking her own place opposite at the table next to her husband. With apparent curiosity, they eyed their guest; their hideous heads tilted sideways like inquisitive vultures, their droopy eyes a-blinking.
“Feeling better?” said the woman.
So astounded at their folkloric looks, the traitor scarcely managed a nod.
“‘Tis good to hear.” She watched his eyes twitch back and forth between her and her husband. “I see the tea I brewed has restored you wonderfully.”
In truth, her tea, much like her gruel, had tasted of naught but lukewarm ditchwater.
The man took an apple and bit into it. “What’s your name?” garbled he.
The woman snatched the apple from him and took the next bite. “Where you be from?”
And without waiting for any reply, they stormed their visitant with question after question, all the while chomping on and spewing apple shrapnel. Thus repulsed, irked, and dodging the fleshy missiles, the traitor looked only this way and that, uncertain through which door to escape.
“You be a quiet one!” The woman’s brow ruffled. “Don’t ya care to talk?”
Indeed, he did not and cared even less for their nosiness. Howbeit, to quell their chatter, he tried to utter something — anything! But naught emerged save an incoherent grunt. Where is my voice?!
That our hero was unable to talk, the husband arrived at a somewhat erroneous conclusion: “‘Tis plain as the wart on me nose.” With his hairy knuckles, he struck the table. “He’s mute.” Whereupon a new expression stole over the woman’s unlovely visage. “Oh!” shrilled she. “He’s dumb?”
And so, drowning in their ignorance of his supposed tongueless affliction, they set about guessing his name, firing at him: Jakob, Jean, Jeton, Joachim, Josef, Josiah, Jean — again — Johan, Jörg, Jodocus, Joder, and many others.
Finally, face a-twitching, head a-pounding, and stomach a-churning with frustration, our hero — being labelled both dumb and a barrage of unworthy, peasant names — leapt up. He would somehow offer them a name, though a fake and more apt one. And he would enquire about the clock.
Over to the cooking hearth, he marched. The charcoal burnt his fingers. He stomped back across the room to a rough-pine dresser and rifled through its drawers and shelves. Nothing! Defeated, he flung his eyes about the space. There has to be something with which I can — he spotted a wooden spoon — Aha!
Over to a cracked washbasin in the kitchen area he now stalked and snatched the spoon up. Scarce had he simulated the custom of writing, when the woman, eyes fixed on the hand wiggling the upended spoon in it, cried out:
“He’s desperate for gruel!”


Incessant prattling was all that seasoned so already bleak a dish. Well over four tedious hours did drag at a slug’s pace as the oaf and half-wit prattled on about their dull histories; the series of dull coincidences leading to their betrothal; their parents’ dull origins and dull coincidences in matrimony; asserting with bucolic conviction the divine providence guiding every mile-marked event that did abound in their dull legacies. But at long last, they concluded the wearisome chronicle, lamenting the life of their dearest and only son, who sadly met an untimely end.
Death by hellish tedium, I imagine!
To be sure, the patient needed to hear about the outside world, not such inconsequential drivel. He needed to obtain news of beyond these indigent walls. He wanted to learn how such a timepiece had found its home in so inapt a lodging. But how was he ever to probe such subjects when speech was denied him?
Doubtless, his hosts now noticed their guest’s escalating annoyance, for they cleared their throats, and, although continuing with their prattle, their conversation took a more macabre path.
Beginning the narration, the man related how their late son had spoken of some devilish invention — a beading machine — proposed by a Mr Guillotine, and its debated employment on a certain notorious highwayman named Nicolas, or Jean? The woman interrupted to insist the rogue’s name was most certainly the latter. The man protested it was most certainly the former. Consequently, did they violently dispute over this weighty point of nomenclature.
At any rate, while the man heaved a weighty sigh at his stubborn helpmate, she, paying him no mind, only commandeered the narrative for herself. This wicked French fellow “Jean!” destined to lose his head, had put an ingenious idea into their own. Distracting his wife with a fly that dared to land on her withered fruit — at which she passionately chased the insect to the window — the man stole back the story. In a spirit of vengeful invocation, they named their poultry after the abhorred wohledelgeboren’s (Swiss nobility); for example, von Bern, von Affry, von this and von that; not forsaking the Schultheiss von Villeroy. Having ejected the winged intruder, the woman returned triumphant and, stopping up her husband’s mouth, reclaimed the telling. Thus, for the ill-fated fowl, the ritual of decapitation was a sure omen of bringing the same fate upon the heads of all they that lorded it over them.
Howl they did with laughter, rolling around in their seats, clunking their teeth and clutching their bellies as our hero rather involuntarily grabbed at his own gullet in horror. The woman, remarking this, halted her crackling. “You look unwell again?”
Her fortuitous observation, quashing her husband’s merriment, thus put an end to their paltry political rant. ‘Twas here that the woman, recalling an errand they had to attend to, bade their guest to make himself comfortable in his room while they paid a visit to the village.
And so, the patient returned to the bedchamber to wait until the duo ambled off down the vale, at which he then grabbed two apples and betook himself off the ruin to feed the poor mare left to starve.
There, the vexed-looking beast, presently chewing on a miserable-looking tuft of grass, did light up at the sight of the apples and did instantly spit out the grass.
Whilst the animal thus chomped on the fruit, several alarming thoughts crossed the fugitive’s mind. What if the villagers should speak of Oberhofen or Spiez? And what if the oaf and his wife should suspect who I am?
But it was so secluded here; so distant from the chaos. ‘Twas highly unlikely that the nearest village beyond this vale would have yet heard anything?
Having reassured himself on this score, his thoughts drifted afresh to his plight. As he cursed himself anew for the foundering of his mission, a pertinent detail shot to his brain: Ludwig! Of course! How could I have forgotten this!  
Before fleeing Oberhofen, he was instructed that should he have failed to reach Zürich the next day to hide until the next full moon and meet Ludwig, his valet, in Lucerne. The scroll would then be conveyed to the garrison there. This would perhaps, by some small miracle, undo some of the damage done.
With the beast thus fed and the door shut fast, our hero exhaled his relief; come daylight, he would be on his way to Lucerne.
He had taken but a few steps from the ruin when he noticed a group of soldiers stood at the chalet door, rapping on it loudly. Gripped by sudden terror, his limbs momentarily paralysed, he stood there, knowing not what to do.
But finally managing to gain control of his trembling extremities, he ducked behind the ruin just as the men turned from the chalet to make their way back down the valley. Yet, even as their retreating march echoed on the chill air, there crowded to his mind the menacing possibility that the peasant couple could, this very moment, be making their return. What if they should cross paths?
Thankfully, this was not case. The guards at length vanished from sight. However, since these men had visited here, danger was already closing in.
I must leave today! And now!
Thus resolved, he made for the chalet to collect his sack. But alas, as he tottered down the slope, his foot twisted, and he tumbled, slamming right-shoulder-first into a jutting rock, encountering an almost blinding wave of agony. As he sat up, his shoulder appeared to hang at an odd, misaligned angle.
***
By morning, his shoulder — indeed having become dislocated and its joint hence requiring a shove back into place — was, as we might expect, so inflamed that he could barely move it, rendering departure impossible. Nor could he leave the next day. To be sure, this interim did inflict upon our hero a suspense beyond endurance and what is more, a most repetitive torture: each morn, interrogations about his disappearing off with fruit; each afternoon, unending sessions of ear stabbing palaver, inept platitudes, erroneous wisdom, and the repeated (accidental, claimed the peasants) calling him by their late son’s name, Jonas.
Still and all, thanks to rest and the woman’s teas of dried willow and meadowsweet, come early third morn, he felt much better, suffering more from a dull ache and stiffness in his shoulder. Today he would most definitely decamp.
Anxious to elude his obtrusive hosts and to sneak off the ruin, he tiptoed to the restocked fruit bowl. Yet even before he secured the produce in hand, the treasonous planks did cry out like a chamber choir.
“Ho there!” came the unwelcome hail from the top of the ladder. “Up before the rooster, are we?”
Confound it! Repressing his irk, the traitor turned to face him. “And good mor —” The fruit indeed fell from his clutch as his hand caught his gasp.
“Well, kiss my foot!” said the man now standing before him. “You talk?”
“I do?” His voice was, however, faint and rougher than its natural state.
The man verily scratched his balding head in bewilderment and would have summoned his wife were she not already at his side fixing the mess on top of her own. “God be good!” She tugged his sleeve. “My prayers was answered! I spent a whole five minutes before bed, begging the Lord that when blessing those in need, he grants a voice to the oppressed. But never would I have dreamt of so miraculous a result.”
Consequently, heated water soon announced three things: herbal tea, the sentence of celebratory water-gruel, and plenty of prattle at the table.
Anyhow, notwithstanding the feast they later prepared — vegetables, fruits, legumes, sourdough bread, Älplermagronen, Rösti (all obtained from the market in the neighbouring village that day), and their fattest fowl, von Castella de Berlens, beheaded, plucked, and roasted with all the violence intended on the person of that name! — ironically, now that our hero could speak and respond to their torrent of questions, it was all for naught. His hosts were rather still bent on doing all the talking. He squeezed in only that his name was Pippin — which it was not — and that he had come from Uri Canton — which he had not.
Desperate to steer the palaver towards the events in the world, he — seeing, believed he, his chance as they paused for breath — made his general enquiries in as casual and indifferent an air as possible, probing what news there was to report. Alas, they merely blathered away about this neighbour’s newborn or that neighbour’s new calve, and sundry other neighbours’ details besides.  
Since they mentioned nothing of Oberhofen, nothing of the guards, and nothing of consequence, it seemed that they were ignorant of the whole. Despite the relief felt, he, growing impatient with their next procession of endless, nonsensical talk, motioned towards the mantel. “Oh!” The fugitive’s head wobbled. “You have moved the clock?”
His hosts exchanged awkward glances.
Our hero cast his eyes around the room. “Where has it gone?”
Confusion did plainly claim their features.
“It is a remarkable piece,” said the traitor. “Where did you come by it?”
A shade of grief seemed to steal over their expressions.
“I believe it is of French origin,” continued their guest. “Was it a... gift?”
Grief it was; tears swelled in the woman’s eyes as she explained it was a gift from their child. She turned to her husband. “He must have been in France?”
“Fret not.” He tugged at her wet cheek. “We’ll get it back. Somehow...”
Get it back? Briefly relinquishing his own interests on the subject, our hero looked hard at them. “What has become of this clock?”
Likely made uneasy by their guest’s stern gaze, the woman looked away, while the husband reluctantly explained that, in wanting to speed up their patient’s recovery, they had pawned the item in Spiez.
The traitor leapt up. “You pawned it in order to buy this feast for me?”
Their stunned faces and nods conceded as much. The woman, now growing tearful again, forced onto her unlovely face her unlovely smile, which, in this moment, revealed to her critical and vain guest an unexpected, wholly unobserved erenow, inner beauty.
Even to so reproachful a heart as we have observed in our hero, he could not help encountering a spasm of admiration mingled with self-reproach injecting its venom into that organ of his breast. He slumped back into the chair. Unable to account for such generosity and selflessness in so indigent a dwelling, it rendered him for some moments silent.
Possibly wanting to dispel the mood, the woman claimed she recalled something important from the village she had forgotten to relay. “We heard a queer report from the butcher’s wife,” began she, “who had it from the ironmonger’s wife, who was told by the shoemaker’s wife...” Here, she paused to verify the accuracy of this chain with her husband, who avowed her a most trustworthy reporter of gossip. “There be some incident,” continued she, her eyes darting left to right as though searching for eavesdroppers. “At Spiez! Guards just yesterday were asking about an outlaw — and a horse!”
The fugitive had need to wet his suddenly dry mouth.
The woman again turned to her husband. “What colour was it?” The man looked at a loss but said it was brown. “Yes, a brown horse,” repeated she (though it was, in fact, black), “and there be a healthy reward to whoever should find this villain and the horse.”
To be sure, our hero choked on the suddenly suffocating air.  
“And what about Gisela?” appealed the woman once more to her husband, who raised his eyebrows. “Gisela, my friend from the village,” explained she, turning to her guest, “asked, when I was telling her and our friends about you and your miraculously restored tongue, if you might in fact be the outlaw they’s all hunting for...?” Though chuckling, she appeared to watch our hero as if to read his reaction. “Stuff and nonsense, I’d say.”
“Indeed,” hastily concurred our hero.
To be sure, his heart did hammer most uncontrollably with an instantaneous conviction. Since they have trumpeted my presence to the entire village, doubtless, when pawning the clock in Spiez, they blabbered the same tale there! Anyone possessed of half a grain of wit will easily guess at who I am and summon the authorities forthwith!
Yes, our hero had to leave now, and without his hosts knowing it!
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Hastily he gathered together his effects — each moment fraught with apprehensions innumerable, and visions of sudden seizure at every sound. The wind, swelling to its full violence, smote the cabin’s frame like the volley of some unseen host, the boards quivering beneath each assault. Taking advantage of the peasants’ retreat to the loft to provision himself and the mare for so long and undoubtedly tiring a journey, he crept into the main space and packed into his sack what victuals the table had spared him.
Full of unease as he was, his ears pricked at every creak he imagined his hosts must have heard — and now the loud creak he himself caught. Heart shuddering, he turned his gaze in the loft’s direction. Thankfully, no movement. ‘Twas only the wind outside still buffeting the wooden walls. 
With the bulging sack now slung over his shoulder, he cast his ill-contented eyes about the hovel which had, all the same, served to save his life. Even so, he sighed his relief to finally quit so alien a sphere; to quit such irritating hosts and the endless days of insufferable, irksome, unrelenting, prolix yakking.
He was just about to exit the cabin when a peculiar sensation clung to his breast and stayed his feet at the door. Unable to shake off this feeling, he glanced back. His eyes drifted about the dark space to the now-empty mantel — a lonesome, forlorn-looking shelf, touched by the dwindling glow of several crumbling logs on the hearth.
To think they gave up so precious a gift from their son for my benefit.
Eager to discharge the unwelcome feelings this consideration occasioned, he crept over to the table and dropped a small bag of batzens on it. With one last glance about the wretched hut, he made his way to the ruin.
There, he immediately fed the shivering mare several apples and other comestibles. Before long, she was soon re-energised and ready to leave the ruin and be led gently down the slope.
Scarce had he reached the valley basin when echoes of hoofbeats and the flashing of torchlight emitted from the wooded gorge at the valley’s far end.  
Good Lord! Could it be they are come already?
Heart lurching, he bundled the provisions over the saddle, and, vaulting astride the horse, drove it in a breakneck gallop towards the shadowy vale’s other side, flying past the peasant’s cabin and into the forested slopes.
Gradually, the oppressive trees — their low-hanging boughs and branches making more arduous the path — thinned out, unveiling a saddle-shaped clearing against the chilled night sky. To his left rose the granite slopes of Urschelgrat, and beyond, the tremendous snow-capped Drättehorn, towering at more terrific heights. To his right, the uneven range of Zahm Andrist, Hundshorn, and Schilthorn crowded the environs like a huge black rampart.
His direction lay beyond these intimidating massifs.
After a few moments of rest taken, he urged the mare onwards.
Now and then, he strove to steal a glimpse of any movement in the vale, but all was lost amidst the next mass of rustling pines which blocked his view.
Some way farther up the stony steep, he glanced back over the tops of the pines and finally descried a faint flicker. He turned in his saddle and stared hard; there in the dark valley far below, next to where must have been the peasant’s hut, tiny pinpricks of what resembled torchlight appeared.
To think I was almost seized upon!
Meanwhile, the mutterings of a storm rumbled amongst the distant peaks. Bright flashes snaked amidst the rolling cloud masses, heading inexorably closer. Such ominous scenes corresponding with our hero’s already aggravated spirit and gathering disquiet, he spurred the nervous beast into a headlong bolt, seeking to outpace the approaching storm’s wrath.
Deeper into the menacing range they pressed as granite walls rose in threatening majesty to blackened heights on all sides. Yet as fast as they rode, all too soon, the pursuing storm gained upon them.
Biting gusts rushed over the ridges all around; bending the pines far below and converging in the rocky heights above, they formed furious blasts, discharging their head-force upon him.
No longer safe to ride, he dismounted and cautiously led the mare along the jagged ridge onto the scarcely trodden passes where the last vestiges of vegetation yielded but to rock, stone, dread, and awe, and piles of eternal snow.
They had barely gained the already terrifyingly vertiginous icy peak of Schilthorn when a thunderbolt tore apart the turbulent black firmament. Dreading the deafening peals above might provoke an avalanche below, he hastened down the narrow ridge towards Birg, shuddering at the possibility of stepping across a snow-filled crevasse and plunging to his death.
Here at this freezing altitude, an inundation of thundersnow, mingled with sleet pellets and spears of intimidating lightning, fell from the furious heights. Frostnip seared his skin. His eyes stung against the icy snow blasts as he dragged, with aching, heart-pounding difficulty, the equally petrified beast.
In time, spying a hollow in the mountainside, he took shelter with the horse, looping her reins over a rocky protrusion.
Yet, even as he set about kindling a fire, a thunderclap, loud enough to nigh split the mountain in half, startled the skittish mare. Letting out a fearful snort, she reared tall, pulling loose her reins and sprinted hard into the blast.
“No!”
The traitor tore after the creature into the blizzard. But the blinding squall, nearly knocking him off his feet, instantly drove him back to the rock.
“Curse that horse! This mountain! This —” Oh no! “The scroll!”
***
Dawn’s early light entering the cavity pulled our poor hero from a lingering nightmare, awakening him only to fierce hunger and the recollection that his mount had fled with their provisions. The embers, too, having long relinquished their last embrace, found the morning chill drove him out from the rock onto a rude, winding trail towards the hamlet of Mürren.
How he hoped to happen upon the horse along the way!
As daybreak continued to spread over the land, the horizon blushed with pink and orange; the sky melted in hues of cerulean and lapis, promising a clear and unclouded day.
In this region’s solitude, ‘twas almost possible to believe the world was free from all difficulty and distress; that he was not hunted; not in danger; not desperate.
Departing the tremendous rocky walls and glacial rivers of compacted stones of ice, he continued his descent for about an hour, after which the terrain took on a less oppressive aspect. To the brisk morning breeze, a grassy landscape swayed, sending a stream of damp autumnal balm into the air, upon which the waking birds diffused their melodies and the blue turaco, gliding overhead, called out its ko-kok trill. Among the mossy boulders and soaring cedar copses, scattered herds of curious chamois watched his despondent trudging.
Alas, no stray horse was to be seen anywhere.
About another hour later, there came into sight the pines and rustic dwellings of Mürren’s green slopes, perched atop the Lauterbrunnen precipices; a minute foreground frowned upon by the immense rocky Schwarzmönch, Jungrau, Gletscherhorn, and Äbeni Flue faces soaring yonder — their bellies hung with black forests that disappeared into a belt of mists, from where their jagged gray, blue tinged faces rose still higher to summits of snow that flashed white light.
Dishearteningly, no wandering mare had apparently been seen to have passed through the hamlet. Thus, in need of another and fortunately still possessing his money bag, our fugitive wanderer enquired from where one might be procured. He was advised to go to the valley below, where he could hire passage to Gsteigwiler and obtain a colt at a fair price.
Though this prospect lifted his mood, it drove fresh agitation into his breast, for the Matten bei Interlaken garrison was but a short distance from Gsteigwiler. ‘Twas a hazard he wished rather to have avoided. Be that as it may, ‘twas his only recourse.
Though unlikely it was that any search for him could have yet reached these remote hills, still our hero would have departed straight away. But with hunger pinching sharply and the villagers importuning their famished traveller to break fast first, he put aside his aversion for such vulgar company and fell ravenously upon the hearty victuals provided.
It must be an inborn quality of the peasant mind — this compulsion to prattle needlessly whilst others try to eat in peace. With such annoying fervour, they did bend his ear between mouthfuls, their tiresome questions a relentless barrage: whence did he hail, whither did he travel, had he no family to go home to? One uncomely dame — all wonky smiles, pudgy cheeks, and batting lashes — plonked herself so uncivilly close on the bench as to nearly shove him off its edge, while yet another bulbous-nosed busybody bombarded him with “no sweetheart waiting for you in some distant vale?”
“Why not settle here with a comely young lass?” proposed a toothless greybeard sat opposite while cramming a finger up his cavernous nostril and excavating vigorously. His eyes roved suggestively about the pine-clad room at the several uncomely dames, who — fluffing up their floral skirts, puffing up their puffed sleeves, smoothing out their homespun bodices, dropping curtsies, and stepping on each other’s toes in their quest to claim the most eminent position in the line — did smile uninvited smiles in eager, albeit deluded expectation.
Our put-upon hero did turn from this spectacle to glare into his slowly dwindling plate; he cursed under his breath the babbling rustics who delayed his flight and his every mouthful with their vexing twaddle.
To escape these rambling hayseeds could not come quick enough!
Farewelled at last from a chorus of cheerful if not more tedious prattling, the traitor took his eager leave of his ill-mannered persecutors, fairly fleeing along the winding track as pointed out to him.
What an ordeal to have been the unwelcome cynosure of almost an entire hamlet’s collective rustic curiosity, pelted with impertinent interrogatories like one sat in the stockades. Still, he had, albeit with much interruption, gained a full belly — even if at the near cost of his sanity!
Smothering a derisive snort, he hastened on.
Certainly, in order to confound any pursuers who might yet happen upon this hamlet and learn of our hero’s passing through, ‘twas prudent henceforth to adopt at each further stop a different alias and feign as much in his words as his rags the dialect of a paysan or paisano.
Over the crisp air, the climbing sun spread its golden warmth. Upon the morning silence, broke only the crunch of the traitor’s tread, a distant church bell tolling, the shrieks of the bearded vulture echoing in the mountain hollows, and the dull roar of the nearby cascades. Lulled by such circumstances and revived from breakfasting, this permitted his thoughts to roam beyond his inward disquiet and out onto the vastness of the environing exterior.
Across the wide arch of a perfect blue, birds flew and circled in playful pursuits. Along a distant slope, a shepherd boy and his dog led their woolly flock. Among the tumbling grassy steeps bestrewn with tall pines and autumnal woodlands, babbled a glistening brook. Now and then, a humble log cabin appeared, where a herdsman and wife reposed upon a balcony and gazed out at the gigantic, seemingly concave rock masses that made the world appear cupped in a giant’s palm.
Such idyllic scenes, a last barrier to the dangers that lay beyond, could not help but draw from the wanderer a wistful sigh and inspire an Arcadian-like idealisation. Should he just live out his own days in this remoteness? Covet an abandoned cabin and make it his home? Perhaps he could in time accustom himself to the pastoral life? Perhaps even the comfort of schlosses and the allure of wealth might, in the end, give up their powers to a life of simplicity and indigence?
Such illusory hopes, however, quickly imploded; he was grown too habituated to the life into which he was born. Moreover, even were he to sequester in such seclusion, the long arm of imperilment would in time ascend these slopes and grasp hold of him.
Within about a half hour, he reached Grimmelwald, where, high above a steep crag gushing white foam and spray, he crossed a crude alpine bridge. From here, the village of Stechelberg was visible on the distant valley floor, enveloped in the mountain shadows.
After about another hour’s walk, he arrived at the recommended hire’s dwelling.
Out from a chalet of stacked timber beams and shingled eaves, emerged a young man of Italian lineage, dark curls framing his swarthy countenance. “What brings you here?”
Assuming a paisano character, complete with gesticulation and accent, the traitor stated his needs.
“Very well,” replied the man, “there’ll be several stops along the way, mind you, and I go only as far as Gündlischwand; from there your feet will need carry you.”
“That will do just fine.”
Thus, obtaining his passage under the name Pagolo, our hero wrapped his cowl about his face and mounted the provincial conveyance: a wagon of bleating animals and a splintery wooden bench that offered little comfort.
Barely had the rickety wagon begun rolling over the coarse ground when he was obliged to suffer the following interrogation:
“So, where d’you hail from?”
“Turin,” lied the traitor while staring at the road ahead.
“Quite the distance, that. I’m from Bergamo.”
As if the traitor cared.
“And how d’you come this far?”
The traitor turned his now-impatient stare on his interrogator. “By horse.”
“And where’s the horse now?” persisted the driver, undaunted.
Irritated at this question, our hero looked away and distracted himself with the scenes passing by. From the encircling heights, the foaming torrents of Staldenbachfälle, Mattenbachfälle, Mürrenbachfall, and Trümmelbachfälle flashed and thundered as they crashed into the still-shadowed vale, churning up thick white sprays. Mists floating between the sheer limestone precipices diffused the slanted golden rays of the sun just now appearing above the stupendous peaks, which towered at intimidating snowy altitudes.
“I say, what became of your horse?” repeated the driver. “Did you lose it...? Sell it?”
Exhaling sharply, the fugitive glowered at him. “I sold it!” Before more questions could spew forth, he whipped his head away.
To his left, in the shaded meadows, shepherds were driving their noisy flocks to the barns. Following them, children laughed and played together.
Such scenes could not but conjure bittersweet memories of his own carefree youth, when his mother allowed him to play openly with other children; dress like other children; join with them at the joyous Alp Aufzug procession of cattle driven to upland summer pastures to the sounds of peasant herdsmen singing, dogs barking, and cowbells ringing. That last spring. That final untainted remembrance of her before her cruel death; before she had...
Shaking off so grim a reverie from the past, he re-diverted his thoughts to the present — involving particularly his half-brother, Viktor. Could he have been behind my undoing? Had he perchance caught wind of the quiet investigations into his activities and pre-emptively struck to protect his interests?
And what of the clock: How did such a timepiece ever find its way into the hands of that deceased peasant lad? ‘Twas impossible that it could have been the same item Viktor was gifted. It had to be another of its kind, if not a copy? Yet again, how could such a piece have come into the possession of such persons of inferior consequence? Could there have been a connection between the dead lad and that French emissary? No, that could not be — could it?
“Why d’you sell it?” resumed the driver, breaking the silence of several minutes.
That blasted horse! Hot with anger, the traitor rounded on him. “Mind your own affairs!”
Discombobulated of countenance, the driver averted his face and hummed what was doubtless a Swiss mountain peasant song.
Satisfied with having quashed the bothersome chatter, our hero stared steadily ahead. Now bathed in the high forenoon sun, the valley floor unfolded the meandering pastures he recollected on happier occasions. Suffusing the November air came the scent of late lavender — his mother’s favourite flower. On either side, skirting the enclosing limestone walls, the chestnut, oak, larch, ash, and maple forests, gave up the last yellows, oranges, reds, purples, and browns of their foliage to the approaching winter — his mother’s favourite season.
At length, above the distant treetops, the brown spire of Kirche Lauterbrunnen village tolled the eleventh hour. As the wagon rattled past it and beneath the tall boughs, the road narrowed with the encroaching valley walls closing the canopy above.
Now enveloped by thick gloom, this evoked in the traitor’s mind his frantic flight from Oberhofen: To think that I am, every minute, in danger of arrest and annihilation. Only three days remained ere the full moon. Reaching Lucerne was imperative. Should I survive this, my enemies will pay!
By around one in the afternoon, they reached Gündlischwand.
The traitor alighted from the wagon and hastened to Gsteigwiler.
When the village bridge came into view, he spied a blockade in place. The Bernese Regiment presently inspected a wagon trying to cross it. “By order of the Council, this crossing is restricted!” stated a guard. “We’re on high alert for an outlaw!”
Blast!
Another route was needed to get to the river’s other side. This our hero found by returning to Gündlischwand and crossing a bridge there. Though fatigued from the circuitous trek, he evaded the checkpoint and, with his cape drawn close about his face, finally slipped into Gsteigwiler.
First enquiring of the farrier, who directed him to a groom, who in turn led him to a yardman, the traitor was sent to an inn. There, he was assured, he would find the French-born liveryman likely swilling ale and gorging himself on Swiss cheese fondue.
And there, indeed, in the bay window of the gloomy dark-wood and peeling-paint-guesthouse common room sat the rotund fellow glutting himself on the very dish. Certainly, his beady eyes, it could be perceived from the outline of the person, proved to be far smaller than his belly.
Grieved that he had to resort to such a negotiation, our hero, now assuming the descent and dialect of a paysan, grudgingly introduced himself to this grave-countenanced man.
“Looking for a colt, you say?” spewed the liveryman through a mouthful of dripping bread. “And how d’you come by my name?”
The poorly kept interior was as unsavoury as the grease which presently pooled over the sides of the man’s dish onto the crusted table.
“In Mürren,” replied the traitor, averting his eyes in disgust.
With a grunt, and with a greasy thumb, the man eased his trousers at his bursting waistline. “Mürren, you say?” Then, asking for the name of who told our hero where to come, he continued to gorge himself whilst scrutinising his face with an odd look of enquiry that made his subject shift uneasily.
“I don’t know his name.” The food traces dangling from the ill-bred man’s beard were an abomination against all etiquette. “But methinks his hut was next to the inn, there.”
Something flashed in the liveryman’s eyes. He paid a significant glance at his unsavoury companions — one, a stout, bald brute, scars to boot; the other, rail-thin, rotting teeth, a nervous tick in his sunken eye; the both of them, staring at the traitor alike, then traded the same meaningful glance with the liveryman.
Notwithstanding the dreadful mien of this dubious trio, whatever their glances implied, such looks were far too familiar to those who are often well-versed in the surreptitious arts.
“Where d’you say you hail from?” said the liveryman, more food bits dropping onto the dish.
Swallowing back down the burning bile, the traitor looked away. “I didn’t.” Now he began to suspect the man was more a horse peddler than a liveryman. The sooner this business was concluded, the better. “Can’t you hurry?”
A thought evidently passed across the man’s mind. “Those in haste oft pays more.”
Impertinent and underhand! Nevertheless, wishing to be gone, our hero did jingle his coin purse most temptingly.
What might have taken a half hour to eat and drink vanished in several mouthfuls, several swigs, succeeded by several putrid burps directed at him.
“Come along, you two,” ordered the liveryman as he rose from his seat. “We’ve work to do.” And addressing the traitor with so obsequious a bow, he bade he would follow them.
The muddy, dung-strewn streets were churned by the passage of wagons, horses, and feet. A sizeable crowd gathered about a notice board; they studied some posted announcement of apparent importance and commented on a reward.
Though our hero could not make it out, there was something inauspicious about the whole; danger clogged the fetid air.
Again, he drew close his cowl and hung his head low as they proceeded.
In time, they came to the village outskirts, where a dilapidated, abandoned-looking stable adjoined a run-down cabin confined by a broken fence.
The traitor turned from it to his escort. “The horses are kept here?”
After answering him with only a nod, the liveryman instructed his men to wait at the gate, whereupon he finally beckoned the traitor after him.
No sooner had our hero entered the decrepit structure when he saw the stalls were all empty. “What trickery is this? Where are the horses?”
He spun to confront the liveryman, but the man was gone.
The stable door slammed shut — the drawbar scraping the outside, announcing it locked upon him.
“What the devil is going on?”
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No matter how fiercely our hero beat upon the stable door, splintering his knuckles. No matter how violently he vented the outrage simmering like molten lava in his pounding breast. No matter how repeatedly he hurled a wooden stool against the boarded-up casement, no response came from his dastardly captors.
Only after his spirit had relented to overexertion and the ill-boding silence of captivity stole over him did he cease his screaming demands and slump to the floor.
Indeed, he bitterly reproached himself for having so confidently — nay, foolishly — flaunted his moneybag before the eyes of three suspicious characters. The blame for his present confinement lay squarely on his own shoulders!
Yet, if robbery was their aim, for what purpose had they trapped him? Would they not have already committed the act? Had their cunning perhaps speculated a crime of greater value, and they meant to prosecute such villainy under the cover of night? Or have they, perchance, recognised me and intend to ransom me off to my family? No. This could not be it. For it was hardly credible that such coarse souls had ever even glimpsed his face before.
The floor, damp and uncomfortable, forced him to his feet. “I must get out of here.”
As his eyes scoured the damp interior, they landed on a dark stain on the slabs at the far side. Drawn by uncertainty — his weary footfalls crunching on the hay-strewn slabs — he knelt down and examined the stain more closely.
“Blood?”
Upon the eerie air, a distant, solemn church bell struck the third hour.
With his foot, he separated the straw clumps and uncovered a sanguine trail. Though every instinct screamed for him to desist, he followed the meandering smear across the slabs to a mound of hay inside the farthest stall, from where a muffled buzzing reached his hearing.
“Surely not...?”
Compelled by a macabre curiosity and noticing a pitchfork nearby, he grabbed it and began sifting through the pile until the metal prongs plunged into something solid.
Like one dealt a phantom blow, he shuddered from his twitching fingers to his splaying toes. “Impossible!”
But determined to corroborate the worst, he wrenched the implement free, at which a vile stench of decay spread about him, ensued by swarming flies.
Fork dropped, he reeled backwards, burying his face in his sleeve.
What dire fate befell whomever is buried thus?
So repugnant was the fetor and horrific the tableau his imagination conjured, he had to turn away.
What similar fate do they intend for me?
Presently, voices outside caught his attention.
“I’ve got a bad feeling,” spoke a male.
Another hissed at the man to be silent.
In low tones, they continued conferring.
To better hear, the captive jumped down and hastened to the doors, ears pressed against the gap.
“If master finds out,” continued the one, “he’ll kill us both.”
“Silence! Else I’ll do the same to you and bury you next to it!”
Our hero glanced back at the haystack. Who are these savages?
“And if we’re wrong? If it ain’t him? They’ll do to us the same as the criminal they’s all searching for.”
Criminal?
“Master ain’t wrong. The man’s face matches the posters. Think of the reward! Didn’t you hear what the magistrate said? Bern has sealed the roads to Aargau. Trade is grinding to a halt. This bounty isn’t just a prize, you fool; it might be the last real coin we see this side of winter!”
Bounty? Reward? Horror did cleave our hero’s every vital organ. It was now impossible to doubt the purpose of his confinement: they mean to hand me over to the authorities! Such a fate he could not hazard to chance. He had to escape! And the only possibility was to be found through utilising the skylight.
Frantically, he re-investigated the stable, finding a coil of old rope inside one stall and a wobbly stool in another.
Rope in hand, he mounted the shaky stool and, flinging the rope over the beam, strove to pull himself up. But the timber’s height, the swaying rope, and his injuries all conspired against him, and he crashed to the ground.
“This is insufferable!”
He slammed a foot into the stool, sending it hurtling across the stone slabs. If arrested, he was as good as dead.
Beset by a renewed pounding in his brain, he fell against a stall.
Gripped by exponential anxiety, barely able to breathe the wretched air that clogged his lungs, he slumped there, momentarily debilitated. As his eyes hopelessly roamed the interior, they frequented the rope still dangling from the beam. Surely, it was better to hang himself than be captured!
However drastic such a notion may seem to our expectant reader, the traitor, so swayed by the consideration, was almost ready to go through with it.
At any rate, perhaps it was a maddening desperation, perhaps Fortune wishing to assist her plaything, but it was at this moment that another idea came fast to his mind: the pistol!
We now learn that among the items retrieved from the tree’s hollow was also a gun. Since it was still in his possession and that it was impossible to break out from his confinement, his only chance of escape was to occasion his captors opening the doors to him.
Yet, to pull the trigger alone would unlikely suffice. To entirely dupe his keepers, a more drastic spectacle — more grotesquely convincing — was called for. And the necessary effects were to be found rotting beneath the hay.
Again grabbing the pitchfork, he set to plunging it repeatedly into what he, to his disgust, discovered to be the festering carcass of a poor canine.
What beasts would contrive to kill such an animal?
There was no time for such moralistic grievances.
With stomach twisting, nauseous-aghast, he plunged a hand deep into the gory lacerations and scooped out blood, innards, and rotting flesh. With further gut-wrenching repulsion, he slapped the putrid flesh against the side of his temple, simulating the aftermath of a gunshot wound.
The foul, putrescent reek nearly choked him to the point of vomiting. But determined to gain freedom, he re-covered the carcass with hay, shoved the pitchfork back into a stall, and then splayed himself across the slabs.
Taking a deep breath, he took aim and fired the pistol into a stall.
Several agitated heartbeats later, the stable doors flung open. Still holding fast his breath, he listened for movement. For some seconds, there was none. But when the first distress, which had doubtless overawed his custodians, yielded to the next, they rushed over.
“They wanted him alive!” shrieked the one. “The Guard’ll lynch us!”
Sprawled as our hero was, the men cursed the fate which now hung about their necks and, without substantiating his condition, fell to heated recriminations.
With both captors doubly distracted, now was the time to act. Up leapt our hero, quite stunning the ruffians. Launching a foot into them, he sent them crashing into the stalls.
On his heels, the traitor turned and bolted outside. Not until after first slamming shut the doors and barring them did he hasten into the nearby woods.
Through the perpetual twilight of the cold, damp, mossy, dense forest, and along the pine needle-strewn trails, he hurried back towards Zweilütschinen.
Soon, he reached a broad track bisecting the woods, connecting a steep elevation on the left to a lane on the right that ran to the village. Pausing to look around, he saw no threat and was about to proceed when lively music and song swelled on a stiff breeze that rushed between the trees. Knowing not from which direction the sound came, he hid in the dense growth.
The melodies faded as the breeze died down, only to swell again on the next gust, bringing the rattle of wheels, the jingling of harness bells, and the clopping of hooves. From the elevation on his left emerged a procession of horse-and-mule-drawn, gaily painted wagons, their sides decorated with scrolling patterns and floral motifs. Sturdy horses drew gilded carriages with red-velvet-curtained windows following behind. Interspersed throughout were ambling mules hitched to simpler coaches piled high with trunks and props.
As the caravan drew nearer, the drivers and their companions came into view. From their flowing skirts, embroidered bodices, ears glinting with jewellery, striped trousers, short coats of velvet and brocade, and wide-brimmed hats adorned with feathers. From their laughter, innuendos, bawdy jokes, farcical revelries, operatic strains, and the music of the zither and hackbrett. From their liberal swigging from bottles of pungent emerald absinthe and filling the air with clouds of tobacco, ‘twas apparent they were a Wanderbühne itinerant troupe.
More wagons rolled past, followed by six haflingers tied to a coach in front, pulling the last of the wagons; driverless; likely used for storage.
Rather than continue along the lane that led to the village, the train turned onto a trail that ran parallel to the forest.
Seizing his chance, the fugitive hurried after them and, catching up with the rearmost wagon, hauled himself onto its step. An unlocked padlock hung from the travel latch; removing it and lifting the latch, he pulled on the handle and found the door opened to him.
Harlequins, hanswursts, marionettes, pulcinellas, and mascheras rattled and swayed side to side, their sinister painted wooden faces smiling upon him. Various costumes, accoutrements, and appurtenances common to the commedia dell’arte swung on the rails as the caravan traversed the rough ground.
Wedged amidst the clutter, the stowaway could easily remain hidden until safe to disembark. His spirits thus rising at this brighter futurity, he now sat on a wooden chest next to the small, round window, and watched the forest drift leisurely by.
Our hero had barely permitted himself to relax when, as the wagon tilted sharply, a cascade of papers avalanched from a shelf above.
Against the round pane, he pressed his face; the trees were diverging from the wagon’s route. “Why are we —?”
Incidentally, among the documents scattered over the floor were several flyers advertising the Wanderbühne’s upcoming performances across the Interlaken district. At this sight, his eyes grew wide with dawning horror. The travellers were likely bound for Gsteigwiler, having perhaps only taken a wrong turn before re-routing back towards the village.
“Good Lord!”
This was a tragedy worthy of any sentimental Wanderoper stage itself. To have contrived his escape, only to be conveyed back to the village and then discovered by the troupe. To be then flung out, headfirst, into the mud before the jeering villagers and then seized upon by the Guard. To have been the Prinzipal, the choreographer, and tragedian Pickelhäring of his own public demise was beyond even hellish invention.
“I must acquit this accursed wagon at once!”
In trying the door, he found it had locked itself from the outside. “What?” Throwing his weight against it was of no avail. “Of course!” He struck his palm against his forehead. “The latch!”
The wagon’s suddenly halting sent him stumbling; again, he pressed his face against the window. A curve in the lane showed the caravan bending towards the Gsteigwiler bridge. The travellers had turned away from the village. Evidently, no performance was scheduled there after all.
But the blockade?
While the inebriated and obstreperous itinerants disembarked their wagons and gathered at the bridge, cursing at the guards for prejudicing and harassing innocent travellers, two patrols separated from the main detachment to inspect the convoy.
“Curse this day!” Even were our hero to break free, it would be straight into their hands. And a thorough search must inevitably reveal him, even secreted amidst the costumes.
Circa five minutes later, the patrol reached the rear wagon. Engaged in scornful talk, the guards laughed at and ridiculed the travellers who still harangued their comrades at the bridge.
Alas, a betraying clatter issued from the wagon; it rocked momentarily.
“There is somebody inside!” said one of them.
Blades unsheathed, they surrounded the wagon. Two guards moved to the door: one rifle aimed, and the other, lifting the latch, threw the door open.
Their expressions will, I daresay, be so far removed from that which our dear readers’ imaginations may have depicted. Stare, these guards did in astonishment, in appall, in exquisite confusion at the man whom they could only presume to be one of the travellers.
Face, neck, and stubble powdered spectre white. Rounded cheeks and pouting lips rouged a vulgar red. Shadows of smudged royal blue encircled the eyes most dramatically. Crowning this visage, a white perruque, pomaded to a preposterous height, festooned with flowers, ribbons, and a toy frigate, teetered beneath its own weight. But what farcical spectacle would be complete without an equally preposterous, as-wide-as-the-wagon panniered gold silk chemise a la reine! — all in an irreverent ode to that certain French queen.
“Bon après-midi, mes chéris,” drawled the monarch, in an exquisitely frolicsome French accent. Empty bottle in one hand, ostrich fan in the other, he swayed left to right, as if drunk. And, natch, he just had to eruct theatrically. “Have you come to save this poor queen from that wicked guillotine?”
The two men, incontrovertibly bamboozled, did draw their comrades to their sides. Equally stunned, they could not but help join their men-in-arms a-blinking as their jaws dropped speedily aslant as we might imagine of the aforementioned glistening blade of terror was destined to do.
“Why do you gawk at me so?” implored Madame la Reine from behind the ostrich plumes, now fluttering his hastily glued-on lashes. “Where are my Cent-Suisses?” Once more affecting a drunken belch, he held out the empty bottle. “And my champagne?”
These farcical speeches compounding utter confusion, the guards let out a gasp — which stifled a half-laugh — which stifled unintelligible diction — which stifled —
“Let us rid ourselves of this vile vagrant!” rasped the gun-bearing man, slamming the door. “The quicker they quit our vicinity, the better!”
As the fourth hour pealed on the distant air, the wagon lurched forwards, and our triumphant thespian collapsed onto a thick rug, feeling for his heartbeat. “That was too close!”
All relief was, however, short-lived. He jerked back upright. “The door!”


Evenfall had begun its descent on the world outside, casting it in that same sort of gloom common to afflicted souls. The purpling shadows whispered of his captivity as he watched the Zweilütschinen bridge pass by — the very direction he needed to go! Who knew where and when the travellers would next stop?
Oppressed by increasing exasperation, he again sank onto the rug and stared up at the puppets swaying overhead in the shadowy ceiling. So lost he became to a maelstrom of misery, he noticed not at first that something underneath the carpet dug into his shoulder. But shifting his weight repeatedly revealed a section of the floor now depressed. “Could it be?”
Sitting up, he flung back the rug. “A hatchway!”
Promptly deposing himself first of his royal raiments, he lifted the hatch and held onto the edge as he dropped to the ground; at which the wagon carried on over his head and the capricious sky appeared.
The dark was coming on fast when he got back to the bridge at Zweilütschinen. Keen to wash off his gaudy visage and the gory vestiges (lest we forget), he faltered down the steep bank to the river and was just kneeling when he slipped and was thrown headlong into the waist-high, frigid current.
“Blast!” He slammed hard the waters with his fists.
No time to tarry, he scrubbed away the red, white, and blue and then clambered up the far bank and hastened on to the village of Gündlischwand.
Clothes clinging to his skin most unpleasantly and chilled further by the late November air, our hero sought the help of a lone stranger, silhouetted in the doorway of a small log cabin.
“I am in need of a fire,” said he through chattering teeth as he neared the gate. “I shall reward you accordingly and detain you no longer than necessary.”
An elderly woman tottered forth, clutching her humble linen shawl most fervently around her shoulders. “Fire, is it?”
She raised her nightlight — whose flickering flame did cast her craggy, weathered countenance in the ghastliest shadows beneath her crumpled linen cap — and eyed him with a most unpleasant proximity.
His answers appeasing her subsequent questions, and perhaps that he shivered so violently — nay, deafeningly — she granted him access to the fire of her humble hearth. “Pass me your cloak,” bade she. “Lord! It’s wet through.” She prodded his chest with a stubbed finger. “As is the rest of you, I’ll say?”
“An unfortunate slip into the river.”
Craning her withered neck, she thrust her face into his, nostrils aflare and sniffing most rudely. “No spirits about you, I see?”
He stepped back from her. “That is because I am entirely sober!”
Not without first closing the gap and sniffing about his face again in a most unwelcome fashion did she finally withdraw. And not without watching him keenly whilst several thoughts visibly scurried behind her eyes — like the rodents, he imagined resided here with her — did she push back her puffed sleeves, smooth down her black felt bodice and plunk her hands into the recesses of her hips, from which flowed a faded skirt, its original hue difficult to discern.
“You’ll catch your death of cold,” pronounced she at last.
Over to an old-looking pine cupboard she clip-clopped in her cracked clogs and, rummaging through it, brought out a pile of garb. “He wasn’t as tall as you, but they’ll do.”
She clip-clopped back over — the faded wool of her skirt swishing. Plunking the pile into his hands, she pointed to a room. “Go change in there.”
From the bedchamber our hero soon emerged in a dry yet most ill-fitting and absurd ensemble imaginable. The homespun wool tunic, darned to excess by its previous inhabitant, did hang on his frame like a tent. The breeches were no better; befitting a man twice his girth, they would verily have tumbled straight to his ankles had he not a belt to tediously hoist them up.
Damp clothes taken off him, she draped them with meticulous care about the fire. “Won’t take long to dry out,” sang she, motioning to a rocking chair next to the hearth — no more than a few bricks stacked together, above which dangled a blackened pot bubbling over the fire. “And you go warm yourself.”
Around her waist, she tied a threadbare linen apron. From a solitary oak dresser that furnished her kitchen area, she grabbed a pot and, chopping several vegetables, adding them to the pot, then busied herself at the stove.
At length, with attentions almost gracious that contradicted her coarse manner, the old woman sat her guest at a small wooden table — its surface worn yet scrubbed clean — and served a modest meal of vegetable stew in a pewter bowl, along with dry bread, and wine in a chipped earthenware cup.
As he set about eating, the woman entered into some light conversation, at length warning him of the road. “Guards were up and down the valley all day hunting an outlaw,” said she. “They put a poster on the local board and bade us to report any sight of him to the village headman. But the poster’s not the half of it. The headman read a new decree this morning. A ‘war tax’ on all livestock to bolster the garrisons. A tax to pay for us to possibly fight our own countrymen in Zürich, can you imagine? My grandson serves in the city guard... I pray to God he isn’t sent to point his musket at his own kin.”
The stale bread did scrape the traitor’s throat. “Did you,” said he, reaching for the wine with a cough, “perchance... see the poster?”
She nodded. “Thrust right in my face.”
Assuming she must have recognised him and had sent him to change in order to alert a neighbour, he sprang up, toppling the wine in his agitation.
The woman entreated him to sit back down while she fetched a cloth to wipe up the spillage. “The criminal will surely be long gone by now.”
“What did the poster claim of this... villain?”
“Perhaps you can tell me?” returned she.
“Whatever do you mean?”
Explaining she had a poster, she then searched her living space for several minutes, vexing herself for forgetting where it was. But finding it stuffed into the kitchen dresser’s drawer, she finally handed it to him. “You keep it. My eyes are grown so clouded these days, the fiend could walk right up to me and I wouldn’t know him from the butcher.”
Unsure whether to trust her, he scrutinised her orbs; even in this light, they appeared clouded. And judging from her expression, she spoke truthfully.
Satisfied, he rolled out the crumpled poster. Heavens! His hand flew to his mouth. Sensing that even the partly blind woman must have read his reaction, his eyes slowly gravitated to her.
She was already busying herself, rearranging the clothes around the fire.
He turned his attention back to the poster and studied it. The likeness was unmistakable. He passed a hand across his jaw. No razor shall touch my face again! On reading the text, he saw no reference to his name; only that he was a dangerous outlaw... an enemy to the Confederacy... “A reward of how much?!”


Since the cabin was so warm — baking, in fact — his clothes were soon dry enough to be packed. Handing thus to the woman the promised payment (a batzen), for which she furnished him with a wrapping of grapes, stale cheese, and the stale bread remnants, he took his leave.
From behind the rolling clouds, the waxing crescent moon glanced now and then, throwing a faint glow on the sleeping habitats of Grindelwald. The tremendous limestone faces of the Eiger, Mättenberg, and Wetterhorn brooded above the vale like mountain trolls watching to crush him. Made uneasy at this sight, he averted his eyes to the snow-ladened Klein Welhorn, which scowled with equal menace above the distant eminence, the direction his path led.
Scarce had he circled the village outskirts when the rhythmic, grinding crunch of hobnailed boots upon the gravel froze his blood. A patrol!
With desperate haste, he threw himself behind a low stone wall, pressing his face into the damp moss just as the glow of torches spilt around the bend.
“Halt!” barked a voice. The tramping ceased. “What is it now?” spoke another. “Movement,” insisted the first; “there, by the wall.”
A torch was thrust forwards; its flickering light danced dangerously close to our hero’s trembling form, illuminating the very stones against which he huddled. He squeezed his eyes shut, his heart hammering against his ribs, certain that the next sound would be the cocking of a musket.
“‘Twas but a trick of the moon,” chided a third voice. “Keep moving!”
A heavy grunt of acquiescence followed, and the marching resumed — thud, thud, thud — fading slowly into the night.
After about an hour’s steep ascent, the fugitive gained the brow. Here, he took a few moments to regain his breath and to take a final look back at the blurry mass of civilisation nestled in the shadowy basin below. From this point forth, dwellings would be few.
Continuing on, he followed a rude, winding declivity, which entered a rocky terrain of grassy hillocks and shadowy pine groves. Save for the occasional sighing breeze, which rustled the tall blades of grass, the silence and solemn stillness impressed upon his captive heart a sense of freedom. But the illusion passed as quickly as the faint gleam of silvery moonlight which touched the earth, leaving only the blackness of resentment.
And those accursed posters! How eagerly the world will clamber to collect the bounty, desperate to serve those they claim to loathe! Despicable!
As he trudged on, the gigantic Wetterhorn and Welhorn mountains, which earlier glowered from afar, rose in intimidating forms at his right. Across their jagged faces, shadows leapt about, conjuring the mythical forms of Berchtold and his spectral huntsmen in pursuit of hapless quarry. Unable to look away from these flitting shadows, he found even the large black recesses took on the form of Hotap’s wide-open mouth, hungry to devour him. A stiff gust whipped past; as it turned towards the mountains, roaring in the tops of the pines, a distant wolf howled — its cry echoed on the vale’s opposite side.
Over the traitor’s shoulder blades, a shiver crawled. He doubled his pace.
This failed flight to Zürich... “a sacred duty”, his mysterious deliverer had called it. Sacred or not, as he traiked through the oppressive dark, a wickeder fancy danced at the edges of his virtue. Should Providence smile upon his endeavour, and should he reach Lucerne, not only might the realm yet be preserved to a degree, but his enemies would be cast into the dust!
Before long, he entered a gloomy forest, cast in impenetrable blackness. ‘Twas impossible to discern which way to tread. But at length, hearing the babbling of a nearby water source, he followed its sound and discovered a broad stream which cut through the woods. This, he thus followed downstream.
Alas, as he pursued its banks, he slipped on the damp grass, twisting his ankle and tumbling into the frigid stream, cracking his head against a rock.
Vision stinging and blurred by the water, he clutched at his now throbbing temples. “Confound it all!”
Even as his head thumped and bled, heavy drops of rain now fell from above. This, conjoined with the icy winds which penetrated his soaked garb, drove him shivering and limping in pursuit of shelter and of fire’s warmth.
After some distance, a break in the forest presented a bridge crossing in front. Communicating with it, a path to his left led towards a structure. The measured dashing of paddles gave to his understand that it was a mill.
The doors were naturally bound fast by a thick chain and a large padlock. In glancing about, he spied a nearby axe. This he seized and delivered several blows to the padlock until it gave way and he could enter.
Musty air and sawdust indicated that the various obscure objects were those of a small sawmill. It will be easy to imagine his joy when, from the moonbeams entering a window, he perceived a log burner at the mill’s centre with a pile of chopped wood beside it.
After the interior had warmed up, he stripped off the damp and intolerably itchy garments, cleansed and bandaged his bleeding forehead, and reclined next to the burner to repast on the provisions.
Soon lulled by the crackling logs, the rattling of rain against the window, and feeling the heaviness of sleep dampening the dull throb in his skull and swollen ankle, these symptoms stole him away to the oblivion of sleep.
***
Awakened by the early sun darting its rays through the window, the fugitive lingered awhile, soothed by the purling leat and cheered by the gleeful birds heralding the new day. However, as the light shafts moved across the interior, so too did the probable dangers of overstaying here pass over his thoughts.
He sat up. “I must be off at once.”
With the mill’s baked air finding his throat parched, he reached for his costrel. But it was empty. Consequently, half dressing himself, he then stepped outside to refill it.
As he breathed in the crisp air, a pensive wakefulness infused his mind. His gaze roaming his environs, fixed on the forest steeps of Klein Welhorn, opposite. Its bold grey summit, warmed by a lone sunbeam, was, much like his brain, for the most part enveloped by impenetrable cloud. Hope’s certainty yet lay veiled beyond the murkiness. Meanwhile, that fiery brilliance, common to dusk, while painting the drifting clouds in brilliant hues, touched the valley more with a portentous solemnity. Danger, like a cold gust, swept within.
Eager to drive away such feelings as though dwelling on them might bring about the ominous, he forced his thoughts on the possibility of soon reaching Lucerne. “Only one more day left to suffer this treacherous ordeal.” Tomorrow, he would meet with Ludwig.
On kneeling down next to the leat, he remarked in his reflection the bloodstained bandage about his brow. “What cruel disfigurement awaits me beneath these rags?”
From under his habiliments exuded the pungence of stale sweat. Noting also the grime under his nails and the filth streaking his hands, he would have washed had not the following cry rent the air:
“Get away from there!” boomed a man’s voice.
At some distance, a figure bore what resembled a doglock musket.
“Get away from my mill!” The man quickened his pace. “I’ll shoot!”
Inside, the traitor flung. Gathering up his garb and grabbing his sack, he quit the structure, narrowly avoiding the lead ball with which the shooter, apt with his rifle, splintered the doorpost.
Fraught with terror, our hero rushed along the mill’s side and faltered up the stream’s ascent, trailed by the miller’s swiftly nearing shouts.
Since the slope steepened and the aspect opened out, the fugitive retreated into the woods on his left and hid behind a thick trunk.
While gasping for air, he rubbed his smarting ankle. Can I pass not one day without danger, or —
Nearby, the ground crunched beneath stealthy footsteps.
Fearing even to breathe, our hero covered his mouth.
The miller’s heavy footfall drew steadily nearer. “I know you’re here!”
Crouched as the traitor was on his injured ankle, it buckled under his weight. Fire bolted up his cramping legs; his foot slipped out from under him.
“I hear you!” The miller must have been just on the other side of the tree. “I’ll have you for breaking into my — hmm; what’s that then?”
The man seemed to turn on the ground and retreat down the slope.
A tremendous, pent-up, quaking breath burst from the hunted’s lungs. Wary of the peril he might encounter in moving, he waited for some minutes before cautiously peering out: no sign remained of his stalker.
After hastily putting on the rest of his clothes, he ventured a few paces out from the wood to survey the declivity. The miller was certainly gone.
Turning, he limped along the open acclivity, teeth gritted against the fiery pain — his ankle twisting, his toe dragging with each stunted step.
A few minutes later, there came a familiar thudding and a dreaded cry:
“There he is!”
Whether his heart or his legs first failed him, as he glanced back, the fugitive saw three mounted cuirassiers in red coats rapidly gaining ground.
“You there,” cried another. “Stand fast!”
“After him!” yelled the third.
Trapped, he stared at the steep slope ahead — his only hope of escape.
Too soon, however, as he struggled up the ever-steepening hillside, his foot dislodged a loose rock and he crashed facedown.
Gasping for breath, he looked behind; his pursuers were nearly upon him, their shouts ringing in his ears.
Dragging himself up, he scrambled desperately onwards, clutching at the tall blades of grass, which, concealing clumps of spiny thistle, drove mini daggers into his palms.
Assailed by the agony roaring from his punctured, bleeding hands, he lost his balance and toppled backwards.
This time, having tumbled so far down the slope, when he attempted to regain the lost ground, it was too late. One guardsman had dismounted and advanced forwards with such swiftness that he was instantly upon our hero, throwing over him a weighted rope net.
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However dire our hero’s present state, it called not for despair but fortitude. To attempt escape would engender only further trial and misery. Thus, resigning himself, he was bound with rope and led back to the mill.
As he descended the slope, he distinguished a general blur of the Bernese Regiment — ten cuirassiers, a phalanx of footmen — and a prison cart.
Meantime, pacing the ground before the mill with fiery-looking impatience, a colonel — emblazoned in bright colours, a morion, plumes, and so polished a cuirass as to blind the clearly quaking-in-his-boots miller — regarded the captive, at which his steps halted. Astonishment mingled with, possibly, uncertainty overspread his phiz. But when closer observation afforded itself, his expression wore the undeniable satisfaction of vengeful triumph.
“Here we were,” said he, “despatched after mere rats disrupting the peace of our patricians and the just rule of our regime. Yet, we find you. Another malignancy in need of excision from the world!”
To account for how this capture came about, it transpired that when the miller had pursued his prey into the woods, his attention was alerted by a disturbance originating from near his mill. Thus, his curiosity having impelled him back down the slope, he happened upon the roaming patrol and unwittingly, by reporting a criminal who broke into his mill — and who had used, no doubt, his firewood too! — led to the capture, not of the mere bandits these soldiers were hunting in this region, but of a far greater prize: the very WANTED outlaw.
This colonel, a most dedicated partisan of his second younger half-brother, Viktor, would too easily relish the slightest symptom of desperation in his captive. Thus, making no comment but with looks of resolution, our hero concealed the hopeless sentiments that plagued him.
A volatile twitch played about the colonel’s meticulously curled moustache. “You traitor!” He struck him across the face. “Did you believe you could avert the inevitable? Look at what your treason has wrought, you fool! Because of you, Zürich now openly accuses us of tyranny and masses its troops at the border. The French use your name as a pretext to tear up our treaties. You haven’t just failed the schultheiss; you have single-handedly given our enemies the very sword they needed to strike at our heart!” Meeting with only a disdainful look for his reply, the colonel stared back at the accused, astounded. “Have you nothing to say?”
Suppressing the violence that raged within his soul, our hero remained silent; he would neither amuse this man’s corrupt disposition nor satisfy his lust for brutality.
With undisguised detestation, the colonel shifted his tyrannical leer onto the men holding the captive bound. “Confine him to the wagon!” Turning from them, he now addressed the still-trembling miller. “You have performed an invaluable service to the Confederacy this day. Since a bounty is put on this man’s head, you must attend Burgdorf Castle to collect it.”
“R-r-r-reward?” No doubt marvelling at the mention of this, the miller soon forgot his stutterings and tremblings and insisted that the colonel enjoy some of the finest hospitality in the Swiss mountains at a popular sternen.
This invitation the colonel declined outright, whereupon the miller, counting the guards, did immediately importune him with the very likely disappointment of his nine daughters — the barkeepers, who, extolled he, were reputed to be the fairest in these Alps. Hearing this, the colonel’s men likewise importuned their leader to accept.
***
What a cruel contrast there was between the lively, inebriated temper of the guards and the traitor fettered in the wagon. The former did revel without restraint in Swiss song and dance around a roaring bonfire, boots stomping, crushing the grass. The latter, with not even a drop of water to lessen his thirst, could only look upon these scenes with sickened disdain.
Captured as our hero was, bound to the manacles of dreadful uncertainty, their freedom he both scorned and envied as they flirted with and faux duelled for the prettiest maidens. For him, a branded traitor, there remained only to be brought before the schultheiss’ malice, whose forgiveness knew neither mercy nor impartiality, and whose retribution knew only unstinting vengeance.
At intervals, the soused guards, goaded by their ill-humour and increasing intoxication, would break away from their debauched pursuits — hussies dressed in white ruffled-necked blouses, dainty white stockings, blue knee-length dresses and white-frilly aprons — to parade round the wagon. With exaggerated yodels, skipping steps, twirls, and bows, and brandishing their rapiers, they did denounce their prisoner with insidious oaths and acerbic taunts; while the Jezebels (for that is how they verily behaved) bedecked the occasion with their own trilling laughs, hisses, and mocking curtsies, delighting in his tribulation.
Such a stream of crapulous invectives failed not to press the object of their ridicule deeper into the chasm of bitter despair. Yet, even as his spirits caved beneath the weight of oppression, his crumbling thoughts were punctuated by the following:
“Though every dictate of justice proscribes such an indulgence to one so treasonous,” slurred the colonel, breathing malodorously through the bars, “in deference to your family, I proffer you... a drink.”
With a cold stare, he held up to the bars a cup of beer.
Was such a known beast truly capable of such a symptom of humanity? Too thirsty to ponder this, the traitor reached for the cup. But the colonel instantly yanked it away and, swigging prodigiously of the contents, then spewed them into his face.
A raucous outburst echoed in the air. Insults, invectives, and injurious mockery rang all around as the colonel raised the empty cup in mocking triumph.
Stung by such principles of cunning and contempt, our hero slumped into the corner of the cold, tenebrous wagon to repent of his gullibility.
The profuse amounts of intoxicants guzzled down by the rowdy militia having finally affected its secondary powers upon their brains, they each grew oscitant and fell one by one under the decisive alchemy of drunken slumber.
Though spared from further taunts, the passage of hours would abandon our hero only to sleepless dejection. Born of exalted rank, bred in state, and conditioned to the most slavish attention, how he yearned for the dissipated life he once enjoyed. But again, for one branded as treasonous as himself, there awaited only the foulest dungeon into which he would be flung. Not merely to rot away out of existence, no! This would be but an added menace before an ignominious trial and sentencing; a mere prelude to the sword, the axe, decapitation, or the scaffold. Even would he somehow escape from his present confinement and live out his days in hiding, the very notion of poverty he despised more than death.
These considerations so eclipsed his fortitude that he sank into the abstractions of the blackest affliction.
***
Morning, grim morning did come creeping over the mountain peaks, the stench of urine and stale beer marring the once fresh alpine air. Though not a cloud wafted across the brightening sky, our hero’s mind was obnubilated by a storm, which neither chance, ingenuity, nor enchanted brush could paint away.
The guards soon awoke, groaning, cursing, each claiming, according to their recollection, the most joyous of nights, however tarnished by the harshest of hangovers. Eager to restore the men’s vitality, the barmaids — more so the eligible ones — served a light collation of bread and cheese while playfully stealing away with the bachelors’ handkerchiefs in exchange for their own embroidered ones.
Finally, with amorous goodbye kisses and inappropriate, grasping squeezes, the detachment led the creaking wagon along the acclivity, waved away with rosy-cheeked smiles, and a few downcast farewells.
Beyond the wagon bars, the inn gradually shrank into the background, lost behind the woods which enclosed it from sight. Though, as we earlier saw, our hero had no share in the prior eve’s pleasures, this merry inn would be the last such establishment he would look upon; a dissonant memory etched as with the point of a blade into his mind until — No! I will not dwell on this now.
Seeking distraction, he turned his attention to the guards’ talk, echoing on the thinning air. Some engaged in boastful badinage, exaggerating their exploits and conquests with the prettiest wench at the inn; others conversed about the universal astonishment their cargo would soon produce; whilst some grumbled over matters of state:
“To hell with the schultheiss and his politics!” rasped one. “My brother’s unit was deployed to the Aargau border only yesterday. He says they’re staring across the river at men from Zürich they trained with last year.”
“‘Tis madness!” slurred another. “I signed up to fight our war-mongering neighbours, not our fellow Swiss!”
“‘Tis all because of this traitor we escort here!” growled a third.
At this, several sets of loathing eyes turned in the wagon’s direction, whereupon the accused shrank farther into the interior’s tenebrosity.
Impossible as it was to disprove the evidence to his disadvantage, there had to be some way of averting his present fate? But without the scroll, such a possibility was unattainable. Perhaps he should throw himself at the schultheiss’ feet? Perchance, that imperious man would yield to his entreaties? Be altogether unmoved? Or become only the more resolute to execute his wrath...
As the rattling wagon left behind the gloomy green forests, a barren and oppressive aspect met the prisoner’s view. Rock upon rock rose intimidatingly all about, crowding close on all sides, giving way to sheer precipices which endlessly plunged. Neither tree, shrub, nor living creature appeared here; only a sombre mist hung low, crawling over the coarse ground before rolling over the cliffs, swallowed as if by dispiriting, spine-chilling abysses.
... but whatever the schultheiss’ ruling inclination may be, the traitor would try. I must!
While his thoughts continued to swing back and forth between vain design and black despair, there obtruded on his hearing the colonel’s loud exaltations. Proclaiming himself the hero for having rendered so sacred a service to the canton, he grew impatient to receive his distinction sooner. Consequently, abandoning entirely his commission to apprehend the bandits, he commanded the detachment to avow there being none in these regions. The order was given to cut across the mountain to Lake Brienz and to hasten their return to Burgdorf.
The guards, bitter of heart, sore of head, and already suffering from the fatigue of their hangovers and the rugged, acclivitous tracks, needed no great persuasion and rerouted accordingly.
The tall recesses of projecting rock through which they now passed concealed them entirely from the sun’s face. This cold and shadowy seclusion was of such sinister potency that even the mountain’s stern faces seemed to scorn the captive’s temporary presence in their realm. And the farther the creaking wagon progressed into the gloom of the rocky steeps looming overhead, the more isolated and ill-boding the journey felt.
Truly, only the most desperate and villainous of souls would be welcomed here.
As the chill mountain air crept through the bars, a growing apprehension lodged in our hero’s bones. If bandits did indeed lurk in this region, this location, being so far removed from civilization’s grasp, would most likely have been their haunt.
Seemingly oblivious to any possible dangers, the guards only rejoiced at the Schwarzhorn and Wildgärst ridges, which loomed in the distance, where, yonder, they would again tread a declivity.
Barely a moment later, the wagon ground to an abrupt halt. A confused murmuring rose from the vanguard. The colonel’s smug aspect shifted to marked consternation; he spurred his mount ahead. Next, an indistinct sound carried on a sharp breeze. Several guards surrounded the wagon with their fusils held at the ready. Then, almost immediately after, a commotion erupted from the rear guard.
“Bandits!” yelled the colonel. “Defend the wagon at all costs!”
The slick sounds of unsheathed schiavonas, rapiers, and Walloon swords swelled on the air, followed by these steels noisily clashing fore and aft.
Gripped by mounting agitation, our hero clung to the bars, straining to see. The bandits outnumbered the guards twofold. “As if my wretched fate was not already deplorable enough!”
Back into the wagon’s far corner he shrank, panting and perspiring. “I cannot simply sit here!” Exerting his all, he tried to tear his fetter chains from their bolts in the interior wall. “Blast these infernal chains!”
Chaos and clamour continued to reign outside. Vehement expletives mingled with heavy groans of mortal pain. Artillery bursts thundered among the rocks — the deafening sounds rebounding, startling the wagon horses, and they bolted forwards.
Tossed about violently as the wagon bounded over the treacherous ground, the fugitive cried out to the driver: “Rein them in, man!”
But the relentless, breakneck pounding continued unchecked, the dreadful noise reverberating through the wagon. “What are you doing, man? Halt this deadly contraption!”
Rather than any reply, there came only an agonising groan, ensued by what sounded like the thud of the driver’s body falling to the ground and the jolt of the wagon going over it.
“Surely not?”
Again, the wagon jolted and lurched madly, hurling our battered hero into the wall. Struggling to steady himself, he grabbed onto the bars, at which point the wagon, once more jolting, tilted almost to the point of overturning and flung him against the opposite bars.
Unbridled terror it was that vanquished his last shred of courage. Down so appalling a drop he gazed as the wagon careered terrifyingly near to its edge. “That I should die so cruel a death!”
“Ya! Ya!” burst upon his hearing, cutting through the menacing din.
A dark shape rapidly gained on the careening wagon from behind.
“Ya! Ya!” again came the shout, nearer now.
Wrapped in a black cloak and sitting atop a stallion as black as midnight, a hooded figure galloped past the bars. “Ya! Ya!”
Scarce had this unknown rider overtaken the wagon when the maddened horses let out a fearful snort, and the wagon was somehow brought to an abrupt, teetering stop, mere inches from eternal oblivion.
Trembling uncontrollably, our hero collapsed onto the wagon floor.
After a few words of reassurance were spoken to the horses by this unexpected saviour, the wagon was turned on a broader section of the ridge and proceeded back towards the earlier scenes of violence and bloodshed.
Barely had our hero come back to himself when he realised which way the wagon went. Impossible it is to inscribe the extent of agitation which envenomed his palpitating heart. Knowing not which of his two foes Fortune had spared, his mind leapt from one shocking image of his own fate to the next.
He was not, however, long abandoned to such uncertain terrors. Soon the enthusiastic noise of a crowd loudened on the air; a general hum of coarse celebratory speech referenced plundering the Guard.
The bandits had prevailed.
Uncertain how many of the vanquished lived, our hero could only hope that his captors, as soon as they discovered him, might join him to them.
“Are they dead?” shouted the unknown rider of the wagon.
“All of them!” answered a ruffian.
What? All dead? The traitor’s eyes gravitated to the scenes outside the bars; but he instantly restrained them. What if these men happened to be the very bandits of Du Pont himself? Oh, had only the wagon plunged over the precipice!
Fortune had truly worked her most striking blow yet. For to be seized by the Bernese Regiment under his present condemnation, and to be handed over to the schultheiss, was an outcome already most dreadful. But to be carried off by such persons whose infamy lent itself to unprincipled and unscrupulous creeds, and whose comrades perceived and obeyed no laws but their own, was something else! And should they indeed be Du Pont’s men, and discover who our hero was, it would be for certain that they would content themselves not until they had flayed, sundered, and incinerated his individual members.
“Listen to this, brothers!” bellowed one such ruffian. “I found a despatch on that pompous colonel. A secret order from the Bernese War Council, authorising — after they’ve ‘rounded up us bandits’ — ‘pre-emptive manoeuvres’ against Zürich-allied territories! They mean to start a war themselves!”
The bandits roared with wicked delight at the news of their enemies being, in all likelihood, set to destroy each other.
“And what of the spoils?” now said the rider, at which the rabble quietened down and an inventory was called out. The rider, in turn, laughed. “We have once more put the taxes to better use. Down with the corrupt regime!”
“DOWN WITH THE REGIME!” repeated the murderous mob.
“Curse the patrician oligarchies!” cried another ruffian.
“DEATH TO THEM!” roared the others.
“Vive le futur Empereur!” shouted the driver.
“VIVE LE FUTUR EMPEREUR!” screamed all.
Future Emperor? Hearing such a bizarre sentiment had potency enough to momentarily pull the captive from the blackness of his own ordeals. Is there a new power rising somewhere?
Footsteps neared; another brigand pronounced they had one difficulty. Asked about it, the bandit gravely referred to the prisoner.
Prisoner? Thunderstruck, our hero gasped.
The brigand continued, saying that the prisoner had been wounded during the crossfire.
Wounded? Confused, our hero felt his body for injury.
The rider demanded whether the prisoner still lived. He was told yes, though likely mortally injured. Another ruffian rasped why it even mattered. Collateral, came the reply; though the rider intended to keep the prisoner alive only until necessary. After despatching a comrade to fetch a certain surgeon from the village of Meiringen in the valley below, the rider ordered his men to bring the prisoner to the wagon.
Hearing this, our hero jerked, rattling the fetters that detained him.
“Hush!” said the rider. “Do you hear that?”
Though his fellow rascals said no, he insisted, “inside the wagon.”
Was it now that Fortune would execute her final menace?
Demanding the keys be brought in haste, the rider jumped down and peered through the bars, at which the traitor, fearing he might be recognised, lowered his head.
Keys soon jangled outside, the lock turned, and the door swung open to reveal several staring faces.
“Who are you?” demanded the rider.
Mute with dread and wishing for the gloom to swallow him, our hero kept his head turned away, eyes riveted to the filthy wagon floor.
“I said, who are you?” repeated the man, his voice louder and searing.
That one ruffian suggested he was perhaps a foreigner and was unable to reply, the fugitive now dared to meet the eyes of his masked persecutor.
“There is one way to find out,” said the rider. Pulling out a pistol, he aimed it squarely at our hero’s head. “I’ll ask once more. Who are you?”
Staring thus directly into the loaded barrel, ‘twas impossible for our hero not to answer. “Merely a fugitive with a death sentence hanging over his head.”
Some surprise and curiosity seemed to dampen the man’s ire. “A fugitive, you say?”
But the mob, filled less with curiosity than corruption, murmured amongst themselves, demanding he be shot, lest he escape and report them.
“Fools!” snapped the rider. “Considering that he is fettered, and we possess the keys to his freedom, how do you suppose he should escape?”
From the instantaneous silence commanded by this man, ‘twas clear he was this mob’s leader.
“Besides,” resumed he, “when he deigns to fully talk, who knows if we might find that he proves of use to us? Bring the prisoner.”
At length, a young man — red coat, dark blue lapels, cuffs edged in white embroidery — bound with ropes, was confined to the wagon’s far side.
From his corner vantage, our hero studied him. Was he from the same detachment that had put him in his present captivity? No; they were all declared dead. The guard’s wheezing presaged his injury’s likely culmination. He appeared barely conscious, slumped against the slats. A dark stain discoloured his coat breast. The white shoulder belt dangled, torn and askew across his chest.
Why had these monsters taken him prisoner? Against whom did he serve as collateral? The man’s head slumped to one side; longevity favoured not his stricken countenance.
“You there,” whispered the traitor, “who are you?”
Slowly, the young man turned his head to him. His phiz grown more cadaverous, glistened with droplets of fevered sweat. His eyes half-opened; he groaned through bloodless lips. Surely, this was the affliction of misery, not ammunition, that haunted those eyes. Some profound grief avowed a spirit shattered. Suddenly he convulsed violently, twisting against his bonds. He stared wildly into the traitor’s eyes with a character bespeaking a fear of approaching death or the relinquishing of something else not less material.
Even as the fetid air thickened with tension, the man spluttered words which, utterly unintelligible, seemed to convey the request of delivering a dying wish. Finally, he let out a protracted wail, and his glassy eyes, rolling back into his head, fell shut.
Good Lord! Our hero recoiled. Has he perished?
“Throw the dead off the precipice,” came the leader’s cruel voice.
What? The traitor jolted. Could not they at least leave them to be found and receive a respectable burial?
“Tonight, we shall pass at base, but tomorrow we must relocate elsewhere. It will not be long before the next swarm of these rats comes searching for its comrades.”
Raw fury did crackle beneath our hero’s skin; he peered through the bars at the bandits. It ought to be they, and not the schultheiss’ men, thrown to the bearded vultures!
More beastly was the sinister joy carved on the brigands’ faces. In pairs, they carelessly pitched the slain over the cliffs — the macabre hollow thud of their bodies, at intervals, reverbing among the rocks; a sound forever scarred on the traitor’s memory; a scene forever sullying these environs.
***
The skies were handing over to the thickening evenfall as the prison wagon straggled along the margins of boggy lakes and ponds towards Chaltenbrunnen Moorlandschaft.
Having stared overlong at the lifeless prisoner, our hero sought distraction from his surroundings. Only sinister crimson and ochre punctuated the spreading shadows as the sun sank behind the mountain summits. Wisps of pale fog crept across the desolate moorland like ghostly tendrils. Ponds, like spectral mirrors, slithered past, offering upended catches of those distant peaks now vanishing into the advancing darkness — these inverted reflections corresponding with our hero’s overturned state of mind.
The wagon slowed to a gradual stop within the marshy wasteland. Doubtless chosen for its difficult-to-penetrate wetland and peatland, this high moor was the bandit settlement.
Of a sudden, a strained groan burst from the guard. He was alive! But from the stench of his blood and his muttered agonies’ worsening tones, his waning condition was palpable.
Upon the eerie atmosphere, there now broke the sound of approaching horses. Soon, gruff voices directed the new arrivals towards the wagon. In turn, the door swung open and in peered a man, his torchlight illuminating a searching look of concern.
“Which one here is the patient?” said this man.
The scar-faced bandit next to him indicated the wounded guard.
“We must act swiftly,” continued the other, evidently a surgeon. “Assist me.”
Together, they laid the soldier across one side of the wagon, whereupon the surgeon set to work with dexterous hands. “‘Tis rather fortunate that I have benefited from the surgical arts of France,” said he whilst probing without sentiment the torn, burnt flesh surrounding the gunshot wound. The prisoner writhed and groaned in new agony against these necessary torments. “Bring that torch closer.” The surgeon scrutinised the injury. “The French truly have developed the most remarkable techniques for regulating such bleeding.”
A thin jet of the soldier’s blood splattered his face. Unfazed, he wiped it away with a handkerchief and continued his ministrations. “Military combat has become quite a speciality these days — aha!” He held up the lead ball as though it were a personal trophy.
A heavy thud resounded from beyond the wagon door; ironically, a bandit had fainted dead away at the sight.
Next, scalpel in hand, the surgeon performed his “debridement,” liberally disinfected the wound with benzoin, and applied adhesive strips before packing it with clean lint. “There!” said he. “That should see you aright.”
Casually, he now seemed to recall the second prisoner confined to the wagon. Extending the torch, he briefly eyed our hero and then quit the wagon without comment as the door slammed shut.
Ere long, fires were lit, their smoke clouds mingling with the cold, black, starless firmament. All around the camp, there erupted riotous merriment and raucous strains of drunken balladry.
Anon, the fatty, rich aroma of roasted hog meat wafted enticingly into the dank-wagon confines. Despite his dejection, our hero’s mouth could not but otherwise well with saliva. “You there!” called he to a nearby knave. “Bring some victuals, will you?”
With a murderous, stony stare, the man scowled at him.
“Bring me something!” again tried our hero.
The ruffian simply ignored him and strode away.
Presently, from among the unmelodious cacophony of brigands loudly claiming their plunder to be the superior, there arose the noise of a heated disagreement from nearer the wagon.
“I say we ought not to keep either prisoner alive.”
“That’s not for you or us to decide.”
“And who are you to tell me —”
“Best to slit their throats now,” interrupted another. “What if that prisoner of the Guard is some notable scoundrel? ‘Twould be best we offload such a liability now than hazard drawing the canton’s minions after us.”
At this bluntly practical notion, several drunken voices chorused in agreement. More ruffians now joined themselves to this topic; soon, a vociferous debate engulfed the rogues as they argued most violently over the captives’ fate.
“I say we do away with them.”
“Aye!” slurred the unruly and uncivil mob. “Kill’em both!”
Angst and fury did vie most vehemently within our hero’s pounding breast. Torn between despair, hope, and uncertainty, he trembled, raged, shivered and perspired.
“‘Tis for the leader to decide,” rejoined several other rogues.
Bitter invectives and expletives, most unfit to pen down here, the two factions now traded as they fell into feisty hostilities.
Why, they were just getting to brawling when:
“Friends!” cried a fresh voice above the fray. “I’ve a capital notion!”
At this, the mob desisted in their scrapping and, quietening down, asked to be told of it.
“Let’s drag him out and discover what great crime he’s committed —”
“Fiddle faddle!” interrupted the many. “Let’s just kill them —”
“Hear me out!” interrupted the other in his own turn. “If his villainy merits no special consideration, once the leader’s done with him, we’ll amicably wager which one of us’ll have the luck of putting a lead through his skull!”
“Aye!” roared the mob. “Bring him out! Bring him out!”
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Whatever the terrors of the night were to be, our hero was about to endure them. And if these brigands were Du Pont’s men, those terrors would most likely culminate in his execution. The creaking wagon door swung open, presenting the inebriated countenance of the very ruffian who had orchestrated this cruel enterprise. Rusty iron keys dangling from one hand and wagging a finger with the other, he ordered him to come forwards.
“I have no wish to come out,” answered the traitor. “I am not your sport.”
This bold remark did clearly astonish the rascal. For several long moments, he stood rather slack-jawed. But finally turning to his comrades, he loudly cried, “he says he’s got ‘no wish’ to come outside!”
Sneers and laughter rang all around.
“Perhaps,” jeered another, “he’d prefer to join the slaughtered?”
Though utterly averse to indulging such rogues, our hero perceived the wisdom in acquiescing. Thus, with as much dignity as he could muster, he shuffled forth. The smug brigand unfettered his feet, and the traitor stepped out into the chill night, passing with uncomfortable proximity the face of his persecutor, who, leering at him, saluted him with a pompous, exaggerated bow accompanied by an elaborate roll of the hand.
All around, bonfires crackled, throwing their hellish flames against the blackness, casting the marshy world in an infernal tinge. Ominous figures swigged from bottles and jugs as they moved and danced about the blazes to folk music and song. Though roasting hogs still turned on spits and their aroma still permeated the air, dread despoiled our hero’s body of hunger; of a sudden, the enticing smell seemed more like that of burning human flesh.
Forcing so grisly a portent from his uneasy mind, he averted his eyes to the blackness beyond the reach of the fiery glow. His hearing revealed to him the presence of yet more brigands concealed in the gloom. Their hulking forms lurked among the twisted trees, where, though obscured by the darkness, they appeared mingled with countless tents — the muted outlines catching the occasional pale cold moonbeam.
They are practically an army.
Our hero’s feet inclined him back towards the wagon, but the brigand pushed him forwards.
“Bring him here!” shouted countless voices from around a nearby fire.
The traitor turned his wary eyes their way, uncertain what fate might await him. Their countenances, as shown by the red glare, evinced souls scorched by years of corruption. Their cruel dark eyes, fixed keenly on him, evidenced their mischievous bent.
As he entered the group, they ordered him to sit on a log.
Whether they were Du Pont’s men, the air was no less thick with evil intention. Bandits, they were all the same. Our hero’s time among them had already taught him this.
“What was your crime?” spoke several ruffians opposite him.
So, they were not Du Pont’s men?
Fortunate it is that despite every circumstance which mounted against our hero, he was possessed still of presence of mind to conjure a means of making himself seem, if not useful to his captors, at the very least equally villainous.
“Murder,” answered he.
“MURDER?!” echoed they, unfittingly taken aback.
He nodded, leering as he smiled.
“Who did you kill?” demanded they.
Answering them not directly, he first availed himself of as savage an air as he could muster. Then, with a wicked sneer, he leant forwards and fixed on them his best menacing gaze. “A much better question would be, how many...”
“HOW MANY?!”
The astonishment on their faces, corroborated by their voices, drew several more rogues into the conversation. “How many d’you kill, then?” said they.
With a precision and art that would fool the wisest philosopher and the basest brigand alike, he claimed to have assassinated hundreds — not less than three-score — as a hired killer for the illustriously powerful and notably corrupt nobles; all of whom paid him a salary worthy of such atrocities.
This narrative naturally produced general wonderment. “And how’d you get caught?”
“A treacherous, unworthy friend.”
His audience, which grew with every gloriously atrocious sounding syllable he uttered, fell into discussing among themselves the marvels and injustices of this account. Verily, that afore-alluded-to friend was deemed the worst of scoundrels, deserving of a death most vicious.
At any rate, the men who had before menaced our hero’s demise now agreed not to destroy him, but rather to restore his corrupt spirit. Thus, a plate of hog and grains was thrust with eagerness and compliments into his hands.
Meat was never so succulent and savoury; he could not swallow fast enough. Seeing his hunger, the ruffians refilled his plate again and again.
As our hero feasted, he failed not to take advantage of studying his distracted custodians. Of the most, their garb was that of the lowliest proletariat and meanest peasant echelons: homespun linens, wool, and worn leather. Of others, theirs was a sartorial elegance: fine French coats, Austrian vests, German embroidery, and Italian silks, these luxurious raiments being undoubtedly the acquisitions of robbery and plunder. Yet, as he gave ear to their varied speech and scrutinised their general carriage and deportment, he marked they bore the incontrovertible stamps of aristo.
Curious...
Meantime, the same rogues who before questioned him were now staring at him over the flames; they appeared to be locked in some sort of disagreement. Unsure how to interpret their looks but feeling an ominous whisper creep over him, the captive turned away to disguise his unease and continued to feed the strips of delectable flesh into his mouth.
“We know who you are!” loudly declared one.
Starting at these unexpected words, our hero nearly choked on his mouthful of meat. A brigand who just now sat beside him passed over some spirits, which he gratefully gulped down. “What do you mean?”
“Aren’t you Du Pont?” came the astonishing — nay, confusing reply.
At the mere mention of this name, more miscreants rushed over, clamouring to know who spoke of it. One of the accusatory men stood up, nearly toppling backwards drunk over his seat, and pointed a wavering finger at the pretender assassin. Loudly, he proclaimed that, in having once glimpsed the sight of and overheard Du Pont speak, he was convinced our hero was the very notorious Machiavellian villain himself.
All glinting eyes now fixed upon our startled captive; none of them bespeaking of a decent soul, forced him to lower his own.
“Are you really Du Pont?” cried the rogues most insistently.
Acquainted as our hero was with this infamous malefactor’s every deed and au courant of his recent imprisonment — a covert operation known only to a select few — once his confusion subsided, a cunning scheme took shape in his mind. Since some similarity of age, build, and resemblance did exist between them and, moreover, the striking similarity between their voices (he now realised), perhaps he could assume the mask of this most elusive villain?
“You’ve found me out,” avowed he in as devious and sombre a tone as he could affect. “I am Du Pont.”
“DU PONT IS HERE!” shouted the outlaws, at which the fireside crammed with countenances innumerable and conceivable only of the most wretched and wicked.
There was one person, however, who shared neither the enthusiasm nor the encomiums of the credulous majority: their leader.
Stationed atop a large rock overlooking his rapt comrades, the ominous figure looked down intently at the faux Du Pont. His eyes, reflecting the blaze, betrayed an inscrutable yet terrible purpose, flashing with severity and suspicion as the firelight glanced across his stern features. There was in his air something terrible; something resolute and vengeful. And wrapped still in his black cloak, all under apparels black with various weaponry hanging from his holster, it was as if he lived to meld with the night itself.
The more our hero stole glances at him, the more he felt some vague familiarity, as if they had crossed paths before. And if this were so, was it not also then recognition, mingled with contempt, that flashed in those eyes which stared back at him?
Again, the fugitive lowered his own.
Startling our hero, a loud groan burst from the wagon. It was soon discovered that the injured prisoner had breathed his last. Despite the surgeon’s efforts, blood poisoning had taken its early hold. Cursing this ill-turn, the leader ordered his men to strip the corpse of its uniform. To the bandits’ no little bewilderment, he forbade tossing the body into a bog and rather demanded it be bound with cloth and kept safely in the wagon.
Though macabre as this intermission of distraction was, it at least offered an escape from the leader’s piercing — nigh intimidating — gaze. That said, all attention soon re-engaged with the regaling tales of Du Pont, and the leader returned to the fireside, reclining on another log opposite.
Though that man listened to all the pretending notorious agitator avowed in narrative, he seemed more to examine him only with that same suspicion; he leant into the shadows, watching him from the mistrustful slits of his eyes.
***
Morning broke upon the land. The Du Pont pretender, having, in the mob’s credulity and veneration, gained a full release from the fetters, was given the privilege of a warm blanket and a tent, in which he passed several hours in a sound slumber.
Half-awake and beguiled by a lingering dream, he spoke out loud: “Ludwig!” He pulled the blanket over his head. “Draw the blasted curtains.”
“Who’s Ludwig?” came a gruff voice.
These words and the voice that spoke them wrenched our hero back to cold, contemptuous reality. Did I truly call out my valet’s name? Half-reluctant, he turned to the bandit. “I must have been dreaming.”
The ruffian with whom he had shared the tent stared down at him, half-yawning, half-laughing. “Dreaming? You’re a fine dandy. Draw the —”
“Are you always so overbearing in the morning?” interrupted the false Du Pont. Throwing off the blanket and cutting the man with a contemptuous glare, he exited the tent.
Outside, all was still and quiet. Not a soul was to be seen. Even the icy breeze crept silently, stirring not the tall grass. Pitched for some considerable distance across the curling mist marshland, the tents, he now perceived, were beyond counting: round, rectangular, large and small, made of white linen canvas or coloured cloth.
As he glanced around for a horse to steal, a lone female emerged from one of the larger tents and made her way to a fire, where one of the previous night’s pots still hung. Dressed in men’s garb — leather jerkin, woollen breeches — she even moved with a masculine gait.
Perhaps feeling his gaze, she looked at our hero and, smiling, beckoned him over. There was something familiar about her. Drawn by curiosity, he thus approached her.
Again, she smiled; a smile that the more he studied, the more it seemed he knew it.
“Hungry, I’ll warrant,” said she. “Since you’re first up, try this, if you please.”
Before he could espy what filled the pot, a spoon was shoved in his mouth. “Argh!” He spat it back out. “Gruel!”
The woman’s smile did instantly vanish. Had not footsteps drawn near with rough “good morrows”, the lass would certainly have brained our hero with that same spoon. “A fine one, ere!” snapped she at a ruffian who, half dressed, presently shoved his head into the pot. “He has the audacity to insult the coveted rank of taster.”
After plucking his reddened face from the pot, the rogue warned: “Insult the leader’s sister’s cooking at your own peril.”
Caring no more for the masculine maiden than for her gruel, faux Du Pont answered them both with the same glare. Lo! At this affront, the woman’s cheeks did rush quite a-crimson with that sort of violent heat common to a female bandit’s temper. She slammed her ladle into the pot with a look verily suggesting she was rather about to launch than serve the next slop.
Staying her wrathful arm, the ruffian apprised her that he who’d spat out her culinary delights was only the finest fiend and example of criminality the Confederacy had ever contended with and would aid their own cause in half the time. “This is Du Pont,” said he.
This pronouncement did cool the woman’s complexion. Now eyeing our hero with an expression that evinced a warmth of a different species, she, with a coy smile, insisted on knowing his preferred fare. But no sooner had she heard it than she laughed like bells in a stiff wind. “Signor Do Pont!” (she probably mispronounced the rebel’s name on purpose) “Even could you bring down the heavens, you’ll not be finding such noble fare ere! I care not for which tables you’ve plundered; so unless you wish to starve, you’ll eat what I serve.”
At that, she rationed a rude tin bowl brimming with the odious grub and forcefully shoved it into his hands. That our hero did look at it with increasing disgust, the wench snatched it back and threatened him to remove himself at once, lest she toss him into the boiling pot.


About an hour later, the leader emerged from his tent. While his air was no less terrible and avenging in this morning light, there was something of sorrow that stole over his stern features, as if circumstance and not temper had led him to his present mode of life. He fixed upon the Du Pont pretender his inquisitive eyes and, after speaking in low tones with a comrade, mounted a horse and rode off as though he were about to execute an urgent assignment.
However unable to account for the man’s purpose, instinct whispered to our hero that the departure related somehow to himself. And recalling the leader’s dubious scrutiny the night before, an ill-boding clawed at his breast. Truly, he needed to escape this camp posthaste.
Presently, a rather slender brigand, silhouetted in a forest-green frayed coat and matching waistcoat, shouted out that a meeting was about to begin. Like pigeons descending upon scattered seed, the unworthy masses flew from their tents and flocked about a small stage, upon which the man now began to feed them his words.
With the camp now quite distracted, Fortune, it seemed, did extend her fickle charity. Several suitable paths emerged from the camp’s now unoccupied areas. Easily, our hero could slide between the tents and vanish beyond. He glanced about to check he was not observed, yet the subject of the meeting piqued his interest, rooting his feet to the spot.
“We have lingered long enough under the Bernese gilded boot heels,” proclaimed the ostensibly learned former noble. “They, those self-appointed rulers — self-professed Gnädige Herren — increase their monopolies! Gorge on the blood and tears of workingmen! Stealing forests and lands to construct their palatial manors while the world pleads for crumbs!”
The fugitive crooked his ear more in that direction as the audience growled their disapprobation and pumped their angry fists.
“And the so-called Reformation! Served only to line further their pockets and to consolidate the strength of those silk-stockinged parasites. Drunk on power, they tax and extort the rural folk to starvation and debtors’ prisons. Just this past July, they violently crushed the cotton spinners protesting their wages!”
For revenge, the gathering screamed while gnashing their teeth. To rend the patriciate tyrants limb from wretched limb, they shouted.
“But friends,” the speaker endeavoured to calm the mob, “remember, though past revolts increased the general suffering and instability, they were still the first chinks in the oligarchs’ authority. Again, the common man will brave to rise against their tyranny. Soon, we will remove even that cursed schultheiss from his seat! If only that wanted-outlaw had succeeded in blowing him up!”
Wanted-outlaw? Indeed, this statement arrested the traitor’s fullest attention. While believing himself touched by a moment of madness, he could not help turning full about and making his way back to the gathering. Being privy to such rebel intelligence was a unique opportunity unlikely to occur again.
“And the once-proud pacts of the cantons?” continued the orator. “Those sacred bonds that brought low the Austrians centuries ago? Utterly betrayed! The rotten tyrants have hacked at liberty’s roots, enriching themselves as the common man toils in chains!”
Death called down on all patricians, echoed from one vile mouth to the next.
“Not only do they close off economic opportunities and sell citizenship for colossal sums, they take on the roles of the heirs of William Tell! No! It is we who share the spirit of that one. We will have freedom, whatever the cost! We must destroy them first!”
“Down with the regime,” was again chanted; as was “Vive le futur Empereur.” Several ruffians grabbed drums and instruments and, joining their noise to the voracious speeches, produced strains of music such as perhaps not even Hell itself could ever conceive.
Such a fulmination could not but otherwise arouse political passions in our hero’s own breast. Certainly, there ran a deficient vein throughout the world — this he now knew from personal injury. But to suppose that this future emperor and these marauders and their egalitarian puerilism could barely attenuate, let alone eradicate the reputed inequity they clambered to obviate, was madness in its most garish colours.
Stifling a scornful laugh, he turned face away. To think these brigands could yet move so freely about the world whilst he was hunted like a wild animal was a monstrous atrocity and failure of order! He would have moved away to another part of the camp to finally slip away from notice, but several rogues, having sought him out, obstructed his path and insisted on more of his terrible tales.


The high-noon sun announced the leader’s return. He drew a small group of his comrades to one side; whatever words he spoke with them, he repeatedly glanced at the traitor. His briefing swiftly concluded, the men dispersed whilst the leader hastened inside his tent.
Danger prickled beneath our hero’s skin. Soon lost in uneasy contemplation, before he was aware of it, he was seized upon by the very ruffians whom the leader had spoken with.
Clamped once more in irons, our confused and outraged captive was dragged back to the wagon and flung inside it next to the foul, decomposing corpse.
“Do you forget who I am?” shouted he. “I am Du Pont!”
The brigands, however, answered him not.
In time, the leader approached. “I did say he might be of use to us,” said he to a comrade, who argued that Du Pont should surely be better used to help them. “But the monetary recompense is of greater advantage,” replied the leader, “and with less trouble.”
Monetary recom — a reward? Stunned and trembling, our hero instantly grasped the implication — the posters!
A swell of voices complained about Du Pont’s presence at the morning’s meeting. But the leader assured his men that whatever Du Pont heard would be of no threat to their security. “For the authorities would hardly believe any report from such a beast.”
Did the leader still believe our hero to be Du Pont? He must therefore have referred to the bounty on that villain rather than that on his own head? Even so, the rising peril amounted to the same.
The leader laughed. “Besides, I’ll implicate him in the guard’s murder.”
What? Like a pistol-shot to the head, horror, grief, dread, and disgust assaulted the captive’s brain all at once.


This journey of around an hour was perhaps the most awful yet. For not only was the traitor already hunted for sedition, rebellion, and failed deposition, but he was now being conveyed to his prosecutors with the added infamy of murder. This was a most treacherous arraignment! Forby, as he glanced at the foul cloth-wrapped corpse, this gave to his imagination the cruel prophecy of his own destiny.
The roar of plunging waters steadily grew louder, and the wagon jerked to a halt. Heavy boots thudded on the ground, and the leader passed the barred casement. Rusty locks clanked, and the wagon door creaked open.
“Out!”
Whether bewilderment or awe were the leading emotions of his heart, without hesitation or word, our hero complied. Stepping stiffly out, he recognised between the spreading branches, which threw their shade all about, that they were at the head of the Reichenbach Falls.
“Why,” said he to the man, “have you conveyed me here?”
The leader bent upon him a peculiar brow; his eyes were aflame with something beyond interpretation. “Now, tell me truthfully. Who are you?”
“Who am I?”
The leader reached for his holster and pulling out a flintlock, he pointed it at him. “This will indeed be the last time I ask you. Who the devil are you?”
Unable to withstand the intensity of so piercing a gaze or conjure words to answer him with, our hero remained silent; his eyes fell to the rocky ground. Clearly, his disguise had failed entirely on the man. But who then did he believe him to be? He must have seen the posters!
At the height of the falls, our hero glimpsed; his chief impulse was to hazard jumping from them. But sanity had not entirely left the seat of his reason. He restrained himself and, looking at his persecutor, firmly replied, “I have already told you who I am.”
“And yet I know you are not Du Pont.” The man picked up a sack and cast it to him.
No sooner had our hero caught it than he recognised it. “Where did you find this?” spoke he without thinking. He threw it back onto the ground. “Why are you giving me this?”
“I suspected as much.” The man returned the gun to its holster. His stern expression softened. “Though, your voice is not how... I remember it.”
“My voice?” Who is this bandit speaking so familiarly? “Do you pretend to know me?”
“The only thing I have pretended to is in allowing my men to believe you are Du Pont. And he, you most certainly are not. I know this because it is I who tricked the real Du Pont into the authorities’ hands.”
Astonished, confused, alarmed, our hero did stare in silence at this man.
“Fear not, my friend,” said his accuser, “for ‘tis I: Franz.”
Recollection did not come fast. But the character of the man’s eyes, undoubtedly made harsh by life, and the smile, which now widened his face, brought back to our hero’s memory who he was. “Franz? Is it truly you?”
He nodded and, stepping forwards, closed the gap to embrace him. “I knew in my heart it had to be you!”
It really was Franz. His childhood friend lived! Our hero could not help but hold him tight nor perplex at how he ended up a bandit — and a leader at that! “You have been gone these three-and-twenty years.” He stepped back from him. “I believed you dead?”
“Now is not the time to explain. All I can say is that I’m finally at liberty to repay the bravery and compassion your mother showed to my own, my sister, and me.”
“Your sis —? Of course! That feisty cook?”
With a nod, Franz confirmed it was her. “Now, come.” He grabbed his arm. “You must go now.”
“Yes, yes.” He put his hand up to him. “But how...” — he glanced at the sack on the ground — “... where did you find this?”
With swiftness, Franz explained that when on patrol, he had happened upon the wandering mare — which he now indicated was hooked up to the wagon. The sack he had searched, and, discovering the scroll bearing the schultheiss’ seal, he broke it and perused the communication. His first vengeful impulse was to destroy it. But the message being so extraordinary stayed his hand. Moreover, certain that something not less extraordinary must account for the absence of its courier, and being somehow convinced the envoy would soon appear, he kept secret this matter from his fellow ruffians.
“When were you so sure it was me?” said our hero, still the more amazed.
Concerning this, it was whilst Franz had studied him at the fireside, knowing him to be an impostor, that a vague remembrance touched his mind. It was not until morning, though, when he saw his face more clearly, that the vagueness dissolved. Believing he saw in the Du Pont impersonator the image of his old friend, he visited the village of Meiringen to corroborate his suspicion. This investigation having resulted in the affirmative, he hence determined to do all he could to set him free.
“Such fortuity is near impossible to believe,” uttered the fugitive.
Franz now gave him a second bag containing the deceased man’s regimentals. “Dress in these.”
“You want me to don a dead man’s regimentals?”
Franz nodded. “And we should dress him in your finery.”
“Are you mad? Drape a corpse in my silks?”
“‘Tis the perfect ruse.” Franz explained that this was, in fact, his motive for having stored the dead man’s body. “Considering your enemies seek you and not him, if we garb him in your habiliments, and push the wagon over the precipice bearing the body — both of which will shatter into a thousand pieces — it will be impossible to identify the tattered remains. All will believe you’re dead.”
Inwardly repulsed as our hero was, he nonetheless conceded. After donning the regimentals, he helped Franz clothe the corpse in his own raiment. As he solemnly went through these grim motions, weighing up the alternative, he could not help but see the scheme’s ruthless cunning. Besides, it was a temporary solution. As soon as he would complete his mission, he could dispose of the regimentals and reassume at least some tatters of his own life.
Together with his old friend, he manoeuvred the wagon to the very brink of the precipice. With one final nod exchanged, they executed the stunt and pushed with all their strength.
The wagon teetered, then plunged over the edge.
A mere three heavy heartbeats later, it crashed at the foot of the watery basin with all the destruction, disturbance, dust, and debris as was to be expected.
“I wish you success,” said Franz as he clasped him once more. “With guards all around Lake Lungern, I suggest you take the hidden valleys to Graustock, then onwards to Lucerne under cover of darkness if you can.”
One last heartfelt hold, then they stood back, gazes locked.
All now fell silent as past and present eerily converged. Happy memories of their vanished boyhood commingled with present uncertainty. Bereavement on one side was balanced by newfound joy at this reunion. On the other, sentiments of something equally profound were written on his face.
A brisk wind swept about them, howling among the rocks and trees.
“Come with me,” implored our hero.
“Our ambitions differ,” replied Franz, somewhat coolly. “But should fate allow, we shall meet again.”
“Very well.” With the scroll secured inside an inner pocket of the bag, our hero wrapped this about him and mounted the horse. “Ah! Pray, what is all this excited talk of a future emperor?”
Franz did not answer him at first. “As faithful a friend as you were, I can only warn you that a storm approaches and it will ravage all who resist it —”
“A storm?” interrupted our hero.
“The chaos alluded to in that scroll you bear was just the crack in the dam. Bern and Zürich are probably now so blind with rage at each other, they won’t see the real flood that is coming. Forces far greater than our canton will use this moment. If you’re wise, you’ll know how to weather this storm.”
“Cannot you say anything more? Per se, when will this storm come?”
Franz’s eyes and countenance were equally resolute. “I’ve now repaid all that I owed. I’m under no further obligation to say anything more — even to you. Go now! Stay safe!”
A heavy groan burst from the fugitive’s breast. “Marvellous!”
With a last farewell nod between two friends, they parted ways.
The traitor drove the horse into a hard gallop and soon crossed the Innertkirchen bridge towards the deep forests rising before him as a thick curtain. Through this he cut and entered a valley, which stretched endlessly ahead, hemmed in by looming wooded slopes that, with each thud of the horse’s hoof, faded into the approaching dusk.
The chilly evening air rushing past him was only fresh and reinvigorating. For weeks he had been merely a creature of reaction, tossed by flame and flood, hunted by hound and guard. But now, something had shifted. ‘Twas more than just reclaiming the scroll; ‘twas the revelation that he was not entirely alone, that allies could be found in the most unlikely of shadows.
A smile burst from his heart, stretching wide across his mouth. If futurity would be so good as to reunite him with Franz, perhaps they could make up for the years lost; perhaps he could extract the intelligence pertaining to this storm...
Imbued with a tingling warmth that seemed to strengthen his whole, he clutched the reins with renewed confidence, his gaze fixed not on the shadows behind, but on the path to Lucerne ahead. 
***
It was just before midnight when he reached the municipality of Oberdorf. From the slopes of the Büren hamlet, he could just distinguish, by the growing moonlight, the distant town of Stansstad. Beyond the faint glow of Lucerne flickered across the lake.
He patted the mare. “Almost there, girl.”
As he crossed the Stansstad bridge, there emerged from behind a steep lakeside cliff the ominous glow of torches. From the gleam revealing a group of shadowy figures, the marked colours of the Lucerne Regiment alarmed him.
Thrown into momentary confusion, he veered the horse left. But again, in the distance, another patrol appeared, headed in his direction.
Heart a-thumping, he looked this way and that; yanking the reins, he turned the mare onto a steep forested acclivity.
Barely had he entered the woods, stooping beneath low-hanging branches and jumping over fallen boughs, when something startled the horse.
Into a frenzy, the mare broke, snorting and rearing tall.
Flung off while he endeavoured to restrain the panicking creature, our hero hit the hard ground with force and, tumbling down the slope, smashed head-first into a tree.
As he struggled to get up, the whirling world scattered from before his eyes, vanishing into an impenetrable blackness, which overspreading his mind...
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“Was einmal war, das kommt wider,” so says the old Swiss proverb which, when translated into our mother tongue — or that which the gentle reader does comprehend — imparts that “what once was, will come again.” But speaking in simpler terms, as is the narrator’s wont, the venerable adage implies that ofttimes in this mortal coil, history has a habit of repeating itself.
A hum of indistinguishable sounds crept into our hero’s ears. As he pried open his blurry eyes to the rude sunlight’s invasion, a nebulous human form swirled before him.
“What hap — Ohgh!” exclaimed he, clasping at his throbbing noggin.
“You are awake?” A woman’s voice, warm and benign, glided through the church bell tolling discordantly in his head. “Please do not disturb yourself.”
Her soft hand settled his own beside him before she slipped away, soon returning to dab his temple with a damp cloth.
Blinking back the fog in his befuddled, pounding brain, he focused on her. There was in her countenance a charming warmth. Her eyes, clear as a summer sky, spoke of a sincerity mingled with compassion worthy of an angel. And her spreading smile was as graceful as it was soothing. But alas, recognising her not, he turned his eyes on the bedchamber.
Rustic whitewashed walls bedecked with a small crucifix, and several inferior-looking fripperies met his study. About a modest little window, a humble lace furnishing draped; several ribbons and dried flowers, evidently employed to prettify it, dangled on each side. Beside it, however, a commode of an elegant, bombé shape — marble-topped, parquetry rosewood drawers, gilt bronze ormolu mounts, large handles, and escutcheons — caught his fascination.
“Where am I?” said he.
“You are in Bubendorf.” She slid her warm hand under his head and raised it just enough for a trickle of water to touch his lips. “Drink this.”
The water was as refreshing as if she had drawn it from the springs of St Moritz — wherever that was. “Bubendorf?”
“Of the canton of Basel.” First, lowering his head back onto the pillow, she plunged the cloth into a small bowl, wrung it out, and with it repeated the office of dabs to his forehead.
The stink of an extinguished tallow candle on a bedside table assaulted our hero’s nostrils with its repugnant, animal-fatty inconvenience. “Basel?”
Since he could drink and appeared refreshed by it, the woman insisted that he should eat. Thus, taking a bowl and spoon in hand, she served what she promised would speed his recovery. But scarcely had the sustenance entered his mouth when, most unceremoniously, he spat it back out. “Ohgh! Gruel!”
This shock further punishing his pounding head like a brigade of drummers, he again reached for it with a pitiable groan. “What happened to me?”
After hurrying the offending bowl of fare back to a tray, the woman returned to the bedside. “I cannot say,” replied she, again laying his hand gently down. With a pensive air, she glanced at the commode, upon which were his sack and liveries. “Perchance your injuries result from your employment?”
“My employment...?” His sore, blood-dried brow gathered heavily above his eyes as he rifled through the empty chambers of his brain for this.
“From where have you come?” She wiped the crusts from his perplexed brow. “Which canton or country did you serve ere these injuries befell you?”
Striving for recollection only redoubled the cannonading in his brain. Hither and thither his eyes did search as though the answer lay hidden in some dusty corner of their sockets. “I... I cannot... recall?”
In her own expression, she evinced perplexity. Her serene forehead furrowed into a frown. “Do you... recall nothing of it?” That our hero only stared vacantly at her, she rested her hand on his and intoned, “tell me your... name.”
At this, he gulped hard. For above all, this he ought to know. “My name is... that is to say... My name... My name...?”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Surely, sir, you know your own name?”
Hot irritation burnt like reflux. “What a ridiculous question!” He ventured to rise, but his splitting head forced him back to the pillows. “My name...” His chest tightened. “I am called...” He struggled to breathe. Good Lord! His entire frame fell a-trembling, and, in desperation, he turned his own widening eyes to her. “I can recall not my own name — what is wrong with me?”
“Tranquillise your spirits, please!” She restrained his trembling hands.
In the grip of terror, he seized her wrists. “Why can I not remember?”
“I know not, sir.” She wrested herself from his grasp. “But you are Peter.”
“Peter?” Such were his agonies that, scarcely speaking the name, he screamed out a string of unintelligible utterances and sank into a stupor.
“What’s all this ruckus?” shrilled an elderly woman, rushing in, her clogs reverbing, petticoat clutched in her sturdy-looking hands.
“Did he awaken?” shrilled an elderly man, rushing in behind her, clogs likewise reverbing, his weathered tricorn hat askew atop his head.
The young woman did tremble. “Indeed, he stirred, but...”
With a deep sigh, the man looked at the stranger. But the woman rather let out a great harrumph as she cast her narrowed eyes at him and shrilled, “he can’t stay here!” She turned her glare to the older man, the ribbons on her linen cap quivering. “You and your Protestant stupidity! Where shall we put him?”
Paying the older woman’s outburst no mind, he fixed his hat and addressed the younger: “He did wake, you say?”
Before she could answer, the older woman interrupted. “Who is he?” She knotted her woollen shawl about her shoulders. “Whence came he?”
Rather reddening than replying, the younger woman fell quiet. But prevailed upon to speak, she gave the older woman the name Peter. Then, while biting her lip, she explained he seemed to know neither that nor from where he came. “I fear some misfortune has robbed him of his memory.”
As stupefying as this was to her auditors, who verily glanced several looks of amazement at each other, the older woman, gifted with one of those certain rapidities of tongue, rejoined, “can a person lose such a thing?” Over her bemused face stole an alarming expression. “What if the Devil is in him?” She grabbed the man’s sleeve. “What if he’s possessed by Beelzebub?”
The man went to rebuke her, but:
“I’ll put him out!” continued she with sour shrills. “A bit of hardship’ll soon remind him who he is and whence he came!”
“Mother!” The young woman’s cheeks glowed. “How uncharitable.”
The man, who we shall suppose is the husband and, consequently, the young woman’s father, verily accorded with this stricture, annexing to it his own, which may have produced heated words had not the young woman added, “as it happens, I know very well who he is.”
At this, the parents goggled at her as if she had two heads. “You do?”
From them she turned and regarded the stranger lying on the cot. The corner of her bottom lip drew in, evidencing she was deep in thought.
“Well, spit it out!” snapped the mother. “Or would you have us wait till spring?”
Flushed of countenance, and tremulous, she replied, “this is Pet —”
“Yes, yes!” interrupted the mother. “You’ve already told us this much!”
Begged to be quiet and listen, the mother stopped her shrills, crossed her arms and only scowled like a gargoyle. Thus permitted to now do so, the daughter took a bracing breath and explained, “this is the Peter.” Her meaning, however, they discerned not and rather stared at her as blank as cows. Hence, again after a deep breath, she elucidated, “the handsome volunteer to the Guard I have mentioned before; with whom I have an understanding...”
First to recover from the general astonishment, the mother said, “well!” Her eyes verily now twinkled where before they had only glowered. “I’ll be damned!” Her countenance brightened. A smile erased all vexation from her mouth as she gazed more favourably upon the inamorato, lying still dazed in the cot. “Even with all those bruises, he’s the handsomest there ever was.”
For certain, had it not been for a rapping at the front door, she would have lingered, fascinating, smiling, and doting over the handsome lover. “Oh, curse it! That’ll be the farmer. Whatever shall I tell him?”
Since our hero was entirely insensible of his surroundings to pass any remark on, we shall depart for a moment to observe what was about to go forward at the front door.
“Hans, my good man.” With syrupy sickliness, the mother smiled. Tidying her cap and apron, she then curtsied. “How very good to see you again.”
The man’s eyes were fixed on a pocket watch dangling from his hand. “Edmunda.” With a snap, he closed the timepiece and bowed. “I confess I’m early to call, but as you know, I’m not one for tardiness. Look what an effort he made.” Hans, whose ticking eyes beamed with pride, joy, and expectation, indicated his son stood behind him, dressed in his best brown woollen jacket and breeches. “He’s counted the very hours till this blessed day.”
“That you mention it,” replied Edmunda, paying no regard to the son still bowing, “this puts me in mind that I perhaps ought to tell something of a small matter.” Ergo, asked to know what it was, she explained, “we’ve been in confusion all morning! But would you believe it, the mystery lover — and he’s mighty handsome too — has appeared out of thin air, found lying half-dead in a ditch somewhere near Lucerne.”
In turn, having asked to know whose lover this mystery half-dead ditch-dweller might be, and being told of it, Hans growled. “What?”
“Yes,” avowed she, brightly. “Until this day, we didn’t believe her for a batzen —”
“Indeed?” interrupted Hans, whose agitation increased with each breath she drew and every thoughtless syllable she let slip. “This is shocking to hear!”
“Indeed, it is,” continued the oblivious woman, downright insensitive to his feelings. “And I’m sure none were so shocked as me. But it might be an ill-fated romance, for he doesn’t even know his own name; where he’s from; nothing! But she knows him, so wedding —”
“Enough!” again interrupted Hans as he assumed the colour of his prized beets, which had won him only second place at the village fête. “What wench would have us the sport of —”
“Wench?” interrupted Edmunda, irritated in her own turn, grasping neither the merit of his righteous indignation nor her own heedlessness. “You’d better sew up that tongue; else the Devil’ll make good —”
“Devil? I’ll give you the — what about the baker? He’s already baked the cake. And Father Francis? He’s already reserved the date to give his blessing. And what’ll we tell the village? My son and your daughter need to still get engaged! I need help on the farm!”
At this, Edmunda threw her head back and laughed so hard that her eyeballs rolled around in their sockets. “A fine prophet you make, sir! Preparing for sunshine when rain may fall. Do you sow wheat and expect to reap barley? Flog your eggs even before they’ve been laid? And your little lambs, do you name’em ere they’ve popped their little fuzzy heads out from the dam’s hindquarters?”
Much like two overripe peas would burst out of a pod, Hans’ eyes looked ready to explode out of his head. “Was it your aim to make sport of me? You and your wanton daughter —”
“Wanton?” Edmunda’s own colour assumed that of her best radish, which had won her first place at that same aforementioned village fête. “I’ll rip out the wily tongue of yours —”
“Wily —?” The farmer did choke on his splutterings.
“What’s happening here?” intervened Edmunda’s husband, drawn by the rising voices. And remarking his wife’s eyes dart at her broomstick, he hastily stepped between the two, divining the use she had doubtless conjured for it.
Meanwhile, the son, stood mute as a statue amidst the squabbling, sullenly working his jaw as though chewing the cud, glimpsed something move in the nearby window. Sacrificing his father to the fight, he slunk away and pressed his face to the glass. Within he gazed, spying the very man abed, who, easy it was to deduce, so happened to be the mystery lover, presently enjoying the solicitous attentions of his no-longer intended.
Subsequently, the youth’s physiognomy, which was not unattractively framed, metamorphosed, resembling rather strikingly his father’s prized pig, which had also come in second at that twice-earlier-cited village fête. At the unwelcome usurper, he snorted — nay, exhibited a want of decorum we might have expected in that same pig had it been obliged to share of its carobs. Whether he was conscious of it, with his right foot, he pawed the ground.
Just then, Hans grabbed him by the ear and pried him from the window ledge as one might pull a reluctant pig from its trough. “Come away, boy!”
With a face still burning with vexation, Edmunda flung back into the bedchamber. “To think I was bent on you wedding that barbarian’s son!” While unruffling her face and skirt, warmth of a different nature overspread her cheeks. “But it all turned out for the best. What a fine creature he is; even when sleeping.” She nudged the daughter. “You’ll be the envy of the church, the village — nay, the canton! And such handsome children you’ll make together.”
“Mother!” The cloth fell from her fingers. “How can you talk so?”
“Very easily! You’ll not make us wait another decade for that too, I hope! Don’t you dare dally overlong in the marriage bed!”
Indeed, the daughter’s gasps choked up her remonstrations.
Of a more dubious stance about this entire narrative, the father demanded proof of it, whereupon the daughter, increasingly crimson cheeked, insisted her words were precisely that. And so, as the two sparred in a tournament of disaccord, the mother grew infuriatingly confused. To know who to credit with her hopes, she begged and demanded. Then, noticing the lover-in-question stir and open his eyes, she flew forwards. “Hark!” shrilled she. “Your name? Your name? Your name?!”
Alas, under such a bombardment, our hero did allow to drop off his tongue the fate-sealing designation: “Peter...?”
“Praise the Lord! The Pope! Father Francis!” Edmunda clapped and, snatching the cloth up off the floor, with it fanned herself ecstatically.
Natch thunderstruck, the father gawped, arms dangling limply at his side, blinking at the purported lover as if the man had sprouted horns and a tail.
Peter, therefore, which appellation we shall substitute for all those prior, now found himself the unfortunate object of the overly effusive Edmunda.
“How you’ve restored joy to a heart as dead as stone from all the disappointment! You must have handsome parents?” She awaited his reply. But getting none, she added, “what about siblings? Do you have any?” Again, she waited. “Don’t remember that either, do you?”
That she had elicited not any reply, she diverted her attack and pelted her now shrinking daughter, who stammered out that yes, Peter had claimed his parents to be handsome, and, no, he had no siblings; this statement she furnished with a sharp clearing of her throat.
Satisfied, Edmunda turned to her husband. “Ernest, fetch me a chair.”
Ernest — we now discover his name — brought in the chair and, after gazing still incredulously at Peter, commended the daughter for her conduct and her devotion to a man who nobody believed existed. Frowning, Edmunda might have castigated him, but Ernest stalked to the casement. “That heedless farmer! He’s only gone and left the gate open. The pigs’ll get out again!”
And off hurried he to avert the swine catastrophe.
“The misery you’ve subjected us to, child,” said Edmunda, rounding on the daughter. “You ought’ve produced him sooner. We were convinced you’d perish an old maid.”
“Better an old maid than wed to that dolt of a farmer’s scion —”
“Hold your tongue!” Edmunda flung the cloth at her. “Speaking such folly! You’re bent on sending us to an early grave. I blame it on those books you’re always reading; those novels putting such foolish notions into your head.”
A certain abashment crept over the daughter’s visage. But ‘twas most likely a cognisance of her mother’s ignorance than any conscious shame of deserving such a rebuke. “If anything,” rejoined she, “novels rather encourage than curb romantic attachments.”
Edmunda, either listening not to this correction, or affecting not to have heard it, got up and moved to the window. As for Peter, not yet discerning who this narration pertained to — and having paid it some curious attention — he now scrutinised his company.
Firstly, the daughter, who appeared of a good age (nine-and-twenty to be precise) to be yet unmarried, possessed a character and person so wholly the reverse of her mother. Though not of that trope of paragons we oft find sprawled across the pages of fashionable novels, her manners, her comportment, and her temper seemed sufficiently dignified to term her a heroine.
As for her fine proportions, elegant limbs, graceful and airy steps, they perhaps added to her exterior charms in that she could quit and re-enter the bedchamber — which she presently did with fresh water and clean cloths — with very little inconvenience to her patient.
But we cannot speak the same of Edmunda.
“Good Lord, woman!” cried Peter as she now paced the chamber. “Must you stomp about like an elephant?!”
So, wholly unlike the daughter, Edmunda boasted neither beauty nor fine proportions. Her complexion was not soft and fair. Neither was her hair radiant red, curling in bewitching profusions about her neck. It was brown and seemed only to obey the wild disorder which nature, not fashion’s, dictates intended for it; speaking plainly, ‘twas as wiry as an old mop.
As we have observed, her manners and her temper need no introduction — the latter being quicker to ignite than gunpowder and burn down a cathedral. Yet despite lacking in education, she verily knew what an elephant was!
Hence, in having likened her to such a mammal, Peter would have certainly felt the full weight of her trunk — I mean her hand, or her broom — smacking him about the head were it not for Ernest’s return (declaring he had prevented the pigs from getting out) and intercession. But I digress.
So, Ernest, a man having endured around fifty-eight long and gruelling harvests, was, wholly unlike his wife, not of rotunded proportions, nor was he of a treelike-stumped stature. He was as slender in frame and height as a willow. Of his swarthy features, rugged and expressive would best describe them; doubtless furrowed by the storms of an opinionated, quarrelsome, and querulous spouse. Though indeed weathered by her every shrill, his mandible was not so worn out as to deny him a countenance otherwise animated and light.
“He’ll have to stay where he is, for now,” said Edmunda, smiling upon Peter. (Oh! This author is remiss. Since it is rude to speak of a woman’s age — when they reach a certain age — let us delicately say that she had seen around fifty-five winters) She turned to the daughter. “You’ll have to sleep with us in the attic. But we must keep this to ourselves; at least until we’ve removed him to a room of his own. We don’t want a village scandal.”
“And somebody’ll have to go visit Hans,” said Ernest, at which utterance Edmunda urged him thither directly.
Curious about Peter’s character and skills, Edmunda asked the daughter about them. Hearing he was always honest, kind-hearted, and diligent — this virtue especially pleasing — she turned to Peter and placed her hand on his. “You’ll make half the village sick with heartache, and the other half with envy.”
He jerked his hand away, glaring sharply. What nonsense is this?
The rejected hand retracted to her breast, and Edmunda’s eyes flashed with exquisite delight. “You’ll make the handsomest husband there ever was.”
Though recollecting not who he was, from where he came, or anything else, he rasped, “what insolent talk is this? Husband? Whose husband?”
Taking them both by surprise, Edmunda took hold of the daughter’s hand and his and united them. “You, silly.” She flicked her eyes in the young lass’ direction. “Husband to my girl.”
While choking on his own gasp, he snatched his hand back. “Me?” (The daughter too withdrew her trembling hand) “While I confess there are many circumstances I cannot recall, I positively swear I have never seen this...” (he motioned away the lass as though she was a pesty fly) “... this creature!”
Indeed, the daughter scowled at this affront.
Circa three seconds later, Edmunda burst into a fit of laughter. Sharply, she repudiated his confidence, declaring he was incontestably the hero destined for the damsel, who, in this instance, was her daughter, and, who, in the same instance, he’d dragged both from the doom of spinsterhood and the brattish farmer’s son. And not yet done terrorising him, she did promise him also in this instance too, that should he venture to ungallantly abandon her, he would meet with the Stollenwurm, if not her broomstick.
***
After somewhat soothing Peter’s sufferings, the daughter begged leave to take the pony into the village to buy medicinal herbs to ease his anxiety. But her errand was not solely as she claimed. First, she visited the neighbouring Protestant and Catholic churches and scoured their records, just in case Peter was a local. However obliging the ministers and the Fathers, and however every baptism and census was stored alphabetically, neither provided a sufficient match for the Peter in her bedchamber. Next, she visited the Liestal garrison but found no such absent soldier registered with them. The garrison would, in the meantime, send out word to the other cantonal garrisons, Lizzie being instructed to return in the next weeks to obtain an update. 
So, not without that purchase from the village dispensary, nor suffering a small interrogation from the apothecary about the injured fellow and his strange malady, she returned home, where she found the mother in the kitchen, complaining and calling down evil on the convalescent.
“What took you so long? Handsome he may be, but oh, what a temper! And if he persists in it, I’ll verily put an end to his life myself!”
The daughter placed her basket on the table and asked what she meant.
“Though that knave forgets who he is, how he forgets his manners, I don’t understand. I took him gruel, at which he waved his arms in such a temper and sent the bowl flying!”
Exhaling a gale-force sigh, she slumped into her chair. “I’m sorry to say it, but he verily acts like a raccoon.”
Mirth reddened the daughter’s cheeks. “I believe you mean buffoon?”
Except for her few favourite psalms, Edmunda was illiterate. But having espied the smiles and contemplative expressions on the daughter’s face whenever reading, her own curiosity had been piqued. Thus, asking what she read and, on one occasion, catching the word buffoon, and on another, raccoon — for the daughter enjoyed not only novels but compendiums on nature and the continents — she often got the two words mixed up.
“Mind that tongue, missy!” Edmunda darted her best bulging eye at her. “I don’t need my daughter correcting me.”
***
As it may, by now, be apparent that our mysterious hero is perhaps no more Peter than our heroine is his prospective betrothed, please allow me to elucidate, lest the maiden be accused solely of shameful duplicity.
Let us turn back the clock to the earlier hours of dawn when the daughter returned home from nursing an ailing neighbour all night. At the gate, she found her father exiting it, face furrowed with irritation. The mother stood at the chalet door, brandishing her broom, cursing him for bringing home a complete stranger on the very day the farmer was bringing his son.
“Your mother will explain,” said Ernest whilst doffing his cap to a regiment of guards who presently marched past with that strict, clockwork measure and air of martial determination — bayonets resting on their shoulders, each point a spark of cold light. “And I hope you’ll be kind to the farmer’s son.”
“Even had I the least wish for another beau,” returned she, eyeing the passing soldiers with an uneasy gaze, “he wants in so many of the basics.”
Ernest’s brow did crease only the deeper. “He’ll work hard and provide for you.” With a reproving shake of his head, he hurried off to the fields.
In the kitchen, Edmunda raged like a bull, vilifying Ernest for bringing back God only knows who he’d found in a ditch. An item of pottery dropped from her grasp. “Hang it!” She scowled at the shards. “I’ll toss him out! We’ve no room for him! We’ll all need to sleep in the attic! We’ll all eat less for it too!”
Not content with disparaging her husband’s charity, she berated the daughter for being away all night. The wrath of heaven she betokened she would verily heap on her head if she should look at all the less pretty for it, or dare refuse the young farmer’s romantic advances.
“He’s in your room!” Edmunda thrust into her hands a tray bearing gruel, a cup of water, and a bowl and cloth. “Go tend to him!”
So preoccupied with the impending visit, the daughter did not at first regard the patient with any peculiar interest. But after wringing out the cloth and dabbing his head, cautiously expunging the dried blood, she noted the appearance of a handsome face. Closer she leant, studying the shape of his nose, his strong cheekbones, his long lashes, his delicate mouth, and manly jaw. Then, at the sideboard, she glanced, noting the red coat.
Hence, drawn to inspect it, and having no insight into how our hero had come into possession of these regimentals, she naturally supposed he was from one of the cantonal garrisons.
Curiosity gaining the ascendancy in her mind, she opened the coat, and out fluttered a folded paper. Presuming it fell from a pocket, she picked it up with the motive of reinserting it. But since this entire set of circumstances was so uncommon, curiosity again acted as sovereign. Stealing a nervous glance at our hero, she then unfolded the paper and discovered lines — ostensibly authored by a blood-smeared name ‘Peter’ at the page’s bottom — of what, however unsteadily penned, resembled a poem:
Oh, were I the moon, I would gaze forever upon you;
in the darkness of night, watching over you.
She glanced at the man in her bed. This was all so curious. But resuming:
Fear not would I of the twilight stealing you away;
For the sun does set each day,
Dearest, loveliest Eli —
“Elizabeth of Bubendorf?” She almost dropped the paper. “Does the apparent owner of your heart share not only my name but also that of my village?”
At last, we learn the appellation of our heroine.
Suspended between disbelief and amazement, Elizabeth reread the composition several times. Its verses, their character, she found poetic, yet intelligible; their sentiment, warm yet noble; their sensibility delicate yet manly.
Feeling a peculiar warmth in her breast, she turned her incredulous gaze to the supposed author. “An unalloyed, almost ethereal admiration directs his pen.” Yet, there was that one stroke which touched as much as it confused her heart. “Who is this Elizabeth inspiring you thus?”
She revolved her recollection of the villagers but recalled none of her name, or of a suitable age for such dedicated enamours. Neither were there any who lived nearby, nor had since gone away.
To the verselet, she returned her attention and lingered at its inscription. Was she somehow acquainted with him? Again, she scrutinised his battered face: no flicker of recognition stirred. Notwithstanding her certitude, doubt sustained a contrary consideration. Perhaps he somehow knew her?
Despite every plausible dubiety, her soul became so deeply interested in this subject that her wish to discover the mysterious Elizabeth of Bubendorf thus rose with every beat. And contemplating the stranger’s apparent mode of expressing himself and his employment, she supposed him to be a man of principle, honour, and courage. Hence, that his character, in this light, appeared already worthy of her approbation, she deemed him deserving of her protection and determined to help him.
Awakened now to a profound concern for the patient, the more she studied him, the more she could not help but believe him the handsomest. And so, distracted of mind, she went to slip the paper back into a pocket and refold the coat, choosing not to mention her prying, but the poem rather fluttered, without her notice, into one of the stranger’s jackboots beside the sideboard.  
As we have already seen, our hero opened his eyes, knowing not where nor who he was, being without recourse to family or friend. And here it was that Elizabeth, soon to be sacrificed at the connubial altar, thus contrived to avert two equally deplorable fates with the same swoop.
Having, I trust, exonerated our shrewd but benignant heroine, let us resume the narrative.
***
It so happened a few days later that, while our hero verily gagged on the boulder-like gruel from his convalescent cot, cursing whichever gods steal away with a person’s memories, a loud banging issued from the main door.
Edmunda hurried to it, finding the local Weibel and two watchmen.
“By order of the Council in Basel,” declared the official, “we are checking all households for unregistered individuals.”
At this, Edmunda brushed off such officious nonsense, reminding him he already knew her entire household, albeit for Peter, her daughter’s betrothed. But the Weibel, citing the apothecary’s report of this stranger, demanded to verify his identity. “Call him here.”
“But m’lord,” said she, “he’s recovering in bed.”
“Call him here!” repeated the Weibel.
“Peter!” shrilled Edmunda. “Here!”
Thus, our unsteady on his feet hero — with our heroine’s support at his elbow — finally made his appearance at the door.
With a savagely suspicious brow, the Weibel regarded him as one might a rogue or a wrongdoer. And at length, with a stare fit to unmake a soul, he bade him produce some certificate of origin.
Alas, our hero had no such document.
“Do you not even have a heimatschein?”
Already shivering at the inconvenient draft, teeth a-chattering, and glaring at the impertinent fellow, Peter shook his head.
“And no letters of introduction?” The Wiebel’s brow undulated like an angry caterpillar. “Military papers?” His eyes narrowed. “Not even a discharge or leave authorisation?”
Again, and with a glower, Peter could only shake his head. 
“Herr Weibel.” Edmunda curtsied awkwardly. “‘Tis the strangest tale, but... we’ve nothing for him, and he... well, he has no memory of who he is.”
The Weibel’s mouth gathered disapprovingly sideways. “We are aware of that. And you,” he addressed Lizzie, “whence does this man hail?”
Our heroine reddened and bit her lip. Though indeed ignorant of this, she, after another condemning flush of the cheeks, ventured the very conveniently distant Republic of Geneva.
“Geneva?” echoed the Weibel with a grunt. “We shall investigate this further. In the meantime,” he again addressed Edmunda, “ensure that this soon-to-be son-in-law does not disappear, lest he be a deserter!”
With that, the visibly mistrustful trio marched off.
As for our hero, beyond vexed at being titled both “soon-to-be son-in-law” and “deserter”, he immediately avowed his intent on quitting so alien a sphere.
20 DECEMBER 1791 – 13 JANUARY 1792
About a half-month passed since the learned physician had attended to our hero. Post-traumatic dissolution of memory was the diagnosis, likely resulting from the several blows successively applied to his pericranium. His corporeal ailments being much easier to address than his mental confusion, he was prescribed the most suitable ointments and panaceas.
The sun had already risen, though the clouds did steal its light and pelted the windowpanes with heavy rain. Since our hero could at last stand without succumbing to dizziness, Edmunda got him out of bed, threw a robe over him and shoved him out of the chamber and along a poky hallway to the kitchen.
The gloomy room was precisely as grim-visaged as Peter’s imagination had painted it. The insufferably low, beamed ceiling hosted several pots, baskets, and clutter that seemed only to gravitate towards his elevated pate. Save for one delicate tea-set — a diamond in a dung heap — the few shelves were stacked with only utilitarian objects. The hearth, presently aflame, rather vented itself in smoke, great plumes of which entirely filled the room. Yet the windows, which were open, served only to welcome in the wind and the rain.
“Have I descended into Hades’ scullery?” Peter coughed theatrically. “Am I to die of asphyxiation?”
“Sit, sit,” cheered Edmunda, steering him to an ugly-pine chair as she flew to a cooking pot. “And there’ll be no dying from a bit of smoke here!”
Certainly, something was wrong. “Why do I feel I belong... elsewhere?”
“Speak no more nonsense,” chided Edmunda. “You belong with Lizzie, so you belong right here with us! And I’d have you be nowhere else.”
Though bereft of memory, Peter’s tastes remained remarkably intact. As expeditious to remark as he was to reproach, something fixed his eye: from the general mix of faded pine forming a dresser, table, and several chairs, two seats whispered of French luxury — one at the table’s head; the other at its foot.
Drawn thus closer, he ran a hand over the smooth, gilded finish of one such chair, finely carved and upholstered in the richest blue brocade. “Perhaps I have a claim here, after all?”
Anyhow, this seat being exactly best-suited to his noble personage, he pulled it out and sat down.
Barely had his backside kissed the fine padding when Edmunda, stirring away at the pot, glanced his way. “Why you rapscallion! That’s Ernest’s chair!”
Instantly, she drove him off it as one would an opportunist nabbing a vacant landau. “And that’s mine!” Her quick eye following his, she chased him faster than an avalanche back to the ugly chair. “Here!” She drummed it with an irked finger. “Beside Elizabeth!”
Natch, Peter’s toes and fingers curled in contempt. “Is there no cushion?”
Here, Elizabeth now entered, at which Edmunda urged she educate her lover on the order of precedence, lest she herself educate him with the order of the broom. Before Elizabeth could query this menace, Ernest came in with a young man, who greeted them and fell to staring at Peter as if he were a performing hog in a wig and gown.
Certainly, the gawking agrarian youth was not ill-favoured in countenance, yet neither had he benefited from the same spring as his sister; he resembled more his mother. His slender proportions were goodly enough, however; clearly the legacy of his father.
The lad was just about to introduce himself when a loud rapping issued from the main portal. With a most prodigious huff, Edmunda advanced upon the offending door. Some meagre moments passed before she returned, leaflet in hand. Guards from the local garrison had come a-calling, asking after any “suspicious characters” lurking within the vicinity. With quite the patriotic fervour, she’d assured them if such rogues dared to darken her doorstep, she’d personally deliver them, bound and gagged, to the garrison’s very gates.
“And,” declared she, untying her apron with a snap while brandishing the visibly vexing pamphlet, “they expect us common folk to traipse to Liestal in the morrow for some loyalty oath — as if oaths put food in the pot! A whole day’s labour — I’ll wager — lost to lolling about in line like so many sheep! To prove with ink what our Swiss hearts already know! All because Bern and Zürich have taken it into their heads to rattle their sabres over some supposed Judas!”
Her features writhed. “But enough! To the table, the lot of you, lest this fare grow cold!” And with a tremendous thud that shook the very rafters, down went the cooking pot on top of the table, and a billow of steam erupted from it.
As she served Ernest and then Emil — for this was the youth’s name — she explained to the latter’s curiosity the strange fellow’s presence. “This is Peter.” Whereupon she now passed our hero a bowl. “Here you go, my dear.”
One look at its contents was all it took. Huffing and puffing, he pushed it away. “I refuse to eat any more of these culinary offences.” All eyes turned to the disagreeable epicure. “Why do you gawk at me so? It’s barely fit for fodder.”
“Fodder?” Edmunda jousted the serving spoon at him across the table, careful and deft to catch the splashes and hurry them to her mouth. “Think yourself above your station, do you? A mere volunteer to the Guard?” She pushed the bowl back to him. “Or d’you pretend they fed you at the colonel’s table?”
Aghast at this treatment, Peter stared at the odious bowl. “Oh! How I crave veal pie! How I yearn for entrée tourte and entrée of cutlets in fricandeau!”
“Ontray what?” replied Edmunda.
This question proved rather difficult to answer; our hero could not recall what those viands were. He groaned and slumped into his seat.
“He really does have no memory,” said Ernest with a light laugh.
“My memory I cannot vouch for,” rejoined Peter, again shoving the bowl away. “But my palate convinces me that gruel is no less beneath my predilection than — OUCH! What is this — a chicken beneath the table?” He stamped at the feathered foe hammering its beak into his toes. “Away, thou villainous fowl!”
Edmunda swept up the now squawking bird, whose wings did flap in feathery fury, and whose pea-sized orbs did instantly glare at Peter as though it rather now wished to peck out his eyes. With threats not to terrorise “her Edith” — the eggy chicken — Edmunda thrust the bowl back to him. “Now eat!”
Alas, with that shove of the bowl, Edith so happened to fall from Edmunda’s enclasp. All waffles, hackles, and feathered breast, the hen charged across the table at the enemy, clucking battle cries like warriors of old.
Anxious to elude the orange talons launched at him, Peter tilted so far back in his chair that he toppled over, crashing thunderously to the floor.
Fortunately, Elizabeth apprehended the plucky bird before it disembarked the table for Peter’s head. Yet no sooner did our hero sigh his relief when, with a horror equal to the suddenly gasping Edmunda, he spied a befeathered, bloody head beside his own, its glassy eyes fixed unforgivingly on him.
“Good heavens!” He vaulted to his feet and retched uncontrollably.
So, this unfortunate fowl (named Enya), a feathered favourite of Edmunda and Edith, had, amidst the foregoing fracas, unceremoniously entered the kitchen, clucking innocently by, only to be slain by the weight of Peter’s chair.
While our hero stared at the decapitated bird on the sanguinary floor, an image of a guillotine flashed across his mind and a name rang in his ears: von Castella de Berlens. (Our readers should recall earlier in our narrative the kindly peasant couple, who invoked the glistening blade upon the necks of all those patricians). “Who is... von Berlens?” implored he of all at the table.
“Never mind that!” shrieked Edmunda as she scooped up the hen’s limp carcass. “Look what you’ve done to my poor Enya!”
Of course, Peter denied it and protested that the disaster was entirely the feisty Edith’s fault. Of course, Edmunda would have none of it and reminded him who was sitting in the chair. At any rate, the butchered bird enjoyed a brief wake before Edmunda tossed its feathery corpse into a bucket, declaring it that night’s sup. At these words, Edith performed a near about-face, eyeing her askance; with a very indignant-sounding ba-gawk, she wrested free of Lizzie’s grasp and bolted for the yard as fast as her little drumsticks could convey her.
Talk of gruel was dropped, and Emil’s travels were taken up.
‘Twas all storms, lightning, and foolhardy sheltering under trees. There he found a stray dog, as terrified of God as himself, which he’d brought back with him. But upon arriving in Bubendorf, the animal had leapt from the wagon and chased a rabbit over a hill, never to return.
“The Bernese Regiment were all over Bern,” went on Emil, “hunting an outlaw,” who, a sotted lower-ranking guard had let slip, was likely behind a plot to blow up the Bernese schultheiss. Edmunda asked if there was a reward. While glancing somewhat oddly at Peter, Emil said the WANTED posters offered one thousand batzen. “I brought one with me.” With that, he hastened out of the kitchen, leaving an interlude of suspense in his wake.
He returned, clutching not a crisp proclamation, but a sodden, pulpy mess. The ink, once bold and accusatory, had bled across the page in an indecipherable blur, transforming the outlaw’s fearsome visage into a grotesque smudge. The afore-related storm had, it seemed, conspired to grant our hero a temporary reprieve, cloaking his identity in a shroud of watery obfuscation.
Immediately, Edmunda bemoaned the spoilt poster and lamented the blackguard came not to their village so she could haul his carcass off to the garrison to claim her booty. “But why d’you stare so at Peter?” said she to her son.
“His face...?” answered Emil with a dubious look. Needless to say, it would have seemed impossible for his sister’s lover to have been the very ‘wanted-fugitive’ himself. “No matter. ‘Tis naught...”
Meantime, Peter, in his amnesiac state, found his mind wander off, fixing on the empty sixth chair at the table and the bowl of gruel before it. “You await another guest?” said he to no one in particular as he signalled the chair and bowl.
While most fell silent and turned grave of face, Elizabeth, evincing in her own aspect a share of disquiet, whispered she would explain another time.
***
Several more weeks later, no sooner had the physician declared Peter was fit to be removed to a chamber of his own than Edmunda led him outside to one. “I’m sure,” said she, all sweetness and courtesy, “you’ll find it comfortable enough.”
Incidentally, Edith — the testy hen — stood central to the yard, seemingly tapping her middle claw upon the dirt, as though staring down Peter.
“And here we are.” Edmunda beamed widely.
Though eager for privacy and a respite from this woman, incredulity and astonishment chased each other about Peter’s brain. Words he could not conjure for the ghastly barn that rose before him. But at length: “What derangement,” said he, turning to her, “could have possessed you to bring me to this — this...”
“Oh,” cooed she. “‘Tis not suitable for you?”
Peter looked at her with so disapproving an air not to be mistaken.
“Well, ‘tis either this barn or the pigsty! Though I think the company of the swine is better suited to your temper!”
Small wonder that Peter’s head wobbled. Again, he had no words with which to answer the despot, who merely pointed to the loft: “The heat rising from the animals will keep you warm. Now settle yourself in.”
With quite a shove that sent him stumbling into the barn, and nearly into the dung pile, she disappeared back inside the chalet.  
Upon gaining the loft, our hero observed a gloomy, hay-dusted space, barely lit by a small aperture. The furnishing comprised a rumpty rocking chair; a rude stool; rusty washboard; and a mangle, which, in giving it an experimental turn, he caught a finger. Three rusty bedpans protruded from beneath a small bed draped with threadbare blankets, upon which, despondent, he sank.
“This cannot be my life.” The horrid hay mattress crunched beneath him. “Why do I feel such... unease? And Peter? That name just so ill-befits me.”
Beside him lay the livery and his sack. Desperate for some crumb of history, he again emptied the sack: blood-stained cravat; black breeches; brown waistcoat — this time, an ornate silver pocket watch fell from a pocket. How did I miss this? Its lid was dented; its engravings obscured: “Val —?” Whose is this? With difficulty, he pried it open: shattered glass covered the dial; a damaged watercolour of some unfamiliar woman claimed the lid’s inside. And who is this?
Oh, how he prayed, however unwittingly, that the Weibel might sooner return to deliver him from this present hell and restore him to his true life.
***
Far too early the next morn, the accursed cockerel’s screaming at the sun’s return did jolt him from insufficient sleep. Nor was his day about to improve. First, a pounding headache beset his brain. Second, he battled the innumerable cruel emotions poking at his heart. Third, in descending the ladder, ere he reached the bottom, his foot slipped, and he fell — nay, flew — onto the dung heap.
Easy it is to feel his rage as he clambered up, only to slip back down while the turkeys gobbled, Edith clucked, and, in fine, the entire animal mob ganged against him, revelling in vengeful triumph, clucking, gobbling, mooing, maa-ing, ba-gawk-ing, and baa-ing.
In presenting himself thus at the chalet, so great was Edmunda’s shock that a whole six seconds expired before she regained her tongue. Calling him the stupidest there ever was, she then grabbed her broom and chased him off, threatening dire punishment should he dare sully her threshold again.
Aghast and choking on the chilly air, Peter demanded to know where the water closet was. But Edmunda, darting at him her hellfire gaze, flung inside, yelling he would not stink out her privy, and returned with a rag, which she launched at him, ordering him to go bathe in the lake.
Alas for him, though we wish not to expose our hero to further ignominy, and we shall indeed pass over the undignified ablutions in the frigid lake scene, Fortune, in her whims, had decreed further misery.
There sounded a heavy thumping from the main door. To the confusion of all, there reappeared the Weibel and his watchmen, who stormed the chalet.
“Where is he?!” The official’s searching, bulging eyes at length alighted upon our luckless fugitive at the rear door. “You! Peter — or whoever you are — I arrest in the name of the canton!”
With that, the official’s men descended upon and swept away their somewhat stinky prize, trussed like an unruly parcel. Though Peter shouted with all the indignation and bewilderment that his lungs could grant, ‘twas all for naught.
The next several hours he passed in a cell best left undescribed. The stench there was quite possibly worse than that which already clung to his own bespattered flesh. And his pungency only compounded the harsh treatment he received as the guards, all of them pinching their nostrils, peered at him through the Judas-hole as though he were some circus sideshow. 
His offence, it seemed, consisted not regarding that which our readers might suppose, but in his resemblance to some vagabond who had lately attempted to burglarise a neighbouring schloss; though the sole evidence against him derived from a domestic, whose terror at the time had so clouded her faculties that she could remember only that the culprit had two eyes and ill intention.
The Weibel, whose imagination ever marched far in advance of his evidence, assured all and sundry that, if Peter were not the very thief in question, he must needs be some other criminal of equal, if not foul-smelling, magnitude. “For,” observed he, “no honest man ever misplaces his papers, unless to conceal their contents, no more than any honourable man ever goes without bathing!”
Thus, as our hero awaited his accuser, our heroine, Edmunda, Ernest, and Emil paced the outer offices. To wait, as philosophers observe, is among the trials that most confound courage, since it admits neither action nor escape.
At length, the witness arrived. Having surveyed our malodorous prisoner for some time, she, with great deliberation and nostrils repeatedly averted, said he both was and was not the man. Sometimes he appeared too tall, sometimes too short; then he was too handsome, then not plain enough. But he was always too fetid — the only thing she could fix upon. At any rate, this rapid alternation of contradictions she maintained for above half an hour, until, being pressed for a conclusion, she delivered “however putrid, not guilty,” though, despite the rancidity, with evident reluctance to part with so interesting a suspect. 
Peter’s irons were forthwith removed. Liberty granted. Yet the Weibel continued to chew, as it were, on the wasp of disappointment. Indeed, the official looked fit to find new charges merely to preserve his dignity, or at least until Geneva would claim our hero for its own.
To be sure, in lieu of such odious circumstances, Peter, verily nettled by the indignity, avowed anew his aversion to a proposed union he had no recollection of, and his intent on quitting so insufferable a sphere.
To be sure, with some nettled looks of her own, Edmunda vowed, should he dare try to flee, she’d hunt him to the ends of the world.
***
Come the following noon, we find the ill-starred defector once more retreated to his loft. Thwarted at every turn by the broom-wielding Fury who so effectually guarded all exits, Peter did believe her to be the three-headed Cerberus incarnate. Moreover, this odious woman-hound was bent not only on shackling him to the underworld but had the brass to impose upon him hard labour.
“Go into the fields? In this bitter cold?” Had Peter the thunderbolt of Zeus, he would gladly have dropped it on Edmunda’s head. “Do it yourself!”
Fortunate it is that Edmunda boasted not in her vehement leer that petrifying gift possessed by the fabled Medusa, else our hero (whose vanity, we must confess, exceeds his merits) would verily have found himself transformed into a most unflattering ornament. Thus, lacking as Edmunda did such supernatural means, she was obliged to pursue a more terrestrial vengeance — namely the wielding of her trusty broom as she advanced upon the ladder. But Peter, displaying that peculiar wisdom which attends those in mortal peril and foreseeing with a Perseus-like clarity the likely consequence should she gain the height, expeditiously drew it up beyond her grasp.
This tactical manoeuvre so inflamed the good woman that she pronounced him “an idle wastrel, undeserving of her daughter for deserting her as a cuckoo would its young” before vowing: “I’ll spare you the trouble of fleeing and pitch you over the gate myself! Would that I might trade your worthless hide for that scoundrel they’s all searching for! I’d haul your sorry carcass off to garrison and exchange you for some useful coin!”
That Peter refused to come down until she desisted her unpardonable tyrannies, Edmunda swore she would, if need be, stay where she was all night and starve the ingrate out.
“What?!” Peter stood wide; chest puffed out. “You would not dare!”
“Wouldn’t I?” Since Peter was as stubborn as she was determined, she spoke shrewdly. “Tis a pity you’re so bent on dying aloft. I roasted the ham... to celebrate you getting better...”
At this, Peter’s hands did form a happy clasp of anticipation. “You did?”
“Yes,” smiled she. “Though ‘tis a pity, too, you’re so loath to labour...”
Like the bound-at-noonday Proteus of old — sans knowledge of the past or future — our hero returned to a form his captor could more easily persuade. He lowered the ladder and descended it, stipulating she had won his compliance solely out of consideration for his own health and for the ham going to waste.
To the toolshed the victor led him and, passing him a hammer and nails, took him to the afore-threatened field. Here, to the many fallen rails and several naked posts she now pointed. Then, eyeing him doubtfully, she left him to it.
“How difficult can this be?” said Peter, knowing not where to begin.
Incidentally, back at the chalet, a visitor called. “Jago.” Edmunda curtsied, ogling the hamper presently passed into her grabbing hands. “How very good to see you, my lord.”
“The pleasure is ever my own.” The benefactor wiped his hessians before following her inside, whereupon she put the hamper on the kitchen table and said she had no tea to offer him. “It would appear that Providence whispered into my ear,” answered he, directing her to a replenishment tucked just inside the hamper.
This nobleman, Jago (Johannes’ son), the bringer of tea, furniture, and other goods, was a man of around thirty and of an uncommonly handsome appearance. Having descended from an ancient family — von der Mühll; saddler and shoemaker merchants; masters of the trade, grown wealthier in the cotton and silk trade — his carriage, manners, and understanding were those precisely to be expected from one of elevated rank.
Notwithstanding the prohibition of patricians using their titles in this canton, this dissuaded not the von der Mühlls from asserting their pedigree in whatever way they could. And this son, seemingly assiduous in exerting his influence for the welfare of the poorer families of the village, thus visited frequently to curry their pleasure.
There being several loose seams in his finest suit, and his preferred tailor being gone abroad, Jago stated he would send his valet round with it later that day for Edmunda’s expert attention. Ever eager to be of help and be paid for it, she readily accepted and then, with a low curtsy, insisted he sit in her chair (an earlier gift from Jago). With ingratiating smiles, she served the brew in her finest porcelain (another largesse from Jago) before seating herself unnecessarily close to apprise him of the latest goings-on.
“A lover?” Jago slowly stirred his tea. “And he has lost his memory?”
“Yes,” tutted she. “But if you only heard his haughty tongue. You’d think his life was never in any danger. And I’m certain he believes us obliged to him for his staying here!”
Jago balanced the spoon on his saucer. “Indeed?”
“He’s set on abandoning poor Lizzie — treats her like the plague. I don’t know where he thinks he can go; he doesn’t remember a soul. Besides, nobody would have him; even if they were bribed!”
Elizabeth presently entered. She blushed and curtsied. “Jago.”
“What in the world d’you see in him?” interrupted Edmunda as she rose from the table and stalked to the window. “Now what’s he doing?!” Trying Peter was, every which way, to fix the rails to the posts, only for the tacks, the hammer, or all, to come repeatedly crashing down and more oft than not on his feet. “I know the Lord said, ‘let not our right hand know what the left’s doing,’ but I wonder if he’s done a day’s graft his whole life?”
At the table, Jago asked Elizabeth about her lover.
Having suffered too much of his temper and insults, she instantly declared him an ungrateful, conceited, egotistical, insolent, uncivil, and infuriating pig. “I wish I could send him back to his family!”
With a quizzical brow, Jago queried why she therefore still considered him for her future husband. Elizabeth did colour condemningly but insisted Peter had not shown such churlishness ere his mishap. Head tilted in thought, forefinger circling his mouth, Jago asked if she had yet received word from his family.
Eyes averted and hands folded, she said it had slipped her mind — quick to add that with Peter being bereft of all memory, and though she had tried every manner of question to spark his memory, “‘tis impossible to write them.”
Jago now enquired of his canton. Lizzie, after another condemning flush, again stated the very distant Republic of Geneva. At this, Jago offered to write to the Council there on her behalf. Lizzie’s colour did indeed rise and fall several times. She thanked him, yet in a voice most tremulous, stated that the Weibel might already have done this. If not, she would attend to it herself.
“And be quick about it, too!” squawked Edmunda. “I should verily like to know who gave him that temper and who his stupidity?”
Perhaps to moderate the palpable, crackling tension and to alleviate Elizabeth’s patent discomfort, Jago turned the talk to his recent jaunt out of the canton. “Here is something for you; November last, while I sojourned on Lake Thun, a great tumult erupted at Oberhofen Castle; tall flames and loud explosions. Gunten was all a frenzy; Bernese Regiment everywhere in pursuit of some villain, who, I am certain, collided with me, almost felling me to the ground. And if my instincts prove right, I wager the criminal was the wanted-outlaw.”
Jago leant forwards with a conspiratorial air. “From what my cousin on the Bernese Small Council tells me, it appears this fugitive made off with the schultheiss’ confidential correspondence. I understand the magistrate has despatched his own private agents — men who operate outside the usual channels — to every canton. The fanatic cannot hide forever.”
Though still heartily distracted by her vexations with Peter, Edmunda, all huffs, puffs, and frequent tutting, eagerly avowed the fiend, when found, should be clapped in irons and carted off to a land far away.
“On another note,” continued Jago, “not only have Bern and Zürich since fallen on very bad terms, but France is soon to be in the mix, too. ‘Tis a disaster! Trade negotiations are frozen daily! A deal my father worked on for six months just collapsed. He tells me the animosity has already escalated to —”
A red-faced Peter now burst in, blood dripping from one finger and a splinter sticking out of another. “What torture must I endure for a strip of ham?!” He flared his nostrils at Edmunda and turned to implore Elizabeth but now remarked the man so ill-suited to so indigent a habitation, fashioned after the baroque-style in blue, gold, and vermilion, finery. “Pray, and who are you, sir?”
Jago rose to speak, but Peter put his injured hand up to him. “You are come to rescue me from this bocardo?” His chest filled out with every atom of melancholy kitchen air. “To reinstate me to the life that I am certain awaits me?”
Jago’s brow did slowly form a perfect arch of bemusement. “Pardon?”
Peter moved towards him. “You are a relative, perhaps?” Stepping back, Jago said he was not. “Friend?” tried our hero. Again, no. “Saviour?” persisted Peter. Jago shook his head. “Liberator, at the very least? For why else would a man of irrefutable elegance choose to call upon so impecunious a family?”
“I am sorry,” said Jago coolly, “but I do not know you.”
Peter did fling himself most dramatically into a chair. “Oh, treacherous folly!” He clawed at his temples. “Oh, poisonous poniard!” He gestured emphatically. “What god has cursed me with this plight!” He clenched his fists. “Is this not Hell itself? And that woman there...” gritting his teeth, he pointed his bloodied finger at Edmunda, “... the very Devil herself! And you, sir” — he now flung himself at Jago’s feet — “are not you an angel? If not an angel, then a saint? If not a saint, then a... I beseech you! Release me from this purgatory!”
However poetic this overripe diatribe, inspiring in Jago’s countenance intrigue and bewilderment, Edmunda’s bulging eyes did dart at her broom. Observing this, Elizabeth gathered Peter up and urged him away to her chamber, where she would attend to him and bind up his finger.
“And be sure to bind up that unmannerly tongue of his, too!” shrilled Edmunda. “Why he refuses to bow to his betters and speaks like a noble, yet acts the very rascal, I can’t fathom!”
At this remark, Peter’s feet did stop abruptly at the door. “A noble, you say?” He spun around. “Of course! I must be a patrician!” His heart and cheeks burnt with conviction. “But from which illustrious family do I descend?”
Seeing the fiery magma diffuse its warning across her mother’s ballooning cheeks, Elizabeth flew to the door and shoved Peter into the poky hallway.
On entering Lizzie’s bedchamber, our hero collapsed onto the bed to indulge his melancholy and await the ministrations to his injured finger. The world, reflected he, dealt most unhandsomely with a man bereft of his memory; for it first emptied his head and then reproached him for the vacancy. Denied a past, accused in the present, he stared into nothingness.
‘Twas while he was in this pose of unheroic despondency that Lizzie entered, armed with a bowl of boiled water, vinegar, a cloth and a dressing. She sat beside him and asked for his hand. So distrait was he, however, she had to reapply for it. But again, receiving still not his hand, she took it.
As she cleaned and bound the wounded finger, she appeared to note how soft and uncalloused his hand was. Visibly surprised, she took hold of his other hand, discovering the same absent signature of toil and industry.
By gradatim, our hero, lost in a maelstrom of misery, did now recover the use of his senses. Upon seeing his hands held by hers in so toweringly inappropriate a way, he yanked them away. “What insolence is this?”
He sprang off the bed. “How dare you touch me so — adventurer! I have already forbidden you from laying a finger on me until my memory returns!”
Edmunda and Jago came rushing in.
“What’s the matter now?” demanded the former.
“Your daughter!” Peter stabbed his freshly bound, however accusatory, finger at our heroine. “An audacious seductress!”
Edmunda’s mouth fell wide. Nor did Jago look any less astonished. But the front portal, that harbinger of news both good and ill, thundered anew.
‘Twas our devout Weible returned once more, bringing with him not his usual comrades but another man of martial air, regimentals, and urgent bearing.
“Edmunda,” said the Weibel. “This gentleman here” — he gestured to the fellow — “is a colonel from Geneva. He visits in response to my inquiry, and I believe he will confirm the identity of that man; your future son-in-law.”
Edmunda, rendered quite witless, gaped like a landed fish. Lizzie, however, we may easily envision, wore a look of pure horror.
“Come through, come through,” said Edmunda at length, all flustering excitement. “‘Tis wonderful news. Praise the Lord and Father Francis!”
As provident as this visit seemed, ‘twas, alas, to abort in the worst and most alarming of circumstances.
“You,” declared the colonel, levelling a gloved finger at our hero, “are most assuredly not him. Are you certain he hails from Geneva?”
Pair by pair, the entire company of eyes turned upon Lizzie, who, ashen and quaking, lips quivering wordlessly, stared back in manifest mortification.
“Lizzie?” said Edmunda. “You’re sure he hails from Geneva?”
Our heroine only nodded in hues of shamefaced crimson. 
All eyes now pivoted afresh on the colonel. “This is a strange business indeed,” said he. “I can confirm that one of my officers has been missing for several months. Yet there is only one Peter absent from our garrison.”
At these words, an expression of mildly perplexed curiosity appeared to claim Jago’s aspect. At any rate, he excused himself from so private a matter, bowed, and took his leave.
“What proof do you have of your service?” now said the colonel to Peter.
“Merely the regimentals I arrived here in,” answered he.
“Then let me see them!” The colonel struck a pose of martial authority.
“Very well. Wait here.”
And so, as Peter returned to the loft to collect the jacket, and the colonel and the Weibel — and everyone else — waited, Lizzie, bless her fibbing soul, looked fit to burst from shame.
Our hero returned with the red coat in hand.
Now, if ever dramatic irony sought its finest stage to act upon, here it was. No sooner did the colonel inspect the garment, particularly the collar, than his eyes widened with dawning, incredulous staggerment. “Why, and how,” demanded he, shooting his glaring gaze at Peter, “do you have this jacket?”
“W-w-why?” echoed our hero. “T-t-that’s mine —”
“This item,” interrupted he, “is most assuredly not yours! These initials sewn into its collar indicate that this coat belongs to my officer — and, as I have already declared, you are most certainly not him! This circumstance is most suspicious. My officer is missing, and you are in possession of his coat!”
My oh my, how poor Lizzie tottered and swayed, needing to support herself against the bedframe. To be sure, even Edmunda was robbed of speech.
“Herr Weibel,” said the colonel, “place this man under house arrest. I shall entrust this evidence to your care until further notice!”
With this imperious injunction, the fellow turned on his boot heels; the Weibel, spluttering a reaffirmation of the Genevan’s orders, trailed behind him, clutching the jacket — now a most damning article of evidence — under his arm.
Indeed, even as the Weible exited the chalet, it possibly began to penetrate our heroine’s brain that if this Peter wore the coat of another, could it then be that the poem also belonged to another? My, what was she to do? Had she perhaps, in duping her family, been the dupe herself? Such is irony’s cruelty.
***
In circumstances such as these, ‘tis to be expected that misunderstandings will arise. Ernest and Edmunda, finding themselves (in light of the prior scene) thrust into the delicate office of moral and legal guardianship, retired to that most humble of conclaves — the toolshed — to determine what course Providence and parental duty (and the magistrate) required of them.
“What if he’s naught but a thief?” cried Edmunda. “Or worse! And our foolish Lizzie frolics with the fellow for all we know!”
“Aye,” said Ernest. “The boy has brought a storm to our door.”
Edmunda next perplexed over Elizabeth’s oddness since Peter’s arrival; she’d already seemed more discomposed than delighted at their reunion. Was she concealing something? Why had she claimed he was from Geneva when he was clearly a stranger to the place? And worse, given the lovers’ long separation, ‘twas likely they might have entered — pray, not clandestine — assignations that had blinded their daughter to his true, possibly criminal, profligate nature.
Thus, our two pastoral philosophers could not help but take this as a portent they should’ve sooner divined. They resolved to tackle the pair forthwith; not merely to save their souls from carnal sin, but to save their necks from the noose. And so, while Edmunda — broom wielded like a marshal’s baton — shooed Elizabeth back to her bedchamber, Ernest betook Peter to the loft.
Here, he hesitantly began his avuncular homily. “This wholesome advice, I hope, will prompt a swift soberness, lest the omen lose its force. For we deal now with not only the laws of God, but the laws of men.”
Citing the Divine texts on chastity and criminality, he claimed that had his wife admonished him, “she’d prescribe the harsh doctrines of Catholic tradition.” He, however, being Protestant, would apostle only the discipline of the Christ. “Tell me, boy. That coat. Did you find it? Or did you... take it? What about that missing fellow? And have you misbehaved with my daughter?”
Nettled and insulted, Peter opened his mouth in protest, but Ernest raised a hand. “If you’ve erred, confess directly to God. And if you have stolen a soldier’s skin... well, though the Almighty may forgive, the colonel might not. Yet if you have plundered my daughter... well... you’ve me to deal with!”
Concurrently, Edmunda, armed with the full artillery of Catholic doctrine, launched a most formidable cannonade upon her daughter’s conscience. “You either lied,” shrilled she, “or know not the true colours of your lover’s character.” She tutted. “Geneva, indeed! And now look — house arrest!”
With a loud sigh, she insisted that had her father (in this instance, Ernest) spoken to her, she’d not have appreciated her guilt’s true magnitude. “If you ask me, and the Pope, these Protestants absolve too promiscuously.”
Notwithstanding her own perplexities and apprehensions about the man she had passed off as her lover, Lizzie went to protest: “But mother —”
“Silence! You’ve brought a wolf into our fold. Wearing another’s clothes!” Likewise, she addressed confessions: “Always unbosom to me, then your father,” (in this instance, Father Francis) “but never directly to God, lest you offend his ears and he strikes you with his fiery thunderbolts! And what of your virtue? Has this... impostor, for all we know, laid claim to that too?”
“Mother, no!”
“Don’t you ‘mother, no’ me!”
“This isn’t what my wife, or any Catholic, would have you credit,” continued Ernest, “but only Jesus mediates. Ask nicely, and he’ll pass your prayers to the Almighty, who forgives liberally; as He did wicked King Manasseh.”
Neither was Edmunda done. She told the woeful tales of King Uzza, dethroned for his criminal irreverence, and the misbegotten wench at the local inn, rendered loathsome by her canoodlings. “The both of them, driven out from the camp of the righteous; the one with leprosy and the other with infamy!”
And she was quick to append: “You ought to take this as a warning from Heaven, child!” And: “You ought to get down on your knees begging forgiveness from your father,” (again in this instance, Father Francis) “before dreaming of your dubious lover getting down on his!” And: “Had you both lived in Moses’ time, you’d already be under a considerable heap of stones!”
Returning to Ernest: at long length did he arrive at his conclusion, reprimanding all, whether Protestant or Catholic, who pursue dark paths; whether it be theft of virtue or theft of coats, every debauched and dishonest path leads to the same fiery hell of impenitents.  
Back to Edmunda: in this tenet she agreed with her husband; should Lizzie not mend her ways and speak the truth, she’d verily end up in the same red-hot cauldron as her lover and his coat.
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Sleep did bring Peter again to the boisterous bird bursting upon his hearing. He sat up rigidly. “Me? An impostor? A thief? Impossible!” Despite recollecting not a jot from his history, ‘twas inconceivable that his past could conceal such criminality. “And as if that is not insupportable enough, these indigents dare hold so ill an opinion of my character!”
Consequently, at the breakfast table, scarcely had the last scraping of gruel entered Ernest’s mouth when Peter began authoritatively: “The reproof which, last night, you felt so pertinent to impose upon me, behoves me to counterstrike in my defence!”
Natch, every eye alighted on him.
“I know not what the general code of conduct is for such an establishment as this,” continued he, “but I assure you, despite the present suspicions, I possess no proclivity for such exploits which warrant the censure of my conduct.”
Ernest finally swallowed his gruel and might have answered, but Peter put a hand up to him. “And I am not less certain that my parents — could I but remember them — have rigorously instructed and fashioned me in the ways of morality and the elegances contrary to debauchery.”
Brow crooked, he slid his eye at Lizzie, who, despite her own culpabilities, and the proverbial walls closing in, gasped as all stared her way.
“Such fine speeches, indeed,” now said Edmunda while admitting she understood not the half of his lofty phrases. “Whoever birthed you did poorly to let you prate so fancy, steal coats, or blame others for your own bad conduct. But if you’re set on clearing your good name, you can start with the cow.”
Our hero did demand his business with the bovine. Edmunda did explain that should he wish to drink any more milk, he has a business with the bucket. Rising in a huff, Peter readily confessed he would soon drink his milk elsewhere. At this, Edmunda too stood, and a clash erupted. Elizabeth soon rose in her mother’s defence and urged her father and brother to take up family arms. Seeing the knave outnumbered, Edmunda cried victory and demanded his surrender.
But pride forbade defeat. “While I appreciate that your reason is no less desolate than this table wasteland which separates us,” boldly declared our hero, “let me be clear; superiority, madam, should never bow to its inferiors!”
Hence, the designated inferior now sought recourse to the artillery. Barely had Edmunda swung her broom on its first revolution when Peter — cursing the Trojan horse in his treasonous lover, and remarking that he lacked spear, helmet, or shield — chose flight over defying the Achaean. Thus, pride abandoned to the foe, he flung out of the chalet, trailed by the cannonry milk bucket, which, discharged with such prowess as to strike not his heel but his head, sent forth a church bell-like knell as it felled him, face-first, to the mud.
So, yet another setback to Peter’s taking to the heels. The day wore on. Swelling pangs plagued his battered skull. But by gradatim, overcome by extreme mental lassitude, he fell under the spell of slumber, transported to that enchanted realm, where reality and fancy often intertwine:
A yawn, a stretch — and behold! A sumptuous chamber, with a valet attending. “Ludwig! Dear happy Ludwig! What a horrid dream I dreamt!”
Golden doors flew wide; down a shining staircase he skipped to a stately equipage with prancing steeds. Within, he found a dazzling hall of curtsying multitudes, while coruscating crystal ware drew him to a wondrous banquet table: veal braised in wine and cream — entrée of cutlets in fricandeau!
Salivating, he scooped a serving; but oh, cruel trickery! It became naught but gritty gruel! Beer-jugs clanked and champagne burst like cannonades, drenching him in riotous jubilee. The scene whirled — a salute of guards and barmaids waltzing before a gleaming guillotine, through which giddy fowls in tiaras and crowns danced as the blade went up and down, up and down... 
“Tick-Tock. Tick-Tock” swung the huge pendulum of a golden clock.
“Valentin?” spoke a voice. “Valentin?”
He whirled around — a maid of Versailles — an ambling troll — Ludwig, handing him a weighty document: “Godspeed, Viktor will be enraged.” — a masked ruffian — Edmunda, flinging him into a prison wagon, which became a bridal chamber bedecked with gown and trousseau, crashing off a precipice —
Gasping and drenched, he jolted awake. “What a grotesque phantasm!”
The storm’s drumming above, and the rain seeping through the roof, sprinkling his face, explained to him the showers of champagne. 
***
The cockerel screamed; our hero awoke, taxed with hate, hostility, revenge, and what was most distracting, a still very much throbbing skull. Fearing further injuries might befall him, he resolved to defy his house arrest and march to the garrison to bring his violent afflicter to justice, ere fleeing this blackest of hells.
By-the-by, the milk bucket colliding with his cranium so resounded like the church bell, it even beguiled the pigs into believing their owners had gone off to worship. Out of the sty came they a-charging, as was their wont each Sunday, eager to dig up and gobble down Edmunda’s crops and plantings. But espying Peter a-fallen and she in the doorway, they turned full about with all the speed their conniving little hooves could carry them — but, again, I digress.
As Peter hastily stowed his regimentals, his fingers caught on a slit in the sack’s lining. Probing it, he discovered a pocket and pulled out a crumpled parchment bearing a fragmented emblem. “G.V.V.?”
In rightly connecting this to his lost history; hope did rekindle in his soul; his pulse roared as he unfurled the creased scroll with trembling impatience.
My faithful friend. Trust every word of this grave despatch, and believe still in the consonance of its inscriber and our alliance being neither diminished nor tainted according to the mendacity which will soon reach you. Do not —
The next water-ruined sentences were illegible; as were, in part, the last:
— — — we are for preserv — the regime and not ab — doning —. Therefore, I beseech —, send urgently your — to defend and not destroy us. I fear for my l—, — if anything should happen to me, my last request is to the raven: release the dove.
Your faithful, unwavering ally Gu — — —
“Finally!” Peter’s heart pounded. “Something of my past.” Utterly confounded, his every thought of fleeing did vanish. “I must show Lizzie.”
No sooner had he exited the barn than he collided with her, barely catching her up in his arms before she struck the dirt. For a very brief moment, they were rather charmingly framed, faces a few inches apart, staring askance. Yet as quickly sensible as they both were of so romantic a tableau, Peter, first to redress it, did let go and she fell to her backside to the earth.
Visibly more concerned for her pride than her soiled garments, Elizabeth clambered to her feet. “I was come to enquire after your injury?”
“Never mind that, see here!” He waved the scroll before her. “It was secreted inside my sack. What think you of its message?”
She took and read it; her eyes stretched wide with astonishment. “Heavens!” She gave him an incredulous look. “What a message.” And re-reading: “Frustrating; the signature is blotted out.”
“Look.” Peter showed her the seal. “G.V.V. — the emblem, is it not?”
Scrutinising it, she concurred. “Does this stir any memories?”
“Regrettably not.” An impatient sigh escaped him. “Oh, the cruelty! To possess such a clue and be yet still bereft of all recollection. What ought I do?”
Lizzie pondered. “Come. We must contravene your house arrest and take it to the Liestal garrison — it might assist in the inquiry. I shall ready the cart.”
***
At the Liestal garrison, neither the korporal at his desk nor the man-at-arms at his side could make any more of the cryptic scroll than Peter himself.
“But the seal.” Peter jabbed a finger at it. “Do you not recognise it?”
Since countless gentlefolk might share those initials, it was deemed impossible to trace its author. The korporal bade him take it to the Weibel. Thus, dejected at this impasse, knowing nothing of the scroll’s originator, nor any more of his own history, Peter turned to take his leave with Elizabeth.
At that moment, several guards rushed in yelling for aid: a local artisan, with family and business ties in Zürich, his workshop was vandalised overnight; a schloss was attacked — its patrician family fled; now rioters mobbed another nobleman trapped inside his coach in the square.
“Let us away quickly,” whispered Elizabeth, taking Peter’s arm.
“You there!” came the korporal’s voice. “A volunteer guard, you say?”
Peter turned in surprise. “Me? Well, perhaps, maybe — but why?”
And so, our hero was clad in uniform and whisked off to the town square.
“Down with the aristocratic tyranny!” chanted the fist-waving, crude-implement-wielding mob — aprons askew and breeches dust-stained — as they pressed upon a detachment guarding with difficulty the aforementioned patrician inside his stranded carriage; the horses were nowhere to be seen.
The korporal ordered the reinforcements and a trembling, bayonet-holding Peter to force their way through the mob. That the masses refused them passage, the korporal fired his musket skywards, scattering the rabble momentarily for the unit to hustle through as ordered.
Upon reaching the carriage, Peter rather hid behind the guards; but the korporal shoved him forwards. “Hold the line, men!” bellowed he as the rabble, now chanting a protest song against tithes and taxes, charged again.
Faced with a phalanx of bitter, frothing faces, Peter pointed his bayonet until rough hands seized it, nearly wrenching it away. A face streaked with dirt and desperation begged for an end to the toil which enriched only the nobles.
“You overstep yourself!” rasped Peter before realising it. “Get back! Consider how generously the elite have provided you with work and land.”
These words only stoked the crowd’s fury. A hammer crashed against a soldier’s morion. Swords and scythes clashed. Rocks and debris filled the air.
Then there came a certain cry: “Vive le futur Empereur!”
Even as these words, commingling with the tumult, struck Peter with perplexing familiarity, an equally chaotic vision seized his mind: darkness; claustrophobic confinement; a violent clatter of steel; soldiers in familiar red and white battling bandits beyond the bars; chained to a wall, he could not escape.
Overwhelmed by suffocating terror and confusion, his limbs failed him. As his mind spun, a stone glanced off his temple, and he crashed to the earth...
***
Back at the kitchen table, a silent Peter, staring into his cold gruel, nursed his aching brain and bemused over so frightful a remembrance. In his stead, Lizzie related their fruitless errand to the garrison, and the events at the square. Her tale quite begat astonishment in the listeners towards Peter. Though there was some cynicism over whether he had pilfered the scroll as he might have the coat, if not, then it implied great trust in him. Moreover, this day’s call to arms painted him as heroic — even earning him, after a scolding for disobeying the house arrest, the Weibel’s good opinion and some leniency.
Furthermore, the very same korporal at the garrison had further appropriated Peter’s present idleness and want of employment. Orders had arrived from Bern for a small contingent to meet a Bernese detachment at the cantonal border. A convoy of ammunition was being sent to Basel city, along with a stash of certain WANTED posters for distribution across the canton; the assigned contingent was to escort the convoy the rest of the way from the border.
This commission was set for the very next day.
And so, speeding the narrative along, the light of dawn had barely brushed the horizon when our hero, garbed once more in martial regalia — his bayonet gleaming faintly in the cold morning air — marched resolutely towards the Solothurn border that marked the gateway to Bern canton.
The crisp air clung to his skin, heavy with a strange portent. The previous day, with its ordeals, had possibly unlocked some fragment of his past. But again, what? Why was he chained as if a common criminal? Was that even him or someone else? Certainly, where before the scroll had served to illuminate the past, a darker shadow now stole over it, filling him with dread. He bore with him a nameless fear, a shadowy whisper skimming the edges of his thoughts.
Glancing up at the korporal, who rode alongside, Peter noted in his stern features how his eyes scanned the horizon with the vigilance of a hawk. Riding beside the korporal, an attendant spoke in low tones, fractures of which caught our hero’s hearing: “... the fugitive... wanted... posters...” A more distinct tone uttered oaths and vows of bringing the wanted fugitive to justice at all costs — even if delivering the scoundrel onto the edge of his sword.  
Stirred inexplicably by these words, and encountering a visceral, almost magnetic pull, Peter asked the attendant what was known about said fugitive. Not without first reiterating his determination to find and deliver the dastardly villain to the authorities, did the man aver that he was, according to reliable intelligence, not only the very cause of the disharmony between Bern and Zürich but had colluded with French revolutionaries in an attempted coup.
To be sure, unease swelled in our hero’s breast. While attributing this to an innate sense of justice, even he could not help but second the attendant’s oaths and vowed to personally hunt down the miscreant himself!
At length, the party reached the borderlands, where the forests gave way to rolling hills and the faint outlines of a Bernese watchpost appeared through the fog. Here, the detachment and contingent were to rendezvous.
But what greeted them was a scene not of martial expectation but ghastly desolation. The watchpost lay in ruins — smouldering embers hissed where once sturdy timber had stood. Remnants of a fierce struggle lay strewn: shattered muskets, broken halberds, and the twisted wreckage of a once-proud wagon.
A thick, acrid stench of smoke and blood pressed in upon the arriving contingent. A silence, profound and unnatural, hung over the devastation.
The sight was of such hideousness that Peter halted, unable to move. “What...” said he, “what happened here? Where are the men?”
The korporal’s gaze swept the scene. “Gone... all gone! Slaughtered!” His eyes fell upon the form of two legs which protruded from behind a shattered palisade. “Ambushed by bandits, no doubt — likely Du Pont’s ruffians!” His widened, anger-filled eyes darted wildly about. “And the convoy... taken!”
“Du Pont...?” An icy disquiet seeped into Peter’s bones. This name felt familiar. As for the WANTED posters — the very means to hunt the fugitive — that they were lost in this raid, this struck with a peculiar, almost personal blow.  
Just then, upon a sudden gust, a fragmented sheet of scorched paper, as if tossed by some mischievous sprite, tumbled along the ground in our hero’s direction. Spotting it, he snatched it up.
‘Twas but a burnt remnant, a mere teasing sliver of what was evidently the very-top part of a poster. Blood-stained, but in bold letters: WANTED rested above a delineated broad brow and a partial eye — a mocking visage that seemed to leer at our hero with cruel amusement.
Still and all, ‘twas a fleeting thread of truth. Peter stuffed the remnant inside his jacket, his fingers curling tightly about it.
***
Two-and-a-half days had sufficed to diminish our hero’s wretched headache and shrink his monstrous swellings to mere bumps. Deeming him no longer a fright to the Catholic-half of the village, and possibly wishing to show him off as opposed to hiding him, Edmunda insisted he attend Sunday service with them. Incidentally, having found — and kept secret — his money purse for reimbursement of his stay, she had even bought Sunday clothes for him.
Though not disinclined to hearing the Divine despatches, Peter rather hoped his attendance might restore to his mind what effort could not — his memories. So, he accorded. Oh, but when inspecting the aforementioned garb later that morn, he found the fabric far too coarse; woven of fustian. The style, far too agrarian. And the colour, mud-brown! This would not do!
Off hastened he to the chalet to declare his disgust.
Edmunda was absent from the kitchen.
Perhaps the workroom?
He tried the handle; the door creaked open to two spinning wheels, two chairs, a large table, and cotton-sacks stacked on a tall shelf in one corner. Still no Edmunda. As he turned to leave, something on the table caught his eye.
Thus enticed, he investigated what was a garment bag woven of a heavy satin damask. Verily, his eyes did suddenly widen. A splendid silk suit, all in the French mode, gleamed within as if graced by celestial light, winking as if to say: “Choose me, choose me, and at long last be dressed as the gentleman you know yourself to be!” The double-breasted green-blue frock coat appeared precisely his fit; as did the striped waistcoat and breeches of deepest blue. Compared to the homespun rags that befitted only destruction, there could be but one choice...
Some quarter-hour later, our vainglorious hero paraded about the kitchen, quite satisfied with his new finery, when Edmunda entered bearing buckets of potatoes. Espying his brazen theft, she dropped her load; the spuds scattered every which way. “Why are you —?”
“Run along and fetch silk stockings and fine leather shoes,” interrupted he, putting a hand up to her. “Only then will my ensemble be perfect for church.”
Instantly, the virago charged forth. But slipping on the tubers, and being not of a comely frame, she crashed down with the weight and noise of a cathedral — pans a-swaying, shelves a-rattling, potatoes a-ricocheting underfoot.
Amidst the chaos, our nimble hero likewise lost his footing, and he, too, slipped. But with some struggles, they each gained their feet and a merry, albeit unsteady, table-circling chase ensued, tossing spuds: Peter, fleet as a hare; Edmunda, lumbering ominously as a bear.
Ere her claws could snag even a strand of the finely woven silks, our hero flung outside into the yard, provoking a pursuance, which generally went:
“Take them off!” — “Not on your life!” — “I’ll tear them from your back, you thieving knave!” — “You will need to catch me first!”
This spectacle would have continued had not Peter blundered into a freshly turned vegetable patch and, again losing his footing, upended the order of nature, lending altitude rather to his heels than his head, and crashed on his back in the mud.
“Quack! Quack! Quack!” went the mocking duck, waddling by.
‘Twas soon realised that the filched garb was soiled beyond even Edmunda’s formidable powers of remedy. Subsequently, in estimating the damages, she seized the culprit by the ear and dragged him to her workroom. There, under the glaring watch of Elizabeth presently stoking the hearth, she stipulated he must labour hours on end in penance, spinning wool like the lowliest wretch.
“I shall perform no such dismal drudgery!” Peter made for the door.
Edmunda blocked his path. “You’ve a ruined suit to pay for!”
“But had you not chased me like a wild boar!”
This retort did choke Edmunda’s fury higher. She locked the door, vowing he would not leave the room until he’d spun ten sacks of cotton, and, grabbing a fire poker, swore she would brand him should he again dare refuse.
Consequently, our cornered hero leapt atop the table, once more contending she must catch him first. And so, the circus recommenced, the one brandishing the hot iron and mounting the fortification; the other forced to abandon it.
Across the air, Peter vaulted like a mountain goat onto the shelving and scaled it, crying victory, only for catastrophe to follow. The groaning wood collapsed beneath his weight, sending him a-flying and the cotton sacks cascading downwards and across the floor into the:
“FIRE!” shrieked the horror-stricken Edmunda and Lizzie.
***
To be sure, the following morn dawned as gloomy as the smoking embers of Edmunda’s workroom. The flames had spread so fast that not only did those ten cotton sacks go up in smoke, but five more.
“How shall we ever repay this loss?” Edmunda’s shoulders a-slumped amidst the ruins. The peddler expected two-dozen skeins by month’s end — seventeen days away. Failure to deliver would occasion bailiffs and prosecution.
So bitterly disconsolate, she brooded for many a-hour until her ire overcame her gloom. With curses, most unchristian to pen down here, she did scold Elizabeth for entangling herself with the stupidest of men: “Honest? Kind? Hardworking?! That’s what you told me. I doubt even the Schmutzli could abduct him and bring him back reformed. No! I want him gone immediately!”
Scarce had Elizabeth gone gladly out than Edmunda shouted with great violence for her return, countermanding the rogue to present himself to answer for the damages. Out went Lizzie a second time, though with less gladness in her step, when Edmunda accused herself of a want of resolution. She re-summoned Lizzie, determined to turn the wicked Peter out. Barely had Lizzie crossed the threshold a third time when the wily spirit Verwirrgeist did whisper doubts into Edmunda’s ear; thus, resolve warring with mercy, she called Lizzie once more, demanding to see Peter. But again, Lizzie had not travelled posthaste before Chlungeri (the impish spirit of distraction and confusion) did taunt poor Edmunda without mercy — certainty to uncertainty to rage and back, leaving the woman quite overwrought. Hence, she called Elizabeth back yet again.
“No! I’ll go see Hans!” decreed she with fresh vigour. “I’ll sooner wed you to that dullard of a farmer’s son than this demon from Hell!”
Here, Lizzie did protest. “I shall hire him out, Mother. Even if he has to work day and night, he will earn back the losses before the close of the month.”
Alas, the next days brought only fresh tribulations. For wheresoever hired out, our hero returned not with honest wages but only further debts and dues: for neglecting his charge over the cows and refusing to retrieve the truant beasts; for leaving the faucet a-flowing and flooding the fishmonger’s store; for locking the blacksmith from his forge and losing the key; for laxity with the baker’s stove and burning his bread as black as pitch; and sundry other failures besides.
“He’ll ruin us all!” shrilled Edmunda after receiving a procession of bitterly angry tradespeople at her door, demanding recompense. “He has that — that — that ‘Miners touch’. But all he touches turns only to chaos!”
Had she not herself so despaired at the wastrel who stirred up only mischief and financial catastrophe, Elizabeth would have corrected her mother, for ‘twas Midas, not Miners, whose touch turned all to gold. Anyhow, determined to free not the prodigal from his yoke, Lizzie vowed that by fair means or foul, Peter would reimburse each soul he had robbed of peace and prosperity.
At that, out went Lizzie in search of him, finding a somewhat despondent Peter slumped on the yard bench, his pocket watch in hand. Vainly he had rubbed the timepiece’s etchings, hoping to summon thence some genie of memory; but no spirit stirred within. Seeing Lizzie, he entreated her to enlighten him as to his former accomplishments, whereupon she, though utterly ignorant of this, nonetheless, after some moments — doubtless wishing as much to mortify his pride as to unearth any humble (moreover, vendible) talents — snapped him to order and explained his body would recall soon enough.
Natch, what followed was a parade of disasters: picture, if you will, our mud-spattered hero flailing with the seed pail, routed before an advancing phalanx of poultry (led by their gallant commander-in-chief, the rooster), eggs shattering everywhere. Angry mooing sending him fleeing the cowshed, baptised in milk, his swollen cranium having, alas, acquainted itself with the bovine’s hoof. Snorts and squeals announcing a swines displeasure at an intruder in their domain, finding Peter soon trampled under their disgruntled cloven feet, becoming quite plastered in certain contents as decorum forbids us detail. The well claimed him for its own. The plough broke beneath him. His wayward axe arced across the yard, performing an unauthorised execution of poor Erika — that most beloved of fowls, ranking third in Edmunda’s affections and second in Edith’s. To be sure, even Elizabeth looked fit to tear out her pretty red locks. 
Enter Edmunda. “Why d’you encourage his bumbling?” shouted she, able to endure no more of his folly. “We’ve proof enough of his uselessness!” At that, after lamenting this second-slain bird (as she had the first), she snatched up its carcass (again, like the first) and flung it into a bucket, proclaiming it their sup.
***
Sabbath morn being now arrived, we find our hero, sat on his cot, early in ill-humour looking at the rustic attire he was to suffer at church. But then, spying a small parcel deposited at the top of the ladder, he discovered therein a tolerable double-breasted woollen suit in sage green. Though not as fine as those silks he’d ventured to pilfer, ‘twas a marked improvement upon the mud-hued-fustian alternative. Beneath lay respectable white stockings and heeled black leather shoes. Quite amazed at this boon, he could not help but ascribe to Edmunda the motive of an olive branch.
“Pity at last?” Again, he eyed the suit. “I will accept her conciliatory gift.”
Soon arrayed thus in the suit of Edmunda’s atonement, he waited outside the chalet. Ernest, Emil, and Lizzie now came out in their Sunday best, smiling. But as Edmunda joined the party, her face turned as sour as curdled milk.
“Where did you —?” began she, but stopping, she turned her nettled looks on Ernest. “This is your doing, I’ll warrant!”
Certainly, Ernest’s reddened face did confess his crime. “‘Whoever lends to the poor is lending to the Lord’,” tried he quoting scripture.
“Let the Devil tend to his own!” shrilled Edmunda.
Ignoring her, Peter enquired about the absent wagon; with instant dis-amusement, he learnt it had dislodged a wheel and, consequently, his feet alone would convey him to church. “You expect me to walk?!” demanded he.
“As does the Lord!” Lizzie further admonished him with narrowed eyes.
He cast his own orbs heavenwards and repudiated the Lord could ever be such a tyrant as to allow him to trek like a mule and ruin his new shoes. This response stole away quite a few breaths, less the termagant Edmunda, that is:
“D’you think if the Lord spared not his own gentlefolk forty years’ traipsing about a hill, he’ll spare you a few muddy miles? Besides, if I didn’t fear your mischief, I’d forbid you coming for the shame you’ve brought on us!”
Anon, beneath a gigantic clock counting down the minutes till that day of fiery damnation, Peter — suppressing a shiver — entered St Blasius Ziefen’s lofty portal. Indeed, the dreary half-lit interior accorded well with the depressive cheer he envisioned common of Edmunda’s denomination. Yet ‘twas not for sermons of salvation he came, but for the Holy Ghost to restore to his brain what the Devil had clearly taken — his memories, whatever they may hold!
Ushered along the draughty nave to the only pew still vacant — the foremost (one of three benches few braved to sit in) — Peter had barely obliged Edmunda by seating himself beside Lizzie when he noted the vaulted ceiling was no nearer Heaven than the parishioners’ godliness.
Their prying glances he could not help but catch, nor their whispers that floated to his ears: “Who’s he?” — “Family?” — “Friend?” — “Lover?” — “Didn’t you hear?” — “No?” — “Tsk-tsk-tsk!” More whispers, more tutting preceded references to the farmer’s son, the fishmonger, the baker, and such, leaving Peter quite stranded in the sea of scandal he had evidently waded into.
Up the squeaky staircase of ancient timber, Father Francis presently ascended to his pulpit. Plunking his large Bible atop the lectern, he then surveyed his flock with that particular admixture of piety and severity deemed proper to his profession. When his eyes landed on Peter, his formidable eyebrows bounced several times — whether from surprise at this novel addition to his cloistered domain, we leave the reader to judge. His gaze now performed a notable journey: first to Lizzie, whereupon his brow descended like some meteorological phenomenon to meet his prominent proboscis; then to the aisle where (we may suppose) the farmer and his heir were situated, causing said brow to arrange itself in a most eloquent, asymmetrical slant of disapproval.
His sacred purpose evidently recalled, he threw wide his great tome, removed a leather bookmark with a scourge-like snap, jolting the entire congregation, and thunderously pontificated two of the soul’s seven enemies: carnality and indolence. That his accusing eye did frequent Peter and Elizabeth, they, stung by being thus singled out, both looked away: she to the next bench, full of young rakes who made free with their unwashed digits, wiggling them eagerly; he to a troop of damsels — all aflutter with secret smiles and naughty whispers — whose lacework gloves were scarce whiter than their doubtful piety.
For above an hour, the good Father did shower his sheep with sacramental pearls, hurling particularly — like hailstones — his hallowed axioms and aphorisms at the libertine, incorrigible, and customarily sleepy swine who, now wide awake, did ogle the handsomest fellow and prettiest maiden in their midst.
Though try the Father did to conceal it, Envy — that offspring of Satan — verily played about his consecrated features as he fulminated against “that godless insurgent from Bern who would throw wide the gates to the French” and preached “he who serves not his canton serves not the Almighty”. For a fact, he looked sorely tempted to launch his weighty tome at these vessels of iniquity!
But let us draw the curtain of charity over Father Francis’ private struggles against the enemies of his own soul.
He was just bellowing “woe to those who harbour the seeds of sedition in their bosom!” and raising a fist in trembling, righteous fury, when:
CRASH!
The nave’s heavy doors flew open with a violence that made even the stone saints in their niches shudder. Father Francis, his fist stilled mid-air, stared, mouth agape. The congregation, heads swivelling as one, gasped. The organist fainted and sank onto the keys, hitting a discord so loud and flat that it not only shook the very rafters but curled the cherubim’s toes in the stain-glassed widows.
Marching into the sacred gloom, their bayonets gleaming cold and profane against the candlelight, strode a squad of the Liestal garrison. They removed not their tricorns; they crossed not themselves. They merely fanned out across the nave’s rear, blocking the exit with a wall of blue and steel.
“Nobody leaves!” barked the Korporal, his voice cracking like a whip over the terrified crowd. “We seek a traitor to the Confederacy!”
In the front pew, Peter’s blood turned to ice. The colonel, thought he, his heart sinking to his boots; he has sent them to drag me to the irons!
As one, Ernest, Edmunda, Lizzie and Emil turned their horror-filled eyes upon our hero. Shrinking from such gazes, he trembled, tugged at his collar’s lapels, wishing now rather he’d worn the mud-brown and not the sage-green suit, that he might blend into the bench’s dark wood. 
The korporal, holding a paper of some kind, scanned the sea of bonnets and bicorns. His eyes narrowed all the more as he marched down the central aisle, scrutinising each row in turn, his boots ringing out: clack, clack, clack!
As the korporal drew nearer, Peter, his breath faltering, waited for the soldier to shout “Impostor!”
But lo! What was our hero’s confusion — nay, the confusion of all — when the Korporal, having cast his eyes briefly on Peter, performed a dismissive assessment, and no sooner had he reached the next row, when, with a sudden lunge, the soldier seized the collar of a man presently cowering therein; a surprisingly nondescript fellow who had been manifestly attempting to merge physically with the hymn book behind which he vainly strove to hide.
“Got you!” roared the Korporal.
“No! ‘Tis a mistake!” shrieked the man, trying to wriggle free.
“Silence, agitator!” The Korporal yanked him from the pew.
As the still yelling and flailing fellow was dragged away, a sheaf of pamphlets tumbled from his coat. “Vive la Liberté!” screamed he, his meekness displaced by fanaticism. “Death to the Patricians! The Emperor comes!”
My, what a scene! What a close call, as the common saying goes.
Still and all, as the congregation regathered their wits and gossiped about the whole, Father Francis now descended like divine judgement personified.
With one eyebrow bent at Ernest, a perfunctory glance at Edmunda, a basilisk’s glare at Lizzie, and Emil beneath his notice entirely, he fixed our hero with a scrutiny that would have done credit to Elijah confronting Ahab over his domestic arrangements with Jezebel. “They must marry!” thundered he to Ernest. “‘Tis a sin for a man while yet unbound to be living under the same roof as his future bride. I’ll not have such license stirring up my congregation!”
The fiery Father now darted his brimstone gaze at the nosy sheep. Oh, how they either ducked behind pews, hid behind fans, buried noses in hymnals, cleared airways, checked watches, fiddled with ribbons on bonnets, or affected straightening lace gloves.
Visibly satisfied in driving godly fear deeper into his flock, and seeing that neither Ernest nor Edmunda dared oppose his pastoral authority, the Father pronounced: “Expect me Wednesday next!”
At this, a trembling Elizabeth slumped onto the pew. Though she had evaded the boorish farmer’s offspring, now a worse ensnarement awaited. Even was Peter the last man in Christendom; wed one so insufferably proud — so stupid? Impossible!
Trembling more from indignation, our reluctant Romeo went to object at the matrimonial noose; but the holy zealot had already vanished.
Still and all, as our hero made for the exit, he became trapped in the crowded nave. Incidentally, from a darkened alcove slid a stealthy shadow, and it hissed in his ear, “think you can hide here? I’ve seen the notices. When they take you, I’ll reclaim what is mine. Your sins’ll find you out...”
“Who is this?” Peter fought against the masses to turn, but glimpsed only a gallery of painted, puckering lips dispensing aerial kisses.
“Where did he go?”
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Notwithstanding the considerable perturbation beget in Peter’s breast — occasioned by that lurking knave’s alarming speech, and the reverend Father’s matrimonial menaces — his agitation ascended yet another degree when, upon his return to the loft, he found the immediate sign of intrusion: a folded paper, pinned to his pillow with a black knife.
“What fresh devilry is this?” He unfurled the paper and read:
Leave whilst you still can, Criminal.
Indeed, his mind faltered. In his staggerment, he gazed about the loft, noting that his scant possessions had been rudely sifted through. “The scroll?”
He seized the sack, a prayer of thanks escaping his lips upon finding the item still secreted inside. On performing a rapid inventory of his effects, it seemed nothing was missing. A most peculiar circumstance! Whoever the intruder was had clearly been searching for something. But what exactly?
To the chalet, he rushed to report this outrage. Edmunda responded in her usual key, with shrill frettings over sundry mortal perils. Ernest swore mighty oaths to chase the fiend away, should he — or indeed she — dare trespass again. Lizzie said nothing and looked only the more distressed by the whole.
Yet for all this new oddity, Peter’s preoccupations tended chiefly to the scroll. Heretofore he held it to sun and candle, steamed it over bubbling pots, rubbed it with coins, doused it in oils and vinegars, even dusted it with charcoal, all to raise the faded scrawls — enough to drive him near to madness!
As for the poster, again, taking up the scorched fragment, he passed his scrutiny over it. Whosoever’s face belonged to that eye staring back at him, he — as an indecipherable pang swelled within — grew the more determined to discover the mysterious fugitive’s identity.
***
The next morn, the sundry inconveniences of his own still-obliterated past crowded fast to his mind. He needed to know. If his present world would reveal nothing to him, then he would have to reach out beyond it.
Of course, wholly unaware of the dangers he courted, he begged Edmunda to fund a notice in a Basel paper, appealing for any soul acquainted with the scroll’s history to come forth. Alas, still aggrieved at his debts, she promptly refused his requests. Her meanness did stoke our hero’s temper to new heights.
“What delusion ever led me to this threshold?” mused he while pacing his loft later that afternoon. “Could I truly have bowed at destitution’s altar, all for a pretty face? Of which I have no remembrance? Bound myself in a betrothal against my heart’s desire?”
Here, he stopped. Experiencing quite possibly his brightest illumination since waking in Bubendorf, he assayed more assiduously his heart. Judging from his feelings his sentiments, he sketched out several methods to test his suspicions. Fixing on the aptest plan, he set off for the chalet.
With no little surprise did Edmunda receive our wild abandon hero at the entrance as beneath her arm he swooped, nearly knocking her off her feet.
Rushing to Elizabeth’s door, he rapped on it in a frenzy.
Startled, she opened it.
Full of zeal, Peter stepped forwards; Lizzie stumbled backwards, losing her balance. She would have fallen had he not caught her up in his arms.
Ernest and Emil now appeared and joined Edmunda in the passageway, forming a small audience quickly beguiled by the promising impromptu dramaturgy. Poised as the pair was — the heroine immobilised by his daring; the gallant assured of his cunning — they presented a very fine tableau brought to life. But let us not neglect the purpose of this performance:
His veiny neck overstretched, our hero did press his lips to hers with much irreverent ardour. The saucy smack rang through the chamber and passageway alike. For some moments, Lizzie remained stunned in his embrace, eyes gaping wide, slightly crossed at Peter, whose own squinted shut amid the kiss.
“Blessed be Pope Pius!” Edmunda clasped her hands. “Blessed be Father Francis!” She tugged Ernest’s sleeve. “He finally remembers his darling.” Fain, she would have flown to wrap them in her wings were it not for what came next.
Gentle breezes, so often unsuspected by the inexperienced cultivator, tend rather to presage a perfect hailstorm. “Unhand me this instant!” cried Elizabeth. Freeing herself from Peter’s unwelcome enclasp, she dealt his cheek the disdain appropriate in a stinging slap that rang out like a pistol shot!
Their gasping audience, experiencing viscerally this enactment, could not help but grab their own smarting cheeks.
This was, of course, a most bitterly disappointing denouement. Edmunda threw up her hands, writhing through every feature. “Do they seek to destroy my patience?! When she’ll have him, he won’t have her; and when he’ll have her, she won’t have him!” But as vexing as love already seemed, Edmunda’s choler would only rise higher still when she demanded an éclaircissement.
“Though remembrance still evades me,” explained Peter, “my feelings I trust are a sufficient cicerone in this wilderness.” Being as this sophistry was clearly lost on Edmunda, he repeated it in plainer terms: “Though one may forget one’s memories, I do not believe this is the case for one’s feelings.”
This amendment more easily grasped, Edmunda dismissed his words as bovine, accused him of losing his mind and not just his memories, adding that even her cow, would it be separated from its young for decades, would have the good sense to remember it. Ernest, at first silent, perhaps giving greater latitude to his mind, upheld how sensibly Peter spoke. But meeting his wife’s glare, he quickly added, “still best to wait until your memories return. ‘Tis a fact even we non-amnesiacs find their feelings come and go as they please.”
We shall omit the naive Emil’s adolescent notions and attend to the indignant Lizzie’s response: “You accost me with neither my consent,” cried she, “nor my desire, and then —”
“Words are unnecessary,” interrupted Peter, loftily staying her with his hand. “This kiss was but a mode of divining truth. Your recoiling heart, mirroring my own, obliterates any doubt I had until now suffered. I suppose I have only myself to blame for having countenanced the whim of so dilettantish a rhapsody to so infelicitous an object of so depreciated a consequence.”
His words did render Elizabeth gasping and speechless. Not less rendered mute were Ernest, Edmunda, and Emil; though their silence doubtless hinged on their failure to comprehend such superciliously chosen words. Thus, the next prosecutions bursting forth between the combatants, duelled with equally eloquent and elaborate wording, very likely went something like this:
“Blablabla! And blablabla!” retaliated the heroine, all hues of mortification at this slight.
“Something-something-something! And something-something-something!” pursued the anti-hero, all fire and zest in his voice.
“This-this-this-and-that, that-and-this, and-this-and-that!” rejoined she, voice a-trembling, cheeks a-flame with indignation.
“Such-and-such, and such-and-such!” retorted he, colour rising faster than mercury till the wronged woman choked, face turning of a sudden ashen.
At any rate:
“Since there is no shred of evidence of affection between us,” continued our hero, “I shall suffer no more here — and none shall again thwart me!”
And with that, off he stormed.
As he gathered his effects, there so happened to fall from one of the jackboots a certain folded paper. Perusing the unfamiliar lines, he discovered, to his stupefaction, the missing evidence of endearment. There was the “Dearest, loveliest, Elizabeth of Bubendorf.” There too, his own blood-stained “Peter” below.
No longer could he deny what evidence plainly corroborated.
‘Twas only now he did investigate the boots for further clues, finding a secret pocket; indeed, further wonders awaited! Inside there lurked a golden band bejewelled with emerald’s brilliant hue.
‘Tis beyond my humble power to capture the emotions that raged within his stunned breast. But as the paper did slip from his grasp, and his legs did give way, and that he sank to the floor as if exhaling his last breath, the depths of his dismay, I believe, were plain to see.
“So, this is my life.” He slumped back, banging his head against the boards. “This wretched world I have no recollection of.” His heart and pride sank to the cowshed below. “Perhaps before losing my memory, I lost my mind?”
Heaving a heavy, dusty, coughing sigh, there he did lie amidst his despair.
Several hours of deepening gloom passed.
Several tears of hope’s demise fell from his eyes.
At length, he forced himself up. Maybe it was judicious to finally search his heart rather than continually resist what must lie therein? Still, pride, as much as shame, would not yet suffer him to make known to her the ring.
***
Fortune did smile upon our scene, for Father Francis did not visit midweek as menaced. He was called away to some ailing kin, where soon he would perform the last rites and confessions. Though palliated in this reprieve, still our lovers faced Ernest and Edmunda’s nuptial ultimatums, all of which our hero and heroine steadfastly refused under the pretext of memory’s lack.
In any case, ‘twas now mid-morning. Peter had vainly re-arraigned Edmunda about an advert in the paper. But imagine his joy when the kind-hearted Ernest betook him to the toolshed and was just sneaking him the needed coins — that is until mischance orchestrated Edmunda catching them in the exploit.
“But ‘blessed are the merciful’,” tried Ernest as she confiscated the coins.
“‘An eye for an eye’!” rasped she, shoving them both outside.
Thwarted again, Peter’s fury choked his words. How Edmunda could be so merciless and how Ernest could have chosen her for his wife, beggared belief!
Later that day, Ernest, with sundry wary glances cast about, handed him a newspaper and proposed that a familiarity with the world outside might stir some memories. Amazed that this notion had not yet entered his own head, Peter eagerly thanked him and praised his heed but vexed himself that Elizabeth had not earlier submitted so sensible an idea.
Alas, after finding naught to rekindle even a glimpse of his past, he would have discarded the paper, but the front page fixed his idle curiosity: “Bern accused of revolutionary ideals. The Bernese Schultheiss reviling the imputations. French ambassadors arraigned for conspiring in a coup. Zürich calling for an emergency Federal Diet. The Assemblée législative of the Kingdom of France scorning allegations of dishonouring the XII Orte. And the malefactor, whose failed arrest spurred this upheaval, still unfound.”
Here, a peculiar disquiet again thrilled Peter’s nerves. Yet why, he knew — nay — remembered not. A new line caught his eye: “Three suspected collaborators executed in Bern. No mercy for traitors to the Confederation.”
***
A few hours later, a thunder of fists pounded on the chalet door.
Two redcoats entered on the heels of Edmunda’s invitation, stepping aside to admit their captain: “I come to review your roster of able-bodied men.”
With tremblings, Edmunda complied and, snatching Peter from the loft, shoved him forwards. Only after threats of prosecution for holding back any other men did she reluctantly produce Emil.
“Under orders from the Federal Diet, all cantons must supply additional troops.” The captain thrust official notices into Peter’s and Emil’s hands. “Even as the French nibble at our borders, war may yet break out between our cantons. Report for duty at the garrison tomorrow!”
***
Lo, upon the very threshold of the dawning day, no sooner had Peter and Emil reported to the garrison than they found themselves, by a swift and unceremonious turn of Providence, hastily armed and assigned to a weary-looking contingent; they were to march out to Aargau, to the grand Rathaus of Aarau.
With the animosity between Bern and Zürich having already reached a fever pitch, an urgent diplomatic summit had been called. The Basel-Landschaft garrison was thus despatched as a “neutral” peacekeeping force to form a cordon before the Rathaus’ steps. Their unenviable task was to separate the arriving delegations from a swelling tide of protesters — an admixture of merchants and farmers who swore with bitter oaths to rally against their livelihoods being destroyed by these political squabbles over certain border crossings.
To be sure, the air in the cobbled square was not merely cold; ‘twas thick with a palpable hostility. On one side, protestors — their faces etched with the ruin of blocked trade routes — brandished fists and placards and bellowed threats towards the indifferent grey sky. Opposite them, before the Rathaus’ great oak doors, stood the delegation from Zürich: the bürgermeister (mayor), a man whose plain, dark coat was a studied rebuke to Bernese opulence, flanked by his stadtschreiber (clerk) and the city’s most powerful guildmasters.
And then, dear reader, came the Bernese — their lavish carriages rolling into the square with an arrogant lustre. The delegates themselves, plumed and perfumed, chins held aloft, their every gesture was naught but an assertion of ancient and unquestionable authority.
Thus, between these two immovable bodies of pride and the desperate mob, soon stood the Basel contingent — a scant dam of grey wool and polished steel, meant to embody a neutrality that none truly felt.  
‘Twas then that a figure of true consequence emerged from the foremost carriage. This was no mere diplomat, but the Bernese schultheiss himself — Gustav von Villeroy! Ah, what delicious, dreadful tension! And standing beside him — as an awe-filled whisper snaked its way down the line of soldiers — was a man whose name was a chilling legend: Arnborg, the banneret. The very man, lest we forget, whose brutal steel had, at this story’s outset, carved such a memorable and painful introduction upon our hero’s own person.
As the schultheiss — under Peter’s indifferent, amnesiac gaze — ascended the steps to greet the bürgermeister, the banneret began inspecting the Basel line. His stern grey eyes passed over each man, not as a commander reviewing his troops, but as a connoisseur examining livestock for flaws.
Oblivious as our hero was to this manifestly insolent man’s identity and the imminent danger his presence portended, he straightened his spine, resolved to meet that stony, appraising stare unflinchingly.
The banneret, his boots striking the cobbles, drew nearer. Ten men away. Seven. Five. Two. The air grew still.
At this exact, precarious instant, a shout, raw and piercing, tore through the tense silence from the protestors’ line: “Deceivers! Vive le future Empereur!”
A single rock, a dark missile of proletarian fury, arced through the air before smashing against the Bernese carriage’s lacquered door. As if a dam had been breached, the mob surged forwards — a wave of fury and despair.
The banneret, his attention immediately consumed by the fray, whirled around, shouting, “to the schultheiss! Secure the entrance!” Whereupon he and several Bernese guards formed a protective wedge, hustling the startled dignitaries through the Rathaus’ great doors, which slammed shut behind them.
***
January’s cheerless end came, and as Edmunda had feared, the peddler came-a-calling. Spying with horror the charred, skeletal ruins of the workroom and the blackened vestiges of his cotton sacks, his temper quickly flared hot as brimstone — his face progressing through several shades of crimson. Edmunda, by contrast, turned ashen as a spectre. Knowing not how to mollify his screams, she offered him tea. Yet, alas! Calico yarn alone he desired.
“You’ll pay for this!” said he, face purpling. “And with interest!”
“Interest?” Edmunda fell against the sooty wall. “But how’m I even —”
“Aye, interest! And if I see not a coin, I’ll send for the bailiffs!”
Here, Elizabeth entered and begged for the peddler’s forbearance.
“Forbearance?” The man spat, turning his fury on her. “There’s no forbearance to be had in this world, miss! Do you think I’ll receive such leniency from my supplier? He’s already twice-threatened to cut me off if I don’t pay on time. ‘Tis all this political poppycock with Zürich — threatening to refuse all trade with Bern-allied cantons!” He gestured wildly in the capital’s vague direction. “Before we know it, the borders will be sealed off for good. Soon, there’ll be no more cotton. I’ll be ruined! Utterly ruined! Civil war is coming!”
Anyhow, having vented the greater part of his spleen, the fellow reluctantly conceded an extension of one month — the very last, he swore upon his ledger, he could afford — to pay the sum in full, with the addition of interest.
Then, turning on his heel with a final, disgusted snort, he stormed out of the chalet. As if to prove that his ill-temper was not yet entirely spent, he scattered the innocent chickens from his path with a vicious kick.
Unused to such comminations, and unaccustomed to such mercantile threats, Edmunda slumped into her chair with that particular species of despair reserved for those caught between the devil of debt and the deep sea of an unwanted guest. “Oh, Lizzie. What are we to do? That demon has to go! Yet I’ll be damned if I let him leave before he’s repaid me!”
“He has to be good at something. And whatever it is, even if he tears the flesh off his knuckles, I will have him slaving every hour to recompense you.”
As if affairs were not already inauspicious enough, the sound of feet, hasty upon the ground, preceded a thunderous banging at the front door.
On opening it, to Edmunda’s no small dread, there appeared the baker, the blacksmith, the fishmonger, the drover, all with their respective bailiffs in tow, angrily demanding their dues. Though Edmunda prostrated herself before them, weeping and beseeching most piteously, they would brook no more delay and would rather take her livestock in lieu of payment.
Now, it would perhaps be a little unjust to paint only that one face of Fortune, for it so happened that while Edmunda still sobbed, and the mob still shouted, lo, a fine chaise and four clattered through the gate, drawing every eye.
Out stepped a fine-looking bohemian fellow, who strode towards them with an air of confident determination, asking if a Peter lodged here.
Natch, gulping back her tears, Edmunda asked what losses he’d come to recoup. Yet, to her surprise, ‘twas not compensation he sought, but rather he came with an offer of employment. Needless it is to say, the mob did sneer and, with a very vivacious parlance, caution him against this folly. But determined nonetheless, this bohemian fellow, an artist of some renown from Liestal, explained that in having heard of Peter’s fine features, he wished solely to engage him as his model for an oil bound for exhibition in the summer.
As Peter would need only to stand in a certain attitude, attired in ornate apparels, the sneers subsided, replaced by the ready acknowledgement that, for such a sinecure task, there could be no foreseeable danger employing a person so self-admiring and otiose as Peter.
Shrewd even when suffering, and sensing opportunity through her tears, Edmunda did shed a few more — but secretly of joy. She jumped to her feet and, verifying the amounts owed to the tradesmen, quickly offered up the scoundrel at this handsome price. Perhaps sympathetic to her tribulation; perhaps more influenced by the mob and their many sets of impatient orbs burning into him, the artist accepted. Still itching of palm and sensing more profit, Edmunda tried her luck upping the price to include the peddler’s debt. But as for this, without the extra pair of eyes glaring at him, the canny fellow promptly declined.
Since not even our hero could find grounds to object to the proposed scheme of employment, come the arrival of the very next morrow, he was trimmed, tidied, primed, and despatched to the studio, where, fashioned as he was according to his partiality, he exceeded every expectation. That even his carriage and air were of such urbanity, the artist could not help marvelling at his versatility, vaunting his beguile, and probing his lineage, which verily seemed to defy the rustic garb and dwelling he found him in.
Indeed, Peter’s ears were so wonderfully played to by the harmony of these mellifluous words that he could not but drink up such praise without brimming and spilling over at least a drop or two. Excluding his compliments to the fellow’s forte with the brush — for there were ample paintings (though being of that subject which might arouse a few blushes, we shall not delineate to the reader) displayed about the studio — he returned an approbation of this artist’s prudence, percipience, and savoir faire. Verily, in the realm of judging and not merely sketching a character, our hero determined this man to be a master.
Incidentally, the case of the elusive fugitive came to the docket. As Peter mentioned the partial poster in his possession and the circumstances of it, the artist recalled he had obtained one such poster on a recent trip out of the canton.
“You do?” Our hero nearly fell from the platform with excitement.
“Indeed.” At that, the artist got to rummaging through several drawers.
Had Fortune, in her whimsical wiles, smiled upon our hero?
Alas, at length, and with a cursory “Aha!” the artist rather retrieved from a bin what was a rolled-up, but equally scorched poster fragment. “You will have to forgive me.” He handed over what was merely the very bottom part, revealing but a chin and a partial mouth. “A few too many glasses last night; and in this poster I found recourse to the lighting of several candles.”
To be sure, a monstrous sigh nigh took all the air out of Peter. How could the artist have been so careless as to use so important a document to light mere candles? Even so, this was something. A second piece to the puzzle, so to speak.
Anyway, the painting was a masterpiece. The artist exceedingly delighted. The tradesmen’s debts settled. Edmunda had only to pay back the peddler. And Peter, having apprised the artist of his predicament and won his sympathy, finally got to place that advert a week later. These were its lines:
To whom it may concern, & who may know of it. I, that certain refined person of (yet unconfirmed) consequence &, I dare say, family, am still in possession of a certain communication, which, G.V.V., if you yet live, will be so good as to reply to instruct &, perchance, restore me to my happiness &, I hope, fortune.
His business at the printery satisfactorily concluded, Peter emerged onto the bustling Basel city street — and straight into a tide of humanity.
At first, he thought it some holy procession or market crowd. But soon he perceived that these were no citizens of the town, but travellers, whole families from the Jura: their carts heaped with bedding, gilt mirrors, bird-cages, and despatch-boxes; ladies clutching small dogs, men in once-fine coats now dulled by damp and dust. Sat beside them, children whimpered. Pulling them along, oxen strained, and all moved northwards in a weary, broken column beneath a drizzle that made the scene pitiable indeed.
“Refugees from the bishopric,” murmured a bystander to his companion. “They say the French militia mass at the border dressed as commonfolk.”
Another voice, raw with outrage and terror, spoke: “They’ve crossed the Doubs and they’ve blown up the bridge at Courfaivre.”
Our hero stood unmoving, watching the faces go by: merchants, clerks, even a curate somewhere in the press, all stripped of certainty, travelling he knew not where — but undoubtedly fleeing some imminent danger.
Then, through the dispersing throng, he noted a knot of men loitering near a fruit stall he passed. Their eyes were fixed upon him — not with idle curiosity, but with a disquieting intensity that was both patient and predatory.
Quickening his pace as he departed, hand instinctively moving to his small purse, he glanced back. They were following him.
Just ahead, three more men, their faces hard and devoid of expression, detached themselves from a shadowy doorway, blocking his path.
Confused, Peter turned sharply down an alleyway, hoping to lose them.
But alas, the telltale pounding of boots thundered close on the wet stones.
“After him!” bellowed a gruff voice.
Driven by the raw and immediate danger, our hero broke into a frantic run — only to find as the alley’s exit drew nearer, two more burly figures stepped from the shadows, obstructing his escape.
“Your luck has run out, traitor!” A hulking brute tore a rolled-up paper from his coat — a WANTED poster — and brandished it like a death warrant. “There’s a high price on your head. You’re coming with us!”
“Traitor?” Peter stumbled back, glancing at the gaggle of ruffians closing in from behind. “Me? What devilry is this?” Indignant and trapped, yet recollecting his own desperate search for the posters, he made a grab for it. His fingers had but closed on the paper when the rascal yanked it away with a curse. The poster tore — the larger, top section remaining in the operative’s hands; the torn, bottom fragment fluttered to the rain-drenched cobblestones.
Offering no further explanation, the mob lunged at him.
Instinct taking over, Peter scanned the alley for anything to serve as a weapon. Snatching up a broken crate, he swung hard. With a sickening thud, it connected against one assailant’s shoulder, sending him sprawling.
Seizing the moment, Peter drove the jagged wood’s edge into another’s midsection — the already weakened wood snapped in half with the force.
Three more rushed forth, fists clenched; but Peter, his hand now finding a discarded broom handle, wielded it as a quarterstaff. He parried a blow, thrust the end into one man’s chest, and swept the legs out from under another. 
For a man with no memory, our hero’s body recalled the brutal ballet with a fluency that shocked even himself.
As more attackers charged, Peter met them with swift thrusts and jabs, wielding his humble weapon with surprising dexterity, sending them reeling.
Yet these were not mere common thugs.
Before long, our hero’s makeshift weapons were shattered, and he was left breathing in ragged, burning gasps. Four of his assailants, still standing, now advanced in a coordinated triangle, drawing short, ugly knives from their coats.
“Enough of this sport!” growled one, wiping a trickle of blood from his lip. “You’ll come with us now — dead or alive!”
As they encroached — the glint of steel promising a bloody end — ‘twas then that a sharp, piercing whistle cut through the damp air.
The ruffians’ heads all snapped in the main street’s direction. Spying two city watch guards, they cried: “Abort! Scatter now!”
In a blink, there were gone, leaving our hero panting, bruised, and utterly bewildered. He sank against the brick wall as one city guard hurtled past in pursuit of the fleeing men. Noting the torn scrap of poster, Peter snatched it up, secreting it in his pocket just as the second guard lumbered over.
At length, after reporting what he could only term a “bizarre and failed robbery attempt” to the suspicious-looking watchman — who took his statement with a frown and tramped away — Peter, thus left alone, his heart still hammering not so much from the fight, but from what was in his pocket, drew out the sodden fragment. The ink was blotched, twisted into a black vortex, unreadable.
Who in the world had these ruffians mistaken him for?
Indeed, he returned to Bubendorf with feelings quite the reverse of those he would have wished for. This encounter seemed more than chance; it felt like a dark echo of a past he still could not yet recall. So unsettled by the whole, and fearful of speaking of it, lest his character, already so shrouded in mystery, should suffer further ignominy, he resolved on absolute silence.
***
Mid-February being arrived, Jack Frost’s icy embrace had tightened its grip, blowing his frigid breath and snow across the land. Incommoded by winter’s wrath obtruding on his draughty lodgings, our hero did shiver and chatter as though his bones were a set of castanets.
Hence, off to the chalet went he to apply to Edmunda.
“I refuse to sleep any longer in that barn. It is so devilishly cold that I fear my blood may freeze in my veins ere spring arrives to thaw them out.”
Sat in front of the warm hearth, Edmunda merely replied, “what would you have me do? You know I’ve nowhere else to put you. But as I was need to go to the village for salt, if you go in my stead, I’ll give you an extra blanket.”
“Go fetch salt?” Peter cast his gaze towards the window; thick snowflakes tumbled like a torrent. He was about to protest when something caught his eye: a dark figure at the woods’ edge. The shape was motionless, save for a glint — like that of a spyglass?
Instinct, that uneasy kinsman, stirred within. He stepped closer to the panes; the shape turned, vanishing behind the pines.
“I’ll go,” stated our hero, whereupon Ernest, having entered, said he would; to which Peter said no, he would; to which Lizzie said he would only get lost in the woods, and they would need to go in search of him; whereupon Peter, all the more irked, flung his cloak on. “If I perish, remember to lay my corpse beside the salt bin — and tell the world I died a martyr to household economy!”
At that, out went he into the blizzard, trailed by Edmunda’s shouting echoes to stick to the lanes and not take any shortcuts.
Though try he did to discover this watcher — whoever he was; whose form retreated with haste and whose cloak whipped around one trunk after the next — white skies, slopes, and blanketed forests, all in want of apricity, soon blurred around him, swallowing every dwindling path.  
“You there! Stop!” shouted Peter into the devouring wind.
No answer. Only the storm’s long howl moaned among the trees.
Snow whipped into his eyes. The world spun white. Moreover, several snow blasts then tossed him into a snowdrift.
While he struggled to get up, voices mingled among the whistling gusts.
Looking around with stinging difficulty, he perceived two hazy figures in the distance. Fractured words caught his ear; the words unpleasant and directed seemingly at — at him?  
Alarmed, imagining there might be two foes, he made his retreat and trudged on, crushing the drifts that reached to his knees. The cold seeped through cloak, shirt, and skin alike — his very breath smoking sluggishly in the air.
So distracted he became in his flight, and so intense grew the blizzard, it took only several wrong turns for him to lose his way.
Standing at the margin of a large snowpacked field confined by black forests and believing it to be the right direction, he went to cross it. But then Edmunda’s injunction to stick to the lanes struck his brain. “She only wishes to add to my miseries and to the distance of this journey in so intolerable a blizzard!”
Hence, simply to defy her, he crossed the piles of snow.
About a minute later, an unsettling thunderclap-like noise brought him to a halt. It reverbed exactly like a gunshot.
Behind him, at the field’s edge, two figures waved their arms; the same as before? One of them bore a rifle.
“Surely, they fired not at me?”
Panicked, he pushed on until a second booming echo tore through the biting gusts. But it was not rifle fire; the snow trembled beneath his feet.
In the next instant, several more thunderclap-like rumbles reverbed all about. He lost his footing as the ground sank aslant, and a fissured ice sheet stood at an angle. Plunged into a body of icy water, black and bleak, he struggled against the assault until overpowered, senses blackening...
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“Alle schönen Dinge sind drei,” so cry the Swiss. “All beautiful things come in threes,” echo our English sages in kind. But ironically, too oft in life, the inverse is true for misfortunes. So it seems for our hero. For ‘twas curses, not blessings, that rained down on him in triplets terrible as sport for Fortune’s twisted pleasure; repeatedly, she rendered him insensate only to awaken in bewildering and alien environments...
“Peter?” grumbled a man’s voice. “Peter? Can you hear me?”
Indeed, hearing his name uttered a second time, Peter forced open his eyes to behold the sour physiognomy of a fellow so utterly unfamiliar. “Who the devil are you?” He forced himself up. “And where the devil am I now?”
“At the farm,” replied the young man with a huff.
“Farm? Which farm?”
To Peter’s right, a stone fireplace commanded a long wall; a red deer’s head furnished the oak wood-panelled overmantel. On the mantel itself: several taxidermy domes exhibited twigs, dried flowers, and nuthatches — of the greyish-blue-plumed species, with peach underbellies still vibrant in death; next to this, a petite plaster-cast bust of some Greek pantheon god. To his left stood a large oak wardrobe abutting a door. And in front of a window opposite, sundry glass trinkets ornamented a prettyish dresser, bespeaking feminine influence.
Peter turned back to the young man. “How long have I been here?”
“Three days, but —”
“Three days?”
They were interrupted by the door opening, whereupon an older fellow appeared. Seeing Peter in a conscious state, he stood as one petrified.
Of a sudden, a shaggy Bernese brute came bounding between the man’s legs and, in a trice, leapt onto the bed.
“Down, dog,” tried the young man, half-laughing as he tugged at the ebullient creature, who, disregarding all commands, pulled the young man atop Peter.
“Get off, you imbecile!” With one hand, Peter strove to thrust off the man while, with the other, he fended off the dog’s slobbery affections. But the latter was endued with such vigour and vim, and the former with such carelessness and clumsiness, that soon all was a tangle of arms, legs, laughs, bedsheets, vexatious grunts, happy licks, and a wagging tail.
Eventually, the older man rushed over and disentangled the chaos, dragging the dog by its collar out of the room. “Bad Znüni!”
Peter glared at the two men. “What riotous, maladroit heedlessness is this you permit?” He straightened out the bedsheets. “And that Znü —” Something touched his mind. “Znüni...?”
The older man removed the key from the door’s outside and, closing the door, locked it from the inside. He now explained he’d found the dog — a hungry one, too — sniffing around their stables about two months ago. Nobody knew from where it came. And since Peter had been here, the stubborn whining creature had refused to budge from the door’s other side.
“Indeed?” Strange as this was, Peter rather pondered the key, which had before clearly locked the door from its outside. “Who are you both anyway?”
“I’m Harris,” grumbled the younger man. “And that’s my father, Hans.”
These names rang with familiarity. “The farmer and his son?”
With head hung low, Hans plodded to the bedside; whatever he muttered, Peter failed to hear. Thus, Hans repeated himself. “Begging your forgiveness.”
“Forgiveness?” replied Peter, with his customary air of disdain.
Hans fell to his knees, hands clenched. “About what... happened.”
Already, the presence of these men filled Peter with irritation. “This is a most elliptical conversation. What are you talking about?”
Hans raised his head, looking increasingly mortified. “I was meaning us chasing you into that” — he wiped his wiry brow —“field with the frozen pond.”
Cognition slowly dawned on Peter’s brain. “Oh! That was you, was it?”
Though ignorant of what had provoked their pursuit, and though well aware of his own hunt, Peter knew it was ultimately his own vexation with Edmunda that impelled him into that hazardous field. Feeling more fatigued than generous towards the farmer’s unease, he apprised him accordingly.
Hans’ furrowed phiz did overspread with veins like bindweed. Up he jumped. “What?! You mean you only went into that field to spite Edmunda?”
“Though I believe I spoke plainly enough, yes, that is precisely it.”
Hans gnawed at his bony white knuckles and motioned with a flick of his head to his son. They both flung out of the chamber, leaving the door gaping wide, at which the dog came bounding in again with canine conviviality.
“Down Znüni!” tried our hero. But the oddly affectionate brute would not be deterred from his happy pursuit. “Znüni... Where have I heard that name?”
Meanwhile, for Hans, all prior sympathy for Peter had blown quicker than gunpowder set to torch. “Didn’t I say we ought to let him drown?” said he to his son upon reaching the kitchen. “We ought to have let him freeze to death! Nobody would’ve known! Then you could’ve married Elizabeth!”
Harris agreed how vexing their plans had turned out since Peter arrived.
“And now the thief profits from our hospitality!” Hans hurled a cup of barley into a pot, which would become a hearty meal for his inconvenient guest. “We ought to let him starve!” Grabbing a handful of cured meats, he cast them in as well. Face twisted with uncertainty, and despite his venomous words, he added another. “And your sister, she’s to blame for this, too. Had she only married a local lad, she’d’ve lightened our burden!”
“Fear not,” said Harris with a sneer. “Peter’ll soon be gone for good.”
Hans gave his son a look that spoke he fervently wished it so.
***
Now, let us forget not that curious incident at church. It may come as a surprise to some to learn that the whisperer at Peter’s ear was none other than Harris. Having recently passed through Lucerne, he espied, to his astonishment, a notice board displaying a WANTED poster — the outlaw’s face unmistakable.
This occurred on the Saturday morn. And, as envy oft inspires all things invidious, he schemed to remove the obstacle to his own happiness by informing the Liestal garrison the following Monday. Thus, the appointed day came.
“Have not you got the poster to prove your claim?” said one guard.
Harris had not. “But it’s him. His annoying face I’d know anywhere!”
Alas for him, without proof and with the fresh stash of posters delayed from Bern, the guards were powerless. Harris vowed to fetch one himself from Lucerne. But then, a senior officer approached, declaring his own plans to travel there shortly. If the fugitive remained at large, he would obtain a poster and contact Harris to verify the likeness before taking the necessary action.
Protest Harris did, demanding immediate arrest. But the senior officer threatened him with the jailhouse should he not remove himself from the garrison at once. Disappointed, Harris returned home. Not a word escaped him about the poster, nor did he divulge his plot to overthrow his rival.
***
Early evening had now arrived, and Peter, having been fed to satisfaction, slipped into an unencumbered repose, whence a host of visions burst forth in wild, fantastical array. One such phantasm of that wondrous realm being of certain import, let us now unfold:
A gilded clock, its face a swarming dance of honey-hued bees, did tick-and-tock like the roar of a cannon blast.
From the dial’s depths, a familiar countenance swirled into view, tracing with gloved fingers the lines of malevolent hue; his lips moved in silent, secret council, that settled like poisoned dew.
The form of a corporal, visage half shrouded by trembling light, drew near, bestowing a weighty writ — “Be careful; be careful!”
Anon, a flash — a roaring blaze. A castle swallowed by flames. A lone figure, face cloaked in midnight’s shadow, fled from justice’s stern pursuit. A boat upon a storm-tossed lake — hooves striking spray into tempestuous wake. A perilous mountain pass. Bernese Regiment in grim pursuit — muskets, halberds, and bayonets flashing ‘neath the lightning’s ruthless wrath.
Darkness descended. A swaying prison wagon, wherein iron shackles dug deep. White and crimson, mud and blood, the fugitive’s face stared back — a mirror darkly cast of none other than Peter’s own.
“Ghhhhhh —!” He jolted up, tumbling from the dream’s grasp. Breath ragged, lungs seizing as if pulled from drowning’s icy embrace, he clung to the blankets, haunted by so bizarre a vision.
***
The clock had just chimed the eighth hour. Sat by the fireside, pondering anew the taunting poster fragments, his missing past, the Basel encounter, and so disturbing a dream while watching a raven in a tree beyond the window, Peter was expecting to have already been brought in his breakfast. But instead, a small crowd bustled into the chamber, gathering about him — ladies with wide skirts, gentlemen, musty overcoats, muddy boots, and generally too much racket.
This impromptu audience comprised the surgeon, the physician, the apothecary, Hans, Harris, Ernest, Edmunda, Elizabeth, and Emil — Oh! And Znüni! Since the dog recognised Emil, and Emil the dog, a very happy reunion of barks, pats, and licks ensued before questions pertaining to how Emil knew the animal; whence it came; how it reached Bubendorf; when it disappeared; when it reappeared at the farm, and so on.
A rapping now occurred at the front door. Hans attended upon whomever else visited so early and returned with six fair maidens — all of whom (from that earlier scene at the church) claimed friendship with Elizabeth and a tender concern for the invalid. Since it would be unkind to overlook Harris, as did these doe-eyed damsels fawning over his rival, we shall spare a thought of consolation for him as his orbs filled with such exterior charms: like the alluring Undines rising from crystal waters — albeit, bedecked in their best embroidered dresses, scarves, red stockings, coats, and bonnets; and not wavy golden tresses wreathed in pond lilies and wet loins clothed in white mist — they gathered about Peter. Intoxicating the air with lusty sighs and longing looks — the rosy colour of which spilt onto their bare necks, drenching their fair skins as far as their heaving bosoms — these fair nymphs pelted Peter with knitted scarves, gloves, and socks; cakes and breads; a general cacophony forming their names, and squeaks, giggles, and cooes forming their conversation:
“You’re so cruel, Lizzie,” said one. “Aren’t we friends?” said another. “To have hidden him from us for so long,” added a third. “Look at that face,” added a fourth as she reached out to touch it, at which a glaring Peter grabbed her audacious hand and thrust it away.
Naturally, Lizzie was the luckiest; Peter, the handsomest; she, the most envied; he, the most coveted. Yet their praise held thorns:
“‘Tis a shame he’s the useless dolt who ruined the baker’s bread,” declared one. “The good-for-nothing idiot who locked the blacksmith out and refused to climb through the window on his roof,” said another. “The pompous blockhead, who lost the farmer six of his cows,” added a third. “The dullard who almost drowned the fishmonger’s cat,” continued a fourth.
Indeed, Peter was struck paralysed by his appal.
Jago presently arrived as well and brought with him the promise of a most prodigious feast at his father’s country seat as soon as Peter was recovered.
Edmunda flew to him and dropped several curtsies. She said how good he was, but not to forget that Lent begins in two days.
Hans likewise claimed to be feeling “generous himself” to celebrate Peter’s health. Since his daughter and his son-in-law were planned to arrive at the end of the month from the Basel Carnival, he decreed he would execute the hog.
Let us, however, not misinterpret this liberality; Hans, having basked in Edmunda’s encomiums for his charity to such a wastrel, had thus schemed to amass the best yield from so bothersome a harvest — to continue feigning benignity in order to separate the (according to Edmunda) doomed lovers.
Of a sudden, the main door boomed as with heavy fists.
Enter now the Weibel, the Genevan colonel, and several guards.
“I shall call another time,” said Jago, bowing out and departing.
Likewise, the medical men and the young ladies took their leave.
So, on further investigation, the colonel had learnt that the bona fide Peter, after being despatched to Bern with important documents, was seen drinking with some shadowy associate. Naturally supposing our faux Peter might be this person, the colonel demanded to take him for interrogation and to uncover what happened to his missing subordinate and said documents. “To Geneva with you for a court-martial! If you are the fiend who stole these confidential notes, my canton shall indeed make you pay!”
As for the guards — comrades of the missing Peter — summoned by the colonel to percase identify the impersonator, they too had a pound of flesh to claim. Independent of the summons, there was a known, albeit yet unidentified rogue going around their canton, posing as a member of the militia — merely to rob blind unsuspecting soldiers of their weapons and uniforms. And in light of this account alone, Peter was already deemed guilty. Further, two months prior, a Bernese patrol had been ambushed by bandits. One of the victims had seen his chief attacker’s face. Consequently, these guards likewise demanded to drag Peter off to Bern to be lined up before the survivor for identification.
“The reward for this rascal,” spoke one, eyeing our hero with discomforting intensity, a spark of, dare we say, vague recollection flashing in his gaze, “has now doubled because it includes treason. We shall take him now!”
“No, I shall!” interrupted the colonel, chest puffed out, medals flashing, sword drawn. “I demand the prisoner; he may be a fugitive under our law!”
“And under ours,” retorted one Bernese guard, likewise puffing out his less-decorated chest and drawing forth his sword, “possibly a killer!”
Peter only cowered beneath the blades being drawn above his head.
The Wiebel stepped forwards, drawing a brass-hilted hanger. “None of you shall take him! Under Basel’s roll, he’s a sworn recruit. Even if he’s not who he says he is. Until our garrison releases him, he leaves not this ground! Nor will I surrender a soldier without a warrant! If Bern or Geneva wishes to press a claim, the council sits on Monday. Till then, he remains!”
“Do you think Bern cares about your jurisdiction?” rasped a second guard. “You are nothing more than a Weibel! And your canton’s guards, lest we forget, failed to protect our shipment at the border! What if this pretender here, before he appeared in Basel, may not in fact be the very same fiend who sold the route maps to the bandits?”
“He was found within Liestal’s bounds,” rejoined the Weibel, somewhat sharply, “with no papers — that makes him answerable first to our court! He is bound here until our investigation is concluded. You expect me to hand over an enlisted man to a neighbouring canton — allied or not? This would rile the entire garrison. Everyone already fears spies and deserters. No foreign court — not Bern, not Geneva — may remove a soldier from active duty during wartime.”
And so, the contending trio finally withdrew their blades and departed, each of them empty-handed but bent on returning for their prize.
Anyhow, with additional gasps and gulps, Peter thus learnt he had nearly died of hypothermia whilst unconscious, tended by Elizabeth each day, and Edmunda, each night in tears, blaming herself for his near-death — just before Ash Wednesday, too! Chastened by the accident — and by his own anger’s part in it — Peter submitted quietly to their advice, promising amendment.
Notwithstanding Edmunda’s added suspicions about his character, she expressed her approval at least of his newfound obedience and quit the chamber.
Our hero and heroine now being left alone, an uneasy silence entered between them — the one perhaps believing her spurious lover might be a far worse criminal than already supposed; the other, aware of her solicitudes, feeling something in return he could not quite decipher. 
Still and all, Peter offered Elizabeth his chair. She refused. Conversation, when it came, commenced with enquiries about the scroll, and whether any memories had yet returned, before turning to mild strictures: “Why put your life in such danger?” She took his hand and caressed it as if with regret mingled with anxiety. “Mother bade you stick to the lanes.”
Irresolute on what to say, impotent still to command his pride, words fled Peter’s tongue. Moreover, contemplating the dictates of duty thrust upon him — she had served his health twice now — he meant to thank her; he longed to thank her. But again, words refused submission. And as for his hand, held by hers, he felt unwilling or unable to remove — though which he knew not.
Insensible of the perplexing regard she had inspired in Peter’s breast, the moment her eyes met his, she blushed and lowered her own as if conscious of some peculiar effect. Yet, with a marked decisiveness, she immediately counselled rest and obedience to Hans’ orders that he remain here till spring.
This arrangement, though being a little peculiar to say the least, the warmth, the fire, and the distinct absence of straw and of beasts defecating below his bed all inclined him to accord. And if he was to be called away to war, well, comforts would be few. “Also,” said our hero, “after experiencing the strangest of dreams last night, I begin to believe part of my past has finally... crept through... I begin to wonder whether... in the months still lost to the abyss, I was... perhaps... involved in the pursuit of this... fugitive.”
***
The 29th February was arrived. After several most gruelling days of martial training at the garrison, wherein Peter interrogated in vain the officers and captains for any scrap of intelligence about the dastardly fugitive — whose villainy had brought about so bothersome a conscription — we find him back at the farm. Sitting beside the fire, he dashed through the newspaper to the adverts. Easy it is to draw the sudden amazement upon his face when he read the following:
To he who will be glad to know he is indeed of consequence, family, & fortune. By way of response to your advert, I must, however, caution you: do not, for now, seek that which will reward you rather with greater distress. Keep sequestered. Remain vigilant. Until I write again. Your loyal yet anonymous adviser & protector.
It is not to be wondered at that his perplexity at so transporting, yet so perturbing a tiding brought on a sudden and most violent headache. He was not left long in this storm, however, for Elizabeth rushed in, gasping for air.
“Come!” cried she. “Mother has been detained. She is to be indicted within hours! Hans will drive us, and we will meet my father there.”
Of course! ‘Twas the end of the month. The duration of forbearance the peddler extended had reached its culmination. Despite Edmunda’s efforts and those also of Ernest, she had failed to raise even a tenth of the debt.
“Let me help!” declared our hero, springing from his seat.
In half an hour, they arrived at Liestal’s Rathaus.
Within the timbered walls, a crowd ensconced amidst the coils of pungent tobacco fumes that induced fits of coughing in all but the most hardened lungs.
“Lizzie!” cried Edmunda, escorted by two court officers to one of the two tables at the hall’s centre, where the principal players in our drama would soon contend.
“Mother!” Lizzie peered through the fog. The plaintiff peddler sat at the other table, drumming his fingers in manifest anticipation. At the far-side of the smoggy hall, Emil consorted with the baker, the blacksmith, the fishmonger, the cattle owner, and those fair nymphs. Letting out a sigh, Lizzie turned to Peter. “Remember what I told you on the way here, lest you bring ruin upon us all!”
Over this theatre of petty disputes, presided Liestal’s stadtschultheiss, bedecked in full magisterial splendour, embellished with an embroidered sash and an imposing white powdered periwig that threatened to overbalance his tricorn hat. The village magistrates flanked him, clad in their robes of office.
The stadtschultheiss rose from the bench at the room’s head and, with an authoritative rap of his ceremonial sword, called the “rabble” to order.
This being affected, a hush fell over the hall. The stadtschultheiss sat back down and, adopting his most lordly pose, commenced the trial: that pitiable exhibition of justice that would determine Edmunda’s fate.
Called forth to present his case, the peddler approached the bench with obsequious bows and spun his yarn of woes, apprising every ear willing to drink in his terrible tale of the combusted cotton sacks and the negligent defendant who’d put him at great financial odds with his merchant.
This account, at first eliciting murmurs of assent from fellow tradesmen, drew prodigious gasps, which, so deep, sucked in several tobacco clouds, clearing several pockets of air, through which Edmunda’s shame was easily espied.
The stadtschultheiss bade the peddler to stand down and motioned for the quailing defendant to rise and answer these accusations. Haltingly, she stood and, with unsteady curtsies and convulsive sobs, confirmed the substance of the claims, placing the justice of her cause entirely in Heaven’s hands.
Into close consultation, the stadtschultheiss and his magistrates withdrew and whispered amongst themselves. Verily while they deliberated thus, a deathly silence of anticipation smothered all present. Trembling and gnawing at her nails, Edmunda frequented fearful glances at Elizabeth and Ernest.
At long last, the verdict came down in favour of the plaintiff. The court decreed full recompense to the peddler, including all amassed interest, by direct payment or confiscation of possessions ere month’s end. Failure to abide by this ruling would result in an eviction forthwith from the chalet.
Upon so crushing a sentence, Edmunda let out a tortured shriek as though she’d sustained a mortal stab to the heart. She crashed violently to the floor, Elizabeth and kin flying to her aid. The peddler and his cohorts exchanged exultant glances amidst the protests of injustice and shouts of mercy filling the hall.
So stunned at this ruling and Edmunda’s collapse, Peter could utter not a word or move a limb. ‘Twas all his own doing, yet ‘twas she ladened with restitution. Abhor her as he might, he must act! But what to do, he knew not.
“Order!” The stadtschultheiss’ gavel slammed like a cannon blast, reverberating off the walls and silencing the rowdy assembly. “Though it grieves me to afflict the defendant, justice must prevail.” After regarding Edmunda with evident pity, he despatched a clerk for the physician and rose from his seat. “As there is nothing more to mediate —”
“Your Honour,” said Elizabeth, curtsying hastily. “If I may speak?”
After scrutinising her with a piqued brow, he nodded and sat back down.
Lizzie thanked him and, again curtsying, summoned Peter forth into the curious gaze of all. “The fault,” said she, “indwells not with my mother but with this man.” Promising extenuating circumstances that would exonerate them both — which, though dubious as it sounded, the magistrates wished still to hear it — she began: “You will recall several years ago the trial of a certain villager who burnt down her master’s property, but being proved insane, she was acquitted?”
The stadtschultheiss and his fellow councillors exchanged furrowed looks. Again, they engaged in hushed talk. And at length: “Are you implying that this man” — the stadtschultheiss pointed his gavel at Peter — “was, at the time of the offence, labouring under a defect of reason?”
“Yes, Your Honour. He is as insane as they come.”
The peddler jumped up and vehemently objected. But the stadtschultheiss commanded him to stand down and bid Elizabeth continue.
“If you will grant me further forbearance,” said she, “I can prove this.”
Duly granted such, she called upon the testimony of the baker, the blacksmith, the fishmonger, the cattle owner; her father, and her brother. Ergo, they averred that the inept, blundering Peter is the most, “doltish” and “imbecilic” — “A loaf short of the baker’s dozen” — “A clownfish” — “A slag heap for brains” — “An egg without its yoke” — “Who,” interjected Elizabeth, “suffering from amnesia, was rendered further wooden-headedness,” and — “Who,” now interjected the fair nymphs, “is renowned town-wide for his lunacy.”
The magistrates were all stunned into silence. Not so the rabble, who tutted, sneered, and mocked Peter, who, horrified at so scourging a portrait, went to cry out against the vilification, at which Elizabeth, sagely watching him, quickly stopped up his mouth with her hand.
Whether from natural mercy, or more from his wife’s persuasive glares to aid her friend Edmunda, the stadtschultheiss, after several more minutes conferring with his fellow adjudicators, overturned his prior verdict. The wretched woman deserved only a full acquittal, herself a victim of the village idiot.
Amidst the peddler’s resulting uproar — his fellow merchants demanding a retrial — Elizabeth let fall her hand from Peter’s mouth to her instant regret.
“How can such incompetents occupy such seats of civil weightiness?” cried Peter. “You administer not law and harmony but mobocracy and disorder!”
The rabble did choke on their gasps while those “incompetents” sputtered words, condemning him for not merely speaking so offensively to them but failing even to bow.
Of course, our hero did protest that he had never bowed to anyone.
Fearing for his safety, Elizabeth insisted he bow at once. That he refused still, she pointed at his shoes, referencing “horse dung.” Natch, a horrified Peter did instantly investigate — head and back arching forwards. “See,” said Lizzie to the magistrates. “He is quite capable of bowing.”
Glaring at her for such a falsehood, our hero might have protested had not other matters needed redress. “While I admit amnesia,” addressed he the bench with an air of haughty displeasure, “I am not devoid of lucidity or culpable of any inanity deserving the traduces of these impertinent attestants. I am a man of consequence, family, and fortune. It is they” — he swung a condemnatory, sabre-like finger back and forth — “who are non-compos mentis! And it is you” — he dared point a bold finger — “who are clearly asinine to believe them!”
Never has red been found so violent in the countenances of so many. The atmosphere in the hall was ready to burst. Elizabeth again tried to stop his mouth; but he would be heard: “And what is more, rather than squandering public resources upon so trivial a trial, you would much better acquit yourselves in providing me a personal detachment to hunt this cursed fugitive, whom, ere my affliction, I had, I am convinced, almost delivered unto justice!”
Such an audacious claim could not but engender a demand for its foundation — more so, given the fact that the WANTED posters were yet to arrive and all present were desperate to learn what they could of so already infamous an outlaw. But oh, when our hero could furnish naught but the substance of a dream to support his conviction, a peal of derisive laughter swept about the hall.
Made only indignant at this ridicule, Peter, wishing to silence his mockers, launched into sundry laws and legislations — indeed, confounding all present. As if possessed by a sprite from some city archives, bills flashed across his mind, and he proclaimed the proper measures to be met out in a stadtgericht, rebutted any acquittal founded on such erroneous grounds of defamation, vowing to repay the debt in full and to vanquish every aspersion against his wits.
All that could now be heard was the ticking of the clock hung on the wainscot above the top bench. Our hero’s speeches, having indeed silenced the hall, we can safely deduce none present could discern whether it evidenced his firm principles and knowledge of such laws or his consummate folly.
Incidentally, while all reeled from Peter’s audacity, his gaze drifted to the gallery’s darkened rail. There, detached from the rabble, a silhouette materialised — shadowed, but unmistakably aristocratic. The figure did not jeer; he appeared to make eye contact with the stadtschultheiss, pressing a gloved finger to his lips before, it seemed, discreetly pointing in our hero’s direction.
And so:
“Tick-Tock. Tick-Tock. Tick, tick, TICK...!”
“You really are out of your mind!” rejoined the stadtschultheiss. “But as you are so determined, I shall duly grant you your petition!”
Hence, he not only revoked the acquittal, placing the full debt on Peter to repay in a month or suffer a fate of forced labour, but had him carted off for the night to the town’s lock-up for his insolent, irreverent, insubordinate talk.
Thus began a veritable progress of humiliation which saw him handcuffed; hissed at; hauled from the hall, and heaved onto the ignominious bed of an open wagon to be paraded for all to scorn. Yet, the derision was short-lived.
As the wagon turned onto the main thoroughfare, it collided with a seething mass of humanity, blocking the street, wielding pitchforks and cobblestones, screaming at the kornhaus: “Bread! Bread or blood! You thieves!”
A washerwoman presently hurled a turnip at the granary guards. “Ya float ar grain down the Rhine to feed them French while we eat sawdust!”
“Profiteers!” roared another.
Even as the mob swarmed the wagon, a voice chanted that the man in chains had just publicly berated the detested stadtschultheiss. The mood shifted. Peter was transmuted from a debtor into a martyr against the oligarchy.
“Let him go!” cheered the unwashed masses. Rotten vegetables were replaced by cries of “Vive le Liberté!” and “Vive le future Empereur!”
The wagon driver, terrified the mob would indeed liberate his prisoner and lynch the guards, whipped the horses into a frenzy and ploughed through the crowd, whilst Peter clung to the wooden sides, terrified not so much of the law, but awed by the anarchy he’d accidentally inspired.
At any rate, he was at last hurried to the gaol, unshackled, and hurled into a hovel of a cell that announced his misadventure had, in truth, scarcely begun.
Already obliged to share the incommodious, fetid, stone-walled-weeping-moisture lock-up with several most unsavoury-looking rascals, he soon repented his choice of seat beneath the cell’s single, flickering torch. For while its friendly glow did something to banish the gloom, it also served to reveal a gallery of such grisly countenances as are generally confined to nightmares.
Away he looked, only for his glance to fall upon another equally unwelcoming visage. Startled at this sight, he turned his attention to the narrow slit of bars — that demarcation between the city’s good citizens and its bad.
At that moment, a bold shaft of moonlight, like an interrogator’s finger, darted through the grate and struck the far wall, illuminating also two faces — a trifle less irksome than the rest — which now peered at him with intense focus.
“Don’t we know you?” said one, a grimy lout; he leant forwards.
“I should think not!” replied Peter, recoiling from him.
“But your face,” said the other, equally filthy. “We’ve definitely seen you before. Why have they cast you in here?”
Affronted by such persistent and vulgar insinuations, and determined to dethrone the fiends’ faulty bias, Peter apprised them of his former rank and (though still dubious) employment, stating with no little pride that his present arrest was but the result of a strict observance of his own honour. “So, unless I have had the great misfortune of apprehending you for crimes committed in other cantons, I can assure you, your eyes must entirely deceive you.”
Possibly intimidated by this speech and its haughty delivery, the men withdrew into the shadows and fell to muttering between themselves. Most of their words were lost to the gaol’s environing groans until a single phrase cut through the din: “... he’s definitely that traitor they’re searching for...”
Our hero’s ears pricked up. Traitor?
Such wicked utterances did naturally catch the other gaolbirds’ attention. A predatory gleam, a calculating hunger, now glinted in countless eyes, which fixed upon our hero with a most unwelcome and avaricious portent.
Under so many malevolent gazes, he shrank, feeling almost violated.
From the duo’s next mumblings, Peter caught only that they hoped to be rescued by their gang, though they doubted they would; that had they acted with better discretion, they would not have been caught snooping about a schloss and ended up detained among such wretches, putting themselves at the hazard of the gallows, if not conscription.
Our hero now sank back against the cold, damp stone, lost in his own musings. I shall endure this with dignity. Besides, it was but for one night. No shackle or cell shall tarnish a man for upholding his honour. No —
“You’re definitely that criminal,” resumed the two men as they again leant forwards. “‘Tis your face that is plastered all over Bern.”
“My face?” Peter sat up rigid. “What nonsense is this?”
“The WANTED posters, you fool. Have not you seen them?”
Just then, the door hinges screeched. “Get in there, you devil” shouted a guard, shoving a man into the cell.
The fellow, a hulking figure in rags, his hair matted with straw, collided with the floor and muttered incessantly in a disconcerting cadence: “The eyes... the eyes of the beast... burn them out... burn them out...”
Tutting, the gaoler slammed the door. “Don’t get too close to that one,” warned he through the grate. “He bit a constable on the nose. Mad as a wasp!”
Even as the internees huddled into the shadows, the madman stood up and turned his eyes — sharp, lucid-like, and cold — upon Peter.  
That was not madness written on his shadowy features.
‘Twas something else entirely.
Presently, the distant church bell tolled the half-hour. The strange fellow, growing suddenly frantic of movement, dropped to a knee directly in front of our hero. “Time to die,” spat from his mouth.
Of a sudden, his hand snapped to his boot. He drew a blade — four inches of glinting steel. With a roar of “demon! Demon!” he lunged.
My, how the rascally detainees screamed and cowered as Peter, backed against the damp wall, had nowhere to run.
Even as several guards opened the door to rush in, and the metal flashed towards Peter’s throat, his body reacted faster than his mind. He caught the madman-would-be-assassin’s wrist.
‘Twas a move of pure military instinct — a parry and wrist lock.
The assailant gasped, visibly shocked by his would-be-victims strength as the guards seized upon him from behind and dragged him out of the cell.
“Who sent you?” shouted our hero, heart thrashing.
But the rascal merely leered and reassumed the character of insanity. 
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Released from durance at the appointed hour of ten the next morning, our hero was met at the gate to the gaol by Elizabeth, the pony and sleigh, and a thick blanket. With relief, he mounted the conveyance and wrapped himself against the cold. Together, side by side, they set off for the farm — neither brave enough to turn a glance upon the other.
As they embarked on their silent journey, Peter’s thoughts dwelled afresh upon the alarming events that closed off the preceding chapter. For what cause had that fiend attacked him? Who sent him — the same individual, perchance, who had driven that blade and warning into his pillow? That mysterious fellow from the Rathaus, maybe? Or perhaps someone else entirely — someone from the past Peter still could not recall? And again, there were his two accusers — asseverating that he himself was the infamous outlaw. Though averse to entertaining any notion so abhorrent to his ego, he found he could not so easily banish this accusation from his mind. And then, with what happened in Basel, all these circumstances combined thus found him staggered with sickening disbelief. 
Until he knew more, he could hardly tell Lizzie.
***
Meantime, for Hans, that his daughter failed to arrive neither on the expected day nor the day after, he suspected some terrible misadventure had befallen her. But about noon, a slam of the front door announced her at last.
“Lack-a-day!” She threw her luggage at Harris. “Bear these to my room, Brother; my arms are about to fall off!”
Astonished by her dishevelled aspect, Harris neglected to mention that a slumbering Peter presently occupied her chamber, watched over by Elizabeth. Not less bemused by her looks and tardy arrival, Hans glanced about the yard for her husband. “Where’s Heinrich?”
“Don’t speak that odious name again!” Cheeks flushed, she pushed past them and swept to the kitchen, dragging her mother’s chair across the slabs to the hearth, and demanded the fire be lit.
Where Hans, obeying her command, had not the courage to probe her temper or her husband’s whereabouts, Harris, having rather left her luggage at the front door, did. “Let me guess; another stupid argument?”
Only after darting her fiercest glare at her brother did she give way to tears. Hans pulled a chair near and begged her to explain herself. Damning the deluge, she confessed the awful truth: “He’s gone off with another woman!”
At this, Hans nearly tumbled off his seat. “Another woman?”
The waters again broke through, choking out whatever else she said.
Drawn by the weepings and recognising the anguished, wet-countenanced lass, Elizabeth offered tea and gentle consolation. So distracted as to perceive who her comforter was, the girl merely sipped the beverage before beginning her pitiable account.
The fateful event owed to a certain strumpet who’d taken a fancy to her husband at the local inn. The wrong cup had been clasped for far too long — the husband blaming his mistake on the beer. The daughter thus whacked him with her umbrella. Talk grew rather heated, whereupon the manager bade them leave. This led to him and Heinrich exchanging curt words, which led to several blows, and before long, they got to brawling in the street like two bears for all to see.
“‘Twas positively humiliating!”
With more awkwardness than grief, she related how she’d “naturally fallen aswoon but was brought back to myself by a gallant stranger, who, it turned out, feigned sympathies and provided restorative cordials that proved suspiciously spirited.” In her confusion, while asking for her husband, this gentleman comforter claimed he’d been hauled away by the law for his fighting.
Now pausing in her narrative, she implored her auditors to swear not to judge her. Hans swore on his prized pig; Harris, on his best fishing reel. Elizabeth answered it was wrong to swear on anything, but promised not to allow the account to prejudice her unfavourably against its narrator.
“Well, what a turn of my head when the gentleman carried me into his personal chariot and offered to convey me wherever my heart wished. Yet, no sooner had we set off than he gave very little ear to my objections — he was in the most violent passion! He called me an angel! A goddess! The handsomest there ever was! And in the next breath, he kissed — he clasped me! I tried to scream, but his lips were so tightly cemented to mine, I almost fainted!”
“Then what happened?” said Harris; wide eyes, slack-jawed.
“The rake of a man! Who was anything but a gentleman, only ceased exerting his superior strength when a pistol-shot rang out and the carriage stopped. I thought my last moment had come at the hands of a highwayman. Yet, to my vast surprise, the door swung open and in leapt my husband!” Natch, she’d thought herself saved, but Heinrich, seeing the rake and her — dress in quite the dishabille; hair, and make-up, too, smudged over both faces — vehemently cursed her for the trollop he secretly believed her to be (and several other vulgarities she dared not repeat) and abandoned her to the rake.
“What?” spluttered Hans, rising from his seat. “I’ll teach that —”
“There is more,” interrupted the daughter. Hans sat back down.
She’d run up the lane after Heinrich, but thanks to the philanderer and his intoxicating beverages, she lost her balance and toppled into a ditch — headfirst, with her undergarments on show to the entire world.
Harris stifled a small laugh; for which Hans grabbed a small log and flung it at his head. “Ouch!”
At any rate, with the world whirling about, she, “spitting dirt and screaming for aid — which never arrived — I eventually found which way was up and stumbled home to explain myself.” But Heinrich was not there; nor for the next four days. “On the fifth, I received his clerk,” (for her husband was a lawyer), who handed her the ill-fated envelope — its contents declaring her Mrs Heinrich Hofer no more. “My heart is shattered! No man shall ever again possess a single fragment of it!” With that, she dissolved into the next deluge of tears and flung out of the kitchen for her bedchamber.
What a shock for the slumbering Peter when she burst in and threw herself onto the bed to give full vent to her grief. “What in heaven is this?” He shoved her away. “How dare you charge in here like some wild animal!”
Znüni, previously dozing by the fire, sprang onto the bed and barked at the intruder before jumping to the floor and sniffing at her feet.
As when the Alpine rivulet yields its last drop to the relentless summer drought. As when the shrinking glacier trickles its last refreshment to the vale below. As when the vast lake becomes a desert, likewise, did the well of sorrow run dry. “Which god hath carved thee and dropped thee, divine gift, into this very bedchamber?” said the girl as she unruffled her skirt, curtsied, smiled, blushed, and fluttered her long, though still damp lashes.
“Pardon?” stuttered Peter, recoiling from her. “What are you —?”
“Hephaestus, perhaps?” interrupted she as she took a step closer.
“Hephaestus?” echoed Peter, shrinking farther from her.
“The god of smiths, metalworking, carpenters, artisans, and sculptors,” explained she, taking yet another daring step forwards.
Znüni, made only the merrier by this intrigue, panting heavily and thrashing his tail, leapt back onto the bed, while Peter, recoiling still the more, fell backwards off it.  
He was not long splayed across the stone slabs, for his quick eye descried the fire-iron next to the hearth. Seizing upon it, he then vaulted to his feet, thrusting it at his bedeviller, advance-lunge and esquiver. “Come not a step closer!”
This heroic display menaced not the approaching Peitho. She sprang to the mantel and grabbed a tall brass candelabra, thrusting it in mirthful retaliation.
Znüni, of course, barked only the more merrily as she now duelled Peter with no less deft than one would imagine of the warrioress Zenobia, or perhaps how she had earlier wielded that umbrella over her faithless husband’s head.
Drawn by the barking, the furore and hysterics, Elizabeth arrived. Seeing her, Peter dropped his fire-iron and flew to her side. Observing his escape, the daughter likewise discarded the candelabra and collapsed onto the bed in a gale of laughter, joined by Znüni, who, now an ally, licked her with avid cheer.
Hans now entered with Harris. “I see you’ve met my daughter.”
“Encountered her, more like,” returned Peter as he surveyed the irreverent, indecorous, insouciant family, knowing not whom to despise the most.
So, Helene — a variant appellation of that certain daughter whose abduction sparked the Trojan War — was the name of this rather forward girl. Though not the sensiblest of her species, nature’s bounty, indiscriminate to rich and poor alike, had somewhat compensated for the want of elegance; she was handsome. That said, her understanding was not without some cultivation, for she had, since her marriage, developed a bent for the Greek classics.
‘Twas was most likely Hans’ voice that stirred her to sit up and straighten out her gown. “Father,” cooed she, “when were you going to tell me you’d installed such a handsome beast in my bedchamber?”
Hans only laughed heartily. Harris ribbed his side and joined in the laughter, while Helene, all giggles and blushes, pretended to swoon dead away.
At this spectacle, a glow crept over Elizabeth’s cheeks. In her breast, we may safely deduce, she encountered a peculiar sting. But, to compose herself and to abate her flush, she merely moved to the cooler air of the window, where, had she perhaps discriminated more impartially her feelings, she might have discerned the impregnation of jealousy.
***
About mid-morn the following day, Edmunda, after returning from the farmer’s market, was just putting the water to boil and bidding Elizabeth to ready the table, when: “Oh! I nearly forgot.” She flew to the hallway and retrieved a letter. “This came for you two days past, before I was dragged off to the... Never mind.”
Its superscription was written in a hand altogether unknown to Elizabeth. Breaking the seal, she found its contents were a letter, written in these terms:
To Miss Elizabeth,
You will, I pray, forgive my means of conveying so stern a warning. But circumstances will speak in my defence. Do not, I beseech you, sacrifice your dignity or heart to so contemptible a wretch named Peter.
Saying it was a note from an old friend, she retreated to her bedchamber and resumed perusing this most perplexing correspondence:
Though not acquainted with the means by which he has imposed himself on you, I am certain they will be the least of his crimes since leaving me despised, abandoned, and humiliated at the altar. Whatever tale he has fabricated, trust it only to the Devil! Your own virtue, I am sure, will perceive not malice nor vituperation in these lines.  
Your most humble, sincere servant.

Lizzie’s eyes fell from the lines. “Who is this man that I have hazarded into my life?” Detecting a lingering trace of perfume on the paper only deepened the mystery of this correspondence from an unknown woman, who, having somehow learnt of her name and direction, could apprise her of Peter’s history.
Considerable indeed was our heroine’s predicament, though of a nature quite contrary to that which the epistoler had doubtless sought to inspire. As we know, Elizabeth had not the slightest intention of ever marrying Peter. Therefore, she needed no added dissuasion on that score. Rather, her perplexity stemmed from uncertainty about whether to show him this letter.
Verily, we may wonder why she would ever vacillate. That she had neither a genuine claim to him nor any sincere affection to bridge her aversion, this would have been the ideal moment to be rid of him once and for all.
Oh, how was she to rid herself of this wretch without compromising her own virtue? Perhaps without revealing the letter, she could simply end their faux amour on the grounds of incompatibility? Surely, none would censure her thus!
But wait! Would not she then be vilified for abandoning a man who, however stupid, was robbed of his memories, with nowhere to go and no family or friends to turn to?
“Lizzie!” came her mother’s shrill voice from the kitchen. “Here!”
Seated at the table, Edmunda was plagued by whatever storm that rended her mind. “I can’t have you wed to that buffoon!” She paused, likely pondering whether she had chosen the right word. “Yet what to do about Father Francis? He won’t let you not wed him — else face eternal hellfire!”
In this mode, she continued for some minutes, torn between Father Francis’ menaces, reprobating Peter’s character, and reproaching herself for considering evicting a man who, despite his added stupidity at court, had spared her from destitution. “Mayhap we can foist him off on someone?” Her face rippled violently. “That won’t do it. Nobody’ll have him!” Her head slumped into her hand. “I have it!” She sat upright, eyes alight. “I’ll take a hammer to his brain, and we can convey the senseless oaf back to the ditch where he was found!”
Her expression quickly altered; she let out a great harrumph. “Blast it all! Perhaps the war shall do my work and relieve us of the idiot? With any luck, the fool’ll catch a cannonball squarely to his skull, knocking what meagre wit still rattles inside it, prompting him to forget all about us and wander afield, never to trouble us again!”
She again huffed, tutted, and puffed, a new notion taking hold. “But nay! Knowing my luck, Old Nick shall guard his way through shot and shell only to bring him back to our door to plague me anew — return addled as ever he will, heaven-bent on tormenting us unto the grave!”  
Judging by the rising colour of her countenance and the haste of her twitching fingers, she approached the delivery of her sentence. Yet, it seemed that something, perhaps sentiment, raced in as Peter’s advocate. Likewise, possibly pity tried its hand at vindicating his stupidity. Lastly, mercy, who does oft play tricks on all humankind, certainly rose up to mitigate his punishment.
“If only he didn’t have amnesia, I wouldn’t care a fig.”
Ernest and Peter so happened to enter the kitchen from the yard. “Who knew we had such a talented future son-in-law?” said Ernest, wrapping his arm about our hero’s shoulder while referencing the remaining section of fence which he had volunteered to mend. “I hear even the garrison sings his praises.”
For once, Edmunda was struck speechless. Lizzie, too.
Such scenes of kinship and camaraderie were, however, shattered by a thunderous hammering on the main portal. Ernest opened it to reveal the familiar, unwelcome sight of a captain and two redcoats.
“Peter and Emil.” The captain dispensed with all pleasantries. “You are to report to the garrison within the hour. We march to Porrentruy this evening.”
“Porrentruy?” Edmunda shoved Ernest aside. “Why drag my darling child there? Take Peter alone!” She practically thrust him into the captain’s arms.
The fellow fixed her with a bone-chilling glare. “Because, madam, the Comité de la Commune again attempts to overthrow the bishop’s authority and open the gates to the revolutionaries! The French advance faster than expected. And all able-bodied men are to report for duty!”
At this rebuttal, Edmunda harrumphed anew, planting her fists on her hips. “Those dastardly frogs! Why can’t they just stay in their own pond?!”
***
The march to Porrentruy, ladened with an artillery convoy, proved a trial. Not only did Peter endure several petty officers’ incessant prods and barks, but he had to succour a whimpering Emil and Harris, who swiftly irritated their fellow soldiers, earning the three of them accusations of cowardice and worse! To be sure, Peter’s glares and eloquent, if incomprehensible, rebukes only rendered his tormentors bewildered, gawping back at him as though he were a madman.
Amidst this misery, a snippet of talk caught our hero’s attention. Two captains, some rows ahead, discussed the fugitive. The captains cursed the traitor for emboldening the French, exposing Basel to further threat, and vowed to hang, string, and quarter the scoundrel if they had the opportunity to identify him — which, said one, will become quite the competition with the expected arrival of posters in the morrow.
Naturally, Peter could not help but ask the men to repeat what they had said. Indeed, hearing for the second time of the anticipated delivery, a peculiar buzzing clawed at the edges of his thoughts. Verily, with each subsequent marching stride, there pressed upon his chest a stranger and more disquieting tightness. Though he strove to shake it off, imagining such uneasiness stemmed from the present tensions, it only grew in proportion to his efforts to efface it.   
As he glanced at Harris, he noted his eyes were fixed upon him; in their expression was a strange, almost distrustful, character which he could not fathom. Made only the more uneasy by such a gaze, he averted his own.
‘Twas after midnight when the detachment reached Porrentruy.
Wearied from the long march, Peter scanned the scene; the normally slumbering town buzzed with an unnatural activity: flickering torches darting here and there; barricades hastily erected in the main square; anxious townsfolk peering from behind shuttered windows; armour clanged, and officers shouted commands at companies of soldiers — swelled by the new arrivals — muskets at the ready. The air crackled with uneasy anticipation; the prelude to a storm.
The captain’s briefing was grim. “French sympathisers multiply daily. Trust no one completely — even among our own ranks, treachery may lurk.”
At these words, Harris’ eyes shot towards our hero, whilst another soldier nearest Peter spat in the mud. “It’s all because of that traitor!” muttered the latter.
Suddenly, there tore through the night: “The French! They’re attacking!”
Chaos erupted. The ordered ranks dissolved into a blur of movement. Muskets roared to life, spitting fire and lead into the darkness.
Emil and Harris, paralysed by fear, stood frozen. A lead ball whizzed past the former’s head, singeing his hair. He cried out, clinging to our hero. 
“Get down!” Peter shoved them both to the ground while shielding Emil with his own body.
With terrifying ferocity, the battle raged on around them.
Outnumbered but determined, the Swiss fought fiercely, holding the line; but only just. Yet, as our hero crouched in the muck, his eyes — sharpened by a strange, dormant compulsion — noticed an anomaly. The French artillery shells were not falling on the front line. They were arching high, landing with impossible accuracy on the Swiss reserves tucked away in the rear alleys.
How do they know? Peter stared hard. In this darkness?
As he scanned the tumult, looking not at the enemy, but behind his own ranks, he noticed something. There, in the upper window of a ruined barn, well behind the Swiss flank, a red lantern swung three times. A deliberate-like, rhythmic signal.
“The enemy.” Peter grabbed Emil’s sleeve. “They’re behind us!”
“Behind us?” rather shrieked Harris in Emil’s stead. “Are you mad?”
“Look!” Our hero pointed the lantern out as a fresh volley of shells obliterated a Swiss supply wagon exactly in line with the signal.
It being now or never, Peter scrambled to his feet, pulling Emil and Harris up. “Stay behind me! Stay low!”
Instincts, honed as if by years of military experience, surged through Peter’s every fibre. He waited not for orders. He grabbed a discarded musket, slung it over his shoulder, and rallied a handful of terrified conscripts cowering near a barrel stack. “You men! With me! The French have eyes in that barn!”
As he guided Emil, Harris, and the men through the tumult towards the outbuilding, dodging musket fire and falling debris, of a sudden, out of the vortex of smoke and shadows, a group of soldiers emerged.
Though they wore Swiss uniforms, they were firing not at the French but turning their muskets on the backs of their own comrades.
“Traitors!” shouted Emil.
Peter shoved him and Harris behind a nearby barrel stack. “Stay!”
Wielding his bayonet, our hero met the renegades head-on. The blade, a blur of swift motion in his hands, seemed possessed of a life of its own. He parried a thrust from a turncoat sergeant, disarmed another with a swift kick, and, with a shudder of revulsion, drove the pike into the shoulder of a third.
Gunpowder smoke coiling around, the acrid stench rushing into his nostrils set his head spinning... the present bedlam seemed to still... every sound stretching thin... and distant... until an eerie silence descended...
The world shimmered into something else entirely: a vaulted chamber. Barrels of powder stacked like coffins. A sword-wielding figure whose face swam familiar yet unknowable. Tall flames rose all about; shadows writhed like living things, and then — an explosion that tore through his skull like thunder.
Dazed, head pounding, heart thrashing, breath seized in his throat, he staggered... The phantom heat still scorched his cheeks when the world snapped back with sudden, violent clarity.
A treasonous officer stood before the barn door, blocking Peter’s path. Seeing our hero, the villain’s eyes widened with fanatic-like delirium. He raised a pistol, a twisted smile distorting his features.
“Look out!” shouted our hero, protector and shield to the terrified Emil and Harris, shoving them aside. 
“Vive le future Empereur!” yelled the Judas, firing.
The ball grazed Peter’s cheek as he lunged, knocking the weapon away and pinning the officer against the doorframe.
Before our hero could properly secure him, an explosion — a French shell hitting the barn roof — threw them apart.
The officer was immediately killed and buried in the rubble. Whereas Peter, having barely survived, scrambled up, choking on the dust. On rummaging through the corpse’s pockets, he found papers: one bearing a grid map of the Swiss defences: another, a letter of instruction with the mantra “Vive le future Empereur” sealed with black wax — a serpent insignia imprinted upon it.   
“Peter!” came Emil’s voice.
Pocketing the damning proof, our hero shouted orders at his makeshift squad. “Secure the perimeter! We must capture every last one of them!”
And so, startled by their conscript comrade’s sudden authority, the unit obeyed without hesitation, dragging the dazed survivors from the viper’s nest. With the efficiency of a drill sergeant, Peter continued to lead his men, capturing every treasonous beast, binding their hands with their own sashes before they could recover their wits.
What a tableau of grim victory now met the limping, blood and soot-stained captain. He looked from the dead officer in the rubble, to the red lantern, lying smashed in the mud, to the prisoners on their knees, and finally to Peter — the saviour of the flank — stood over them.
“You saw the signal?” said he, somewhat amazed. “You led this charge?”
“I did what was necessary, Captain.” Peter handed over the evidence with trembling hands. Though he had saved the army, he had uncovered a war far darker than he could have imagined. “This should help the inquiry.”
As dawn broke over the ravaged town, the fight at last waned with the French retreating, leaving behind a scene of devastation and the stench of blood.
Exhausted and bloodied but alive, Peter, Emil, and Harris surveyed the aftermath, grateful to have survived but grieved to behold the fallen — though Harris perhaps looked at Peter less with jealousy and more with fear.
***
Around two weeks had gone by. Elizabeth and Edmunda were just arriving at the farmhouse, only to find villagers clutching papers and lined up at the stable.
In no little perplexity did our heroine and her mother catch the complimentary words that flitted on the chilly air. In lieu of his valour at the border, Peter was not only acclaimed a hero of Bubendorf, a solider of Basel, but he was deemed a “divine arbitrator” — “no longer an idiot” but a “clever fellow” — “and a mightily brave one, at that!”
A recently widowed townswoman hobbled over, smiling ear to ear. “How charming is your Peter,” croaked she, tearing up. “He’s no useless dolt. He’s an angel of God.” She then hobbled onwards out of the yard.
“Have I died and woken up in some strange afterlife?” said Edmunda.
Helene came out of the farmhouse; seeing their confusion, she alleviated them of it. “As happy as this is for the townsfolk — and many have come and gone from here today, I assure you — the high-ups and merchants will be most displeased. He’s only bringing a monstrous heap of trouble on his own head.”
This curious state of affairs owed itself entirely to his theatrics at the recent trial, which, while it infuriated the magistrates and earnt him a night in jail, caught the optimistic ears of certain exploited townsfolk. The above-mentioned widow had consulted our hero regarding her late husband’s will and was thereby saved from eviction; Peter’s expertise had revealed the Swiss guardsman had wisely secured his pension for his wife’s benefit should any ill befall him.
Doubting her ears, Elizabeth hastened inside the stable. There, to her additional wonder, she found a most contented-looking Peter seated at a makeshift desk (two overturned tea crates). Proud as much of himself as for his happy defendants, who had left him as payment, eggs, some wildflowers, a jar of preserves and other humble offerings, he beamed with smiles.
“Ah, Lizzie.” He rose from his bench (an upturned bucket).
“What exactly did you do in the Guard?” said she.
“If I could answer that, I would not be an amnesiac, would I?”
Incidentally, the Weible arrived and brought news not only of the Bernese bandit’s capture — thus acquitting our hero on that score — but of his full release (in recognition of his contribution to the canton) from house arrest.
Despite this moment for celebration, an indistinct presently sound caught their ears, preceded by the measured tread of soldiers and the clank of martial appurtenances. A commanding voice bade all clear the way — the scuffling of many feet signalled their obedience — before asking after Harris.
Ah, dear reader, you have likely guessed it.
Ergo, Harris, all sinister triumph written on his face, soon ushered a colonel inside, followed by Edmunda, Helene, Znüni, and several redcoats.
The colonel levelled a finger at Peter. “Is that the outlaw?”
“Aye! ‘Tis he,” replied Harris, too excited to draw another breath.
“Outlaw?” choked Peter while pointing at his own breast in dread. He staggered backwards, nearly tripping over the upturned bucket as every horror imaginable besieged his mind — the Basel encounter and the damning jailhouse conversation ringing afresh in his ears as a seeming prophecy.
Poster unfurled, the colonel held it up and contrasted the increasingly pale and unnerved man before him to the likeness depicted. “You say this is him?”
Harris nodded eagerly, but no sooner did he cast his own eyes upon the poster than he turned ashen as Peter. “B-b-b-but?” stuttered he, snatching the poster. “It’s him — I m-m-m-mean, it was him!”
The colonel wrenched the poster back, flung it to the ground, and drew his sword. “Should I have your useless eyes gouged out and fed to the ravens? Do not ever again aspire so incompetently to a reward unless you wish to be fastened to the pillory and flogged. I’ll not be so lenient a second time!”
With that, in the same measured tread, the colonel quit the stables, followed by his marching men-at-arms.
Like one struck through the heart by a thunderbolt, Harris was too aghast to answer the interrogations, which hence came his way like rocks and stones. He snatched up the poster and regarded it and Peter. Finally, emitting a wailing whimper, he tossed it back down and quit the stables. The slam of the farmhouse door gave to all left behind little doubt of his disappointment.
Indeed, sage reader, this peculiar turn of events may have raised some quizzical eyebrows! Though we were led to expect a rather dismal outcome for our hero, instead, even in my office as narrator and omnipotent engineer of our tale, methinks some roguish god upsets my plot. But I must not reveal overmuch, lest I forestall my own devices. Suffice it to say for now that the abhorred poster, which should have wrought ruin on our hero’s head, proved but a counterfeit. Yet produced by whom, you ask? Why, none other than the same colonel whom the greedy Harris had hitherto pinned his grasping hopes upon!
Most confounded was Peter. Only now coming back to himself, he lunged forth and seized the poster. For some moments, his mind grasped not what met his eyes. And as for Harris’ accusation, though ostensibly false, it struck him in a way he could not yet comprehend. Who else watched? Who else suspected?
Lizzie and Edmunda rushed forth to inspect the poster for themselves.
“Thank heavens,” said Peter with a deep exhale. Whereupon he finally recounted the incident involving the whisperer at church, the offensive conversation likening him to the traitor that had passed at the jailhouse, the madman’s subsequent attack, and the strange event in Basel involving the thugs.
But let us set aside all subsequent talk pertaining to these strange events and also of Harris and his motives for hoping to betray Peter, for Znüni raced out of the stables barking. Here, a fresh disturbance stole away all attention to a situation of more dangerous merit.
“Help! Help!” A man possessed of wild confusion burst into the yard.
Prevailed upon by Helene to calm himself, the man disclosed, with fits and starts, the cause of his terror. “‘Tis Johannes, I believe, miss! The horses — they’ve gone wild, dragging the carriage down the lane!”
Peter enquired after the coachman, to which the man turned to Elizabeth in bewilderment. “The coachman, Miss, he’s — and your father!”
Elizabeth started back in anxious confusion. “My father?”
The man noticed Edmunda and addressed her. “By all appearances, the both of them, dead!”
Each of them letting out screams, Edmunda and Lizzie collapsed.
“Which way did they go?” demanded Peter. The shaking man pointed out the direction. “Assist Elizabeth to the bench over there,” said he to Hans’ daughter. “And you, sir, please aid her mother.”
After hastening into the stable, Peter returned astride a horse; with a determined gallop, he raced off, stirring up a cloud of dirt and debris, pursued some distance by Znüni.
Drawn from his garrison of shame by the commotion, Harris joined his sister as consoler. Together, mouths wide, they watched Peter crest a hill and vanish heroically from view.
“He positively rides like a Spartan,” cooed Helene. Overcome, perhaps by the flutterings of her heart, she fell into a swoon.
For several tense minutes, nothing could be seen or heard from the runaway carriage. But upon a stretch of half-wintery wood, intermingled with a blur of scattered chalets and huts which flew by on either side, fresh ruts of carriage wheels appeared in the dirt.
Infused with hope, Peter drove his mount ever faster. “Ya!”
Suddenly, from a bridle path ahead emerging from the shadowed treeline, a thunder of hooves erupted. Five riders burst onto the track, a wall blocking his pursuit. Their uniforms flashed blue and white — the Genevan Guard — led by the imperious colonel himself.
“Halt!” roared the colonel. “Halt, fugitive! Surrender or we fire!”
His eyes fixed solely on the distance, Peter did not check his pace. He only swerved his beast hard, shattering the phalanx, narrowly dodging the colonel’s steed, and thundered past them.
“After him!” cried a lieutenant. “Bring him down!”
CRACK!
A musket ball whizzed past our hero’s ear, shredding a pine branch ahead.
Flattening himself against the horse’s neck, urging the beast onto a more frantic gallop, Peter dared not stop to explain; every second misspent heralded he knew not what for the runaway carriage and its occupants.
To the colonel, however, this reckless speed was undoubtedly the very admission of guilt. Having been en route to the farm to execute their warrant and seeing Peter galloping furiously, naturally assuming he was making a desperate bid for freedom, the colonel shouted: “Shoot him down, men!”
Within a short distance, the forest terminated and opened onto a broad, frosty turfed aspect bounded by rows of partly whitened pines. From a break in the distant treeline, a circling flock of agitated gulls ascended the pallid sky.
It had to be the carriage!
Bullets kicking up dirt at his mount’s heels, our hero pushed his horse beyond endurance.
Upon reaching the gap, he spied tracks that entered and exited a shallow stream. Eyes lifted, he beheld Bubendorf’s village outskirts. Confused peasants milled about, pointing out the carriage’s path, only to scatter in terror as Peter, followed closely by the firing squad of Genevans, tore through their midst.
After a distance, the tracks reappeared, penetrating a wooded eminence.
“Ya!”
On his finally reaching the summit, the chaise came into his view.
“Ya!”
Quickly he drew abreast of the careening vehicle. The three passengers were being tossed violently about in its open-topped interior. One, seeing him, screamed for aid. With a wave to signal his intent — and ignoring the fresh volley of shots — our hero edged the swift beast forwards until they galloped shoulder-to-shoulder with the crazed horses.
Ernest was collapsed on the seat, next to the coachman; both were soaked in blood — unconscious, if not dead. Grabbing hold of one frenzied horse, Peter swung himself across. Barely had he seized the reins and hauled back when a termination of ground opening onto a precipice fast approached!
The hooves skidded on the loose scree. Dust billowed. The abyss yawned.
Disaster averted, he rushed to Ernest and checked for a pulse. Though it was alarmingly faint, life yet stirred. The blood-spurting wound was from ammunition that had penetrated his shoulder.
Removing Ernest’s neck scarf, Peter pressed it to the wound to slow the bleeding. Then, tearing his own outer garment in two, with one half he secured the neck scarf about Ernest’s wound, and with the other fashioned a sling.
The coachman had most certainly perished. A bullet wound to the chest.
One of the two gentlemen passengers now struggled to alight from the chaise, but with his limbs already trembling and one wheel collapsing, he lost his footing and fell. Peter leapt down to offer aid, but the man waved him off.
The second gentleman called for medical help for his wife; she was still too frightened to be removed from the vehicle.
Many villagers riding mules arrived. Eager to be of aid, they obliged Peter’s request to find a surgeon and a replacement carriage.
But, lo! The crowd parted violently.
The Genevan colonel, red-faced and heaving, burst through the wall of peasants, his five officers flanking him with swords drawn. Before our hero could react, rough hands seized him, twisting his arms behind his back.
“I have you now, you wretched defector!” The colonel spat, pressing the muzzle of his pistol to Peter’s temple. “Running for the border, were you? You’ll hang for this!”
“Wait!” Our hero struggled against the guards’ grip. “You are entirely mistaken! I was not feeling anywhere.”
More peasants had by now climbed the steep slopes and joined themselves to the growing throng. All of them commented on the near catastrophe and cheered the miraculous intervention and heroism of the rider, Peter.
Even as the guards’ grips tightened on our hero’s limbs, one of the two gentlemen saved from death this day and anxious to thank his saviour, bonded over. However, even as he demanded of the colonel, “Sir! Unhand that man! He has just saved our lives!” and his distressed but grateful-filled eyes lighted on Peter, he became rooted to the spot as if he’d beheld some phantom.
Something like incredulity and discomposure seemed to banish every trace of relief from his expression. In a voice betraying the potent stupefaction of his soul, he said, “have I not... met you before?”
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