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For my editor, Shauna Summers, whose insight

added immeasurably to the story you’re about to read 



In this irresistibly seductive new book, Louisa Burton extends her most provocative invitation yet to the infamous Castle of the Hidden Grotto—a voluptuous sanctuary of pleasure and passion.

Whispers of the Flesh

Hidden in a deep mountain valley in rural France is an ancient castle known only to an exclusive few. Here, four exquisitely beautiful immortals who thrive on carnal energy captivate and ravish their human visitors, fulfilling their darkest fantasies, their most secret hungers.



A chaste young British Jesuit poses as a landscaper to investigate centuries of rumored wickedness at the château, forcing him to confront the long-sublimated desires and urges seething beneath his own pious exterior. . . . The American daughter of the château’s dying administrator can’t bear the thought of succeeding her father, since it would mean playing matchmaker to the love of her life. The roots of her dilemma, and its possible solution, hark back to a weekend in 1972 when a group of free-loving hippies descended on the château for a few days of orgiastic revelry, where every convention was broken and nothing was taboo.



Step into the Castle of the Hidden Grotto and lose yourself in a realm of mystery, temptation, and intoxicating sensuality.
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There is, too, a very general rumor, which many have verified by their own experience, or which trustworthy persons who have heard the experience of others corroborate, that sylvans and fauns, who are commonly called “incubi,” had often made wicked assaults upon women, and satisfied their lust upon them; and that certain devils, called Duses by the Gauls, are constantly attempting and effecting this impurity is so generally affirmed, that it were impudent to deny it.

St. Augustine, The City of God, Book XV, Chapter 23 
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Yet Clare’s sharp questions must I shun—

Must separate Constance from the nun.

Oh! what a tangled web we weave,

When first we practise to deceive!

A Palmer too!—no wonder why

I felt rebuked beneath his eye . . .

Sir Garvey Scott, Marmion, Canto VI, Stanza XVII 





One

October 1829

YOU WANT HIM,” Elic murmured into Lili’s ear. Lili, lounging next to him on a damask and gilt chaise in le Salon Ambre, lifted her after-dinner brandy to her lips with a silky smile that was answer enough. “Shh . . . He’ll hear.”

Elic glanced across the candlelit room at the object of their attention, a grave young Englishman with large, watchful eyes. At the moment, he was rhapsodizing in his native tongue about the “rich volcanic soil” of Vallée de la Grotte Cachée while Archer listened raptly and Inigo, ever the peacock in a green and gold brocade waistcoat, his mop of black curls riotously unbound, stifled a yawn.

“I say, Beckett,” Elic interjected when their visitor paused to take a breath. “Do you have any French?”

Beckett blinked at Elic, took a puff of his cigar, and said, “I confess, I never read it in school.”

“How very curious,” Lili said in that velvety, exotically accented voice that still, after all these years, sent a hot shiver of desire humming through Elic. “I thought all gently bred Englishmen knew French—not that I’ve any objection to conversing in English. It is quite as beautiful a language, in its own way.”

“You’re fucking him with your eyes,” Elic told Lili in the French that had long ago replaced the languages of their birth.

“Can you blame me?” Darius leapt onto her lap, curled up in the crackling nest of her skirts, and yawned, displaying a mouthful of needle-sharp teeth. She glided her fingers through his dusky fur as she smiled at David Beckett.

“Can’t quite see the appeal,” Elic muttered. It wasn’t true, of course. Beckett was a darkly handsome man with a stalwart physique set off to damnable advantage by a well-cut black tailcoat. And there was a certain stillness about him, a sense of strong feelings kept under wraps, that imparted a hint of the mysterious.

“Such lies are beneath you,” Lili told Elic as she stroked Darius beneath his chin. “And your jealousy is absurd, my love, considering how many bedmates we’ve shared over the years. Absurd and surprising. Quite unlike you, really.”

Turning away from Elic quite deliberately, she apologized to Beckett, in English, for having conducted that exchange in a language he couldn’t understand.

The young man met Lili’s eyes for a lightning-quick moment, then lowered his gaze to his brandy, which he swirled in a way that was meant to look thoughtful—though to Elic, it bespoke a deep discomfiture. He actually appeared to be blushing, though it was difficult to tell in the wavering candlelight.

From the moment David Beckett had been introduced to Lili upon his arrival that afternoon at Château de la Grotte Cachée, he had seemed gripped by an uneasy entrancement. It was hardly an unusual reaction among male visitors to the château. Ilutu-Lili, with her lustrous black hair, slumberous eyes, and easy sensuality, had a bewitching effect on men.

She had certainly bewitched Elic; for eighty years he had been caught in her spell. Tonight, with her hair secured by a diamond-crusted comb in a knot of loops and tumbling curls, her shoulders bared by the wide, sloping neckline of her gown—a confection of garnet silk with billowy gigot sleeves and a hand-span waist—she looked the very image of the goddess she truly was.

“What language did you study?” Elic asked Beckett.

“I’ve taken classes in Latin, Greek, Italian, and Hebrew, though of those tongues, the only ones of which I have a true command are Latin and Italian.”

“Quite the well-schooled gardener,” Elic said.

The taunt earned him a look of surprised amusement from Inigo and scowls from Archer and Lili. Beckett’s gaze lit on Lili before returning to Elic, whom he studied for a long, hushed moment.

Shifting his lantern jaw uneasily, Archer said, “I would, er, hardly call our guest a gardener, given the scope of his expertise and the rather ambitious nature of his work.”

Bartholomew Archer had just the year before succeeded his father as administrateur to Théophile Morel, Seigneur des Ombres, the elderly lord of Grotte Cachée and gardien to Elic and his three fellow Follets. Tall and thin as lath, the timorous Brit had yet to grow comfortable in his role as steward of Grotte Cachée; Elic wondered if he ever would.

Archer said, “I should think Mr. Beckett would be more correctly termed, er . . . a horticulturist.”

Beckett said, “On the contrary, Mr. Archer, I infer no shame in the title of gardener. Humphrey Repton, who gave me my initial instruction in this field, styled himself a ‘landscape gardener.’ I am content to be called the same.”

“Humphrey Repton trained you?” Archer said. “I’m impressed.”

“Never heard of him,” said Inigo, who, having a remarkable facility with languages, spoke English with no trace at all of an accent. Of Greek extraction, he had traveled all over the known world before being recruited in A.D. 14 to pose for the bathhouse statues at Grotte Cachée. He’d made his home there ever since.

Archer said, “Repton was famous for designing, or redesigning, the grounds of some of the finest estates in Britain. How came you to apprentice with him, Beckett?”

“I would hardly call it an apprenticeship,” Beckett replied. “I was twelve years old at the time. My father had engaged him to devise a plan for improving the park and gardens at the country house he’d just purchased, which had been neglected for decades. This was in the late summer of 1816, two years before Mr. Repton went to his maker. He’d been injured in a carriage accident, so he needed a wheelchair to get around, and I used to push it for him while he sketched panoramic vistas. His aim was to create a natural but picturesque landscape, and he had impeccable instincts. He turned twelve-hundred dreary, overgrown acres into a veritable paradise. Whole areas were excavated and transformed, hundreds of trees were cut and planted, terraces were built, flower gardens installed.”

Archer said, “I’ve seen Repton’s work at Blaise Castle—extraordinary.”

“How did he manage such rigorous work, being in a wheelchair?” Inigo asked.

“Oh, he didn’t actually execute his designs,” Beckett replied. “He was more of an advisor, coming up with the plans and leaving it to his clients to arrange for the actual work.”

“Mr. Beckett works in much the same manner,” Archer told the assembled company. “During his stay with us, he will inspect the grounds surrounding the castle and devise a scheme for improving them. Upon his return to England, he will prepare a book of notes, plans, and pictures in order that we may implement his ideas.”

“It is a method I’ve borrowed from Mr. Repton,” Beckett said. “For each client, he created what he called a ‘Red Book,’ because it was bound in red leather. The book would contain descriptions of what should be done, including detailed illustrations in watercolor depicting the grounds as they then existed, with vellum overlays showing how that particular area would look should his suggestions be implemented. When Mr. Repton discovered my aptitude for drawing and painting, he allowed me to help him with that end of things, and I found it fascinating. For years after that, I read everything I could get my hands on that had to do with botany, floriculture, architecture . . . And I painted landscapes, as Mr. Repton had advised, to help develop my sense of natural aesthetics.”

“You made a study of these things at university, I suppose?” Lili asked him as she scratched the purring Darius behind his ears.

“I confess I did not. I say, what an agreeable cat. My mother had one, but it hissed at me whenever I would try to pick it up.”

“I am afraid my friend here will do the same,” Lili warned. “He might even bite you should you get too close. He hates being touched by strangers.”

“What did you study?” Elic asked Beckett.

The young man pinned Elic with a brief, trenchant look, as if sizing him up. “It had always been assumed that I would read theology.”

Elic hated the way Lili gazed at Beckett, her eyes sparking, her color high. He didn’t blame her for her appetites; she could no more ignore them than he could ignore his own. But when the object of that hunger held her in such utter thrall, when there was little doubt just how desperately she ached to possess him, it incited in Elic a primal, almost human covetousness. There was no restraining her when her lust for an exceptionally desirable male—a gabru in her extinct Akkadian tongue—ran this hot, no way to keep her from stealing into his bedchamber during the night and ravishing him as he lay immobilized, or partially so, by one of her ancient Babylonian spells.

Were Elic capable of making love to Lili—really making love—he might have some chance of keeping her all to himself. As an álfr, he should have been able to bed humans and Follets alike, but a chance dusian mutation had skewed his elfin physiology in the womb. No dusios could ease his constant, seething lust save between the legs of a human female. It was a factor in the blood itself, which would literally recoil, draining from his organ the moment he attempted to penetrate a nonhuman. No blood, no erection. No erection, no intercourse.

Regardless of how aroused Lili made him, how achingly hard, the moment he tried to enter her, he would wilt. He could pleasure her only with his hands and his mouth, although from time to time he would join her when she took her human quarry, caressing her, kissing her, and whispering his love into her ear as she thrashed for hours atop her groaning, lust-crazed gabru.

“Theology, eh?” Lili said. “You would be the second son, then, Mr. Beckett? Destined for the ministry?”

“The fourth son, actually. And, er, it was the priesthood, not the ministry.”

“My apologies,” she said. “One tends to think of all Englishmen as Anglican. A thoughtless presumption.”

“Not at all, quite understandable.”

“You seem to have managed to forge your own way despite parental expectations,” Inigo observed. “Are they miffed that you didn’t join the Church?”

Choosing his words with seeming care, Beckett said, “They are content with the path I’ve chosen.”

“So, Beckett,” Elic said. “I cannot help but wonder what your connection to the archbishop might be.”

The young man stilled in the act of lifting his snifter to his mouth, his gaze darting toward Elic and then away. He rolled the ash off the tip of his cigar, a Cuban from his own supply with a distinctive aroma that evoked whispers of frankincense and coffee. Elic, blessed and cursed with a bloodhound’s sense of smell, could also detect, beneath the whiff of fragrant smoke, the Castile soap with which Beckett had recently bathed, the waxy blacking that glossed his fine shoes, and the fresh sweat with which his face was sheened; curious, since it was a cool evening.

Beckett took so long to compose his thoughts that Archer answered for him.

“As I understand it,” the administrateur began, “Archbishop Bélanger retained Mr. Beckett’s services on the advice of friends in England, so the connection would be professional rather than . . . shall we say, convivial.”

It had been at a formal dinner recently hosted by Monseigneur Bélanger for the local personages of note that Archer, who’d attended in Seigneur des Ombres’s stead, had made the acquaintance of David Beckett. Intrigued by the young Englishman’s proposal for enhancing the archbishop’s property, and nostalgic for the verdant and artless gardens of his homeland, Archer had convinced le seigneur to invite Beckett to Grotte Cachée.

“When I spoke of a connection to the archbishop,” Elic said, “I meant the Archbishop of Canterbury under Henry the Second. It occurred to me that there might be a relation between Thomas Becket and our Catholic gardener of the same name.”

“Would that I could claim such an illustrious association,” Beckett said.

“How long will we have the pleasure of your company, Mr. Beckett?” Lili asked with a smile that made Elic clench his jaw.

“Less than a week, I’m afraid, so I shall be a very busy man.”

Archer said, “I have explained to Mr. Beckett that a sovereign from the East who visits occasionally shall arrive one week from today with his sizable household, and that he will expect to have the château to himself.”

What he didn’t say was that the “sovereign from the East” was Fadullah the Noble, an Ottoman pasha with an appetite for watching, and that only part of Fadullah’s vast household would be accompanying him on this visit—one or two trusted retainers, the most discreet of his servants and eunuchs, and whichever members of his harem he wanted to observe being fucked by other men—specifically, by Elic and Inigo.

“Will six days be enough time for you to come up with a landscaping proposal?” Archer asked his guest.

“It will be if I make efficient use of my time,” Beckett said. “Tomorrow afternoon, I shall begin surveying and sketching the grounds, and that will give me a rough idea of the areas that might benefit from a more picturesque approach.”

“I can’t imagine there’s much at Grotte Cachée that wants improvement,” Elic said. “You will find little to keep you here, I think.”

Lili, clearly put off by his tone, moved away from him in a subtle but stingingly eloquent gesture. She and Darius shared a look. Such petty sniping was out of character for Elic.

Archer said,“It might help to have a bit of guidance on your tour, Mr. Beckett. I’ve other obligations tomorrow afternoon, but I could show you ’round in the morning.”

Shaking his head, Beckett said, “I must go to Clermont-Ferrand in the morning in order to mail a letter.”

“Give it to me now, and I shall have someone mail it tomorrow,” Archer said.

“It . . . has not been written yet,” Beckett said. “I shall write it tonight, and . . . I’ve other business in town, in any event, things I must buy—more vellum, another sketchbook . . .”

“Very well,” Archer said. “I must caution you, though, should you care to explore our cave, as many guests do, not to venture in too far past the bathhouse.”

In response to Beckett’s look of puzzlement, Archer said, “The Romans who occupied this valley around the time of Christ built a bathhouse on the side of an extinct volcano, which we call Alp Albiorix—its old Gaulish name—so as to take advantage of the cave stream flowing from within. It is quite a lovely little edifice, all of white marble save the back wall, where the entrance to the cave is. It would be prudent, should you decide to have a look in there, to stay within a quarter mile or so of the entrance, where the lamps are. Past that, it becomes a veritable labyrinth. Quite easy to lose one’s way, and if you do . . . well. There is no assurance that you will ever be found.”

“I shall bear that in mind, Mr. Archer. And now, if you will all forgive me, gentlemen . . . Miss Lili . . .” Beckett stood and bowed in Lili’s direction, “I regret that the hour has come when I must retire to my chamber. The letter of which I spoke will be a lengthy one, and all I really want is a good night’s sleep.”

“May you get your wish, Mr. Beckett,” said Lili, her gaze following him as he crossed to the door. “Pleasant dreams.”



Two

11 October 1829

Grotte Cachée, Auvergne, France 

My Lord Bishop, 

This dispatch will serve, I trust, as an account of the progress thus far of my inquiries on behalf of your Lordship and of our superiors in Rome and France. You will be gratified, I think, to know that I am presently ensconced in a guest chamber of Château de la Grotte Cachée, having successfully drawn upon the horticultural expertise I acquired before entering seminary to adopt the guise of a landscape gardener. 

This fortnight past I have enjoyed the hospitality of Archbishop Bélanger at his own remarkably beautiful château in the region of Auvergne, where his secretary made me privy to allegations dating back some six centuries of strange happenings in and around Grotte Cachée. Notable amongst these were reputed acts of extraordinary wickedness and lechery committed there by certain individuals whose descriptions and actions would suggest a diabolical nature. 

Such accusations have generally been regarded as heated imaginings, and therefore rarely committed to writing save for the most cursory of notations. As a consequence, there exist few pieces of written evidence detailed enough to be of use for our purposes. Per Cardinal Lazzari’s instructions, I penned but one copy, translated into Italian, of each of these documents, which I shall dispatch to Rome for His Eminence’s inspection on the morrow. First, however, I shall summarize them frankly herein, transcribing verbatim the most condemnatory passages. I do so, I need hardly say, at the express direction of your Lordship, much as it appalls me to relate incidents of such an impure stripe. 

The earliest of the written accounts, which is undated but believed to have been recorded in the late 13th century, is a description in Latin by a parish priest of events related to him—not, I hasten to add, under the seal of confession—by a young woman named Fabrisse who had served briefly as a chambermaid at Château de la Grotte Cachée. She gave distraught testimony of having witnessed a libidinous interlude involving four men and a woman engaging in “deplorable acts of sodomy.” Particularly distressing to her was the fact that the men were visiting Knights Templar, one of them the Grand Master himself. Fabrisse was deeply disillusioned, having been reared to revere the Templars as upstanding soldiers of Christ. 

Following the evening meal, the knights and the woman, a comely, fair-haired resident of the château whom Fabrisse knew to be a wanton despite her aristocratic bearing, amused themselves by playing chess in the great hall. 



The priest recorded Fabrisse’s account thusly: 



“The woman, having been the victor in a match against one of the knights, declared that she could vanquish them all, and that should she fail to do so, she would relieve the lust of every man in the room. The knights looked to their commander, who eagerly accepted the challenge. The lady won the second and third matches, but lost the fourth, after which she stripped naked and did as she had promised with careless good humor. 

“While all sat about watching, she defiled herself with the first two men by lifting their robes and committing the sin of coitus oralis. The third, expressing a desire for coitus analis, placed her on her elbows and knees and sodomized her. 

“The last among them to receive her favors was the Grand Master himself, who instructed her to kneel and relieve him through oral copulation. Instead, she lay on a table with her legs opened wide, boldly offering herself as she caressed her breasts and mons veneris. He mounted her and they fornicated in the conventional manner.” 

Afterward, according to this account, the woman slipped out into the night, and as Fabrisse watched, uttered words of enchantment that turned her into a male. Thus transformed, this “aberration of nature” proceeded to climb the exterior wall of a tower with naught but his bare hands and feet, stealing into the bedchamber of a female visitor to the château, the widow of an English baron. There came a scream of terror from the widow that greatly alarmed Fabrisse, however, it was followed in short order by a moan of pleasure. 

“The lustful groans and cries, both male and female, that issued from that window for the remainder of the night left little doubt in Fabrisse’s mind as to the activities transpiring there.” 

The priest sent this report to the Bishop of Clermont (under the Ancien Régime), who transferred it to the Archbishop of Bourges, who dismissed the matter, having judged the young woman, sight unseen, to have been bereft of reason. It is worth noting that it had been, and still is, the long-standing practice of the seigneurs of Grotte Cachée to make frequent and generous donations of land and monies to the Church. 

The second of these documents was an age-worn, velvet-bound book titled Una Durata di Piacere, being an erotic memoir by a Venetian nobleman named Domenico Vitturi, which was privately published under a nom de plume for the author’s intimate friends in 1665. Several chapters thereof concern a number of visits to Grotte Cachée by Vitturi and favored courtesans for the express purpose of training them to pleasure men in unorthodox and sinful ways. 

This instruction was carried out most zealously by two men fictitiously named Éric and Isaac, who schooled the courtesans in extraordinarily obscene forms of sexual congress. They were taught to employ various objects, devices, furnishings, and even implements of torture, for the purpose of exciting lust in themselves and their bed partners. They became adept at such debaucheries as sapphotism, le vice anglais, ménage à trois, the use of bindings, blindfolds, and gags, and other practices of an even more debased nature. 

A notable aspect of these depictions of fornication, many of which Vitturi viewed sub rosa as it were, from a secret hiding place, was the prowess of the two trainers, which strikes one as exceeding the natural abilities of the mortal male. By Vitturi’s account, Éric could perform the act of copulation a dozen or more times in brisk succession. Isaac, while possessed of a more conventional, though still remarkable, sexual vigor, boasted a generative organ described as being quite literally “come il penis dello stallion.” Furthermore, one of the courtesans claimed that Isaac possessed “a tail, slightly pointed ears, and a pair of very small, horn-like protrusions on his head, his hair effectively concealing the latter two peculiarities.” 

This book was brought to the attention of high personages at the Vatican, who handed the matter over to the Archbishop of Bourges, who declared that Vitturi’s reminiscences were simply too fantastical to warrant investigation. 

The third document in Archbishop Bélanger’s possession was the letter that prompted this investigation, which was sent this past June from a Mrs. L____ in New York City to an old friend summering at her family’s château in Lyon. (In case this letter should fall into the wrong hands, I shall refrain from using the actual names of the parties involved, as they are prominent in New York and London society.) It was this letter, retrieved by a laundress from a hidden pocket in a skirt belonging to the recipient, which made its way to the Archbishop, who being of a more inquisitive humour than his predecessors, resolved to prove or disprove with finality the existence of diabolical beings at Grotte Cachée. 

Upon greeting her friend with the curious salutation, “From one little red fox to another,” Mrs. L____ proceeds to reminisce about a “slave auction” they had attended at Château de la Grotte Cachée twelve years ago. Having been “sold” to dissolute libertines for one week’s sexual servitude, they were locked into collars and cuffs of gilded steel, led about by leashes, and made to engage in activities of the most appalling degradation. 

Mrs. L____, being currently “bound in marital monotony” to a much older gentleman, makes casual reference to alleviating her tedium through sexual affairs with other men. On those rare occasions when her husband comes to her bed, she manages to feign interest in the act by recollecting (in language that I blush to reiterate, doing so only in deference to your Lordship’s directive) “that game of blindman’s buff during Slave Week, when Sir E_____ took me dogways before the entire company of masters and slaves. As I lie upon the glacial sheets of my marriage bed, with that dusty old goat snorting and twitching atop me, I relive every detail—me stark naked with my face pressed to that scratchy wool rug and my arse in the air, hands clasped dutifully behind my neck, Sir E_____ blindfolded and trying to guess who I was by the feel of my chink. He said he would make me come so as to identify me by my voice, do you remember? I can still feel his fingers on my cherry pit, diddling away while he fucked me silly. I came with such fervor, I thought my heart would burst, and then he uncunted and I felt volleys of hot spurts all over my back and arse. Heaven! T_____ thinks himself quite the swordsman for making me spend every time. Little does he know it’s actually Sir E____ doing the deed for him.” 

What most intrigued the archbishop was Mrs. L____’s description on the next page of “that curly-haired devil with the lovely smile and towering tallywag.” It is in relation to this man that the lady writes, “I do not, as you accuse, dear M____, credit the existence of Satyrs, but I tell you I did espy, in the course of bathhouse disportments, what looked to be a tail—and I was only very slightly tipsy from the opium. Perhaps his mother, whilst in a delicate condition, received a fright from a beast with such a tail. Is it not through such maternal impression that some babes are cursed with birthmarks resembling animals, or even more monstrous disfigurements?” 

The three preceding documents represent the only extensive written accounts of unnatural doings or unclean spirits at Grotte Cachée. There is, however, one additional source of information. 

It seems that in August of 1771, a young carpenter by the name of Serges Bourgoin was hired by Lord Henry Archer, the English administrateur to the lady who was then mistress of Grotte Cachée, to replace a door and a pair of window shutters. About a week later, as Bourgoin and another carpenter were making repairs at the home of a local physician, the physician’s wife overheard him whispering to the other man of the bizarre and ungodly things he’d experienced at Grotte Cachée. She urged him to report these things to their parish priest. When he refused, she did so herself. Given the nature of her allegations, the fact that they were hearsay, Serges Bourgoin’s reputation for overindulgence in wine, and the lady’s own reputation as a gossip and intermeddler, the priest penned a brief memorandum of the conversation and pursued it no further. 

When I was informed that Bourgoin was still alive, I made arrangements to visit him. At eighty-five, he lives with his daughter in a nearby village, and he still enjoys his drink. Having been told this, I brought him two bottles of one of the finest local wines, from a vineyard in Saint-Pourçain-sur-Sioule, not far from here. 

At first, he denied having ever been to Grotte Cachée, but after I explained that I was attempting to confirm or refute the presence of demonic forces there so as to determine whether the castle or its occupants might be in need of exorcism, and that I would share his tale only with trusted ecclesiastical personages, he saw fit to confide in me. I confess, it was helpful to my purposes that he was already somewhat inebriated when I arrived that afternoon. 

I took detailed notes while Bourgoin spoke. The substance of what he related to me is this: He had arrived at Grotte Cachée to replace the door and shutters, only to be led by two Swiss Guards up a forested mountainside to a gap in a rocky outcropping. He would never have known it was there, since it was hidden behind a pair of walnut trees so huge and old, they looked to him like “the legs of giant soldiers.” From what he overheard of the guards’ conversation, he surmised that this was one of several entrances to an extensive cave system. 

The opening, although irregular in shape, was fitted out with a door that was old and weathered, its green paint peeling. Next to it was an aperture in the wall of rock to which had been attached a pair of window shutters in a similar condition. 

The cave chamber within, he describes as “une petite salle confortable,” furnished with a bed, a rug, and bookshelves. Although in appearance a cozy little room, Bourgoin tells me that he felt somewhat muzzy when standing in it, that his skin prickled as it did during a violent lightning storm, although all was calm and quiet. There were more books, he tells me, in a larger chamber adjoining the smaller one, this “secret library” being hidden behind a tapestry. He claims that when he removed a book from its shelf to look at it, it was wrenched away from him and shoved back in place by an unseen hand. 

Unsettled, he installed the door and shutters as dark clouds filled the sky. By the time he was finished, a violent thunderstorm was lashing the valley, forcing him to delay his return home. Bourgoin spent that night in a room in the castle’s servants’ quarters, where his disorientation persisted. 

When he awakened the next morning, he recalled having been visited during the night by a black-haired female, a “Démon féminin,” who ravished him in exceptionally sinful ways while he lay powerless, unable to move his arms and legs. Startled to hear a male voice, he saw that a tall, fair man was sitting in the corner with a glass of wine, watching. 

“He spoke to her as one speaks to a lover,” Bourgoin told me, “but from time to time he would suggest to her things that she should do to me, depraved things—and I roused to her as I have never roused to another woman, before or since. He told her to lick and suck me until I was crazed with lust, and then to ‘bind’ me. I discovered what this meant when she buckled a leather band around the base of my bite. By this means she kept me hard as a pillar of stone, on the verge of release but unable to achieve it, while she rode me like a wild creature, moaning with one orgasme after another. When she removed the band, I exploded, my sperme shooting like a fountain. She knelt astride my face so that I could pleasure her with my tongue, which I confess I did eagerly, while the man thrust a phallus of polished black marble in and out of her chat. This she then took and pushed into me, rubbing it back and forth inside me and murmuring soft, filthy things until I shot off again . . .” 

She—or rather, they—had their way with Bourgoin until close to dawn. Although the blond man was clearly aroused the entire time, the “demoness” never touched him intimately, nor did he attempt to have relations with her. 

Many times over the intervening years, Bourgoin told me, he has tried to convince himself that it had been a dream, but in his heart, he feels it really happened. When I asked whether he had been drinking that night before he retired, he admitted that he had, but he insisted that he wasn’t so drunk as to have invented such an experience out of whole cloth. 

Bourgoin referred to his nocturnal visitors as “Follets,” a French term that encompasses a panoply of Devilkins, Faeries, and Fauns, including the various types of Sexual Demons—which is to say, Incubi and Succubi—that have reputedly been observed here at Grotte Cachée. The latter, who are said to have unnaturally cool flesh, sustain their life force by capturing the vital energy generated through carnal intercourse with humans. For this reason, they are driven and consumed by no higher purpose than the sin of fleshly lust. As St. Augustine observed of them, “Like the gods, they have corporeal immortality, and passions like human beings.” 

It is not only the occupants of Grotte Cachée whom I will be investigating, but the castle and outbuildings themselves, and of course the cave, to determine whether they are imbued with an aura of evil. Material objects are more susceptible to diabolical infestation than is generally thought, and can only be purified through exorcism. 

As to the particulars of my mission—

During my stay with the Archbishop, he issued an invitation to the local gentry to dine with him, as a pretext to throw me together with the present Seigneur des Ombres, Théophile Morel. Le seigneur, being of advanced years and ill health, sent in his stead his administrator, Bartholomew Archer, who is the grandson of the previously mentioned Lord Henry Archer. 

I introduced myself to him as “David Beckett”—Beckett being my middle name—rather than David Roussel at the suggestion of Monseigneur’s secretary, who informed me that Mr. Archer is known to make inquiries regarding those whom he intends to invite to Grotte Cachée. To be sure, my book is rather obscure, and certainly of interest only to my fellow demonologists, but should Mr. Archer have made the connection between his prospective landscape gardener and the author of Dæmonia, the jig, as they say, would have been up. 

In any event, the ruse was successful. Mr. Archer left his Grace’s dinner party intrigued with the notion of revamping the grounds of Grotte Cachée in accordance with the picturesque ideals in vogue in Britain, and ten days later, today, he sent a barouche to fetch me here. From the moment I entered the château, I became aware of a certain vague light-headedness. I ascribed it to hunger, for it had been some hours since my last meal, but it persisted even after I had dined. If it abates, I shall accredit it to my nervous apprehension at the demands of this covert undertaking. 

Upon my arrival here, I requested an audience with Seigneur des Ombres in order to discuss his landscaping preferences—a ploy, of course, to meet him and take his measure, perhaps discover whether he knows of demoniacal activities at Grotte Cachée, and if so, whether he would cooperate with an exorcism or forbid it. Unfortunately, Mr. Archer insists that le seigneur is too elderly and feeble to meet with me, and that he, Archer, has carte blanche to approve all decisions regarding improvement of the grounds. 

The occupants of the château, aside from the staff, Seigneur des Ombres and Mr. Archer (who actually lives with his wife and infant daughter in a house in the woods called la Maison de Forêt), are one female and three males, all young and evidently unrelated. At dinner this evening, I was introduced to the woman and two of the men by first name only: Lili, who hails, I would venture to say, from somewhere in the Ottoman Empire; Elic, who is remarkably tall, and Scandinavian in appearance, with long hair worn clubbed at the nape; and Inigo, who is of Mediterranean or possibly Gypsy stock. The third man, Darius, who was described to me as “a rather dolesome hermit,” I have yet to meet. 

During our postprandial conversation, I overheard a brief, whispered exchange in French between Lili and Elic. Their words, which concerned myself, had clearly not been intended for my ears. When asked whether I understood French, I replied misleadingly that I had never studied the language in school, which is true. I declined to mention that my father was from France, as were my nanny and nursery governess, and that I had a thorough command of French before I was speaking full sentences in English. 

As for the castle itself, it is of a quadrangular configuration around a courtyard, with corner and postern towers, and appears to have been built several centuries ago of dark volcanic rock. It is tucked deep into a heavily wooded valley beneath looming mountains, including an extinct volcano that houses the cave mentioned by Serges Bourgoin, which I am eager to explore despite Mr. Archer’s admonition that I not venture too far within. 

In his book, Vitturi remarked on the bizarre phantasms one is likely to encounter deep within the cave, which would appear to echo Bourgoin’s experience. I should like to determine the veracity of these reports, and to locate the curious little bedchamber described by Serges Bourgoin, if it indeed exists. I should think I stand a better chance of locating its entrance in the interior of the cave rather than the one in the woods through which Bourgoin gained access. Mr. Archer, however, seemed quite adamant that I avoid a thorough investigation of the cave. Were I to remain within it for longer than was deemed appropriate, I would no doubt be escorted out by le seigneur’s Swiss Guards and banned from reentering. For this reason, it is wisest, I think, to conduct this particular aspect of my investigation under cover of darkness. 

Tonight, after the household has quieted, I shall take a lantern and a compass and explore the cave to as great an extent as practicable—provided I can cross from the castle to the bathhouse, from whence one enters the cave, without being seen, as the moon is quite full tonight. 

Given my disinclination to entrust my correspondence to the hands of strangers, this will likely be the last letter I have the chance to post until I return to England to make a full report in person. 

                                                                        Until then, I remain 

                                                                                                            Your Lordship’s 

                                                                                                                              devoted and humble servant, 

                                                                                                                                                                  David Beckett Roussel 
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