

[image: ]




    Robert Louis Stevenson
 TALES OF 
ADVENTURE
 Introduced by F. R. Hart
 THE BLACK ARROW
TREASURE ISLAND
 The Treasure of Franchard 
The Sire de Maltroits Door
Will othe Mill
 The House of Eld 
The Song of the Morrow

 [image: alt]










    
 			 			Contents

 		 			Introduction
The House of Eld
Will othe Mill
The Sire de Maltroits Door
TREASURE ISLAND
The Treasure of Franchard
THE BLACK ARROW
The Song of the Morrow

 		 	








    
    
  Stevenson: The Two Sindbads

 R.L.S., notes his most recent biographer Ian Bell, wrote tales of adventure. That is true enough, but not the whole truth. Far from it. But the ideas of adventure and of the adventurer haunt his fiction in many guises. The highly unusual collection of stories in this volume shows us the young tale-teller experimenting, trying out his craft. It includes two short fables, three longish short stories, and two long stories which, for want of a better term, we will call novels. They are printed here in the chronological order of composition, so that, should you be so inclined, you can speculate about his artistic development. But such speculation is risky with R.L.S. His restless impulse to strike out in new directions and his habit of returning later to get unfinished work unstuck have frustrated scholars in search of coherent development. Some vent their frustration by faulting him for uncertainty or frivolity. Others impose models that are too conceptual to contain his impulsive genius and that depreciate his early writing.
 Storytelling surrounded Stevenson from childhood, and he was dictating stories to his mother and his nurse Cummie before he was ten. At thirteen, he was editing a schoolboy magazine, and before he was twenty, he was writing stories about the Scottish covenanters. But the discovery of Scotland as his subject was far off in the future. His early published tales reflect foreign interests.
 The fable as a form appealed to him through his career; indeed, Jenni Calder, the author of my favourite study of Stevenson, thinks all of his fiction tends toward fable. The House of Eld and The Song of the Morrow may have been drafted in 1874, though their final versions came only twenty years later. Will o the Mill, a tale of an Alpine village, was written in summer, 1877. The Sire de Maltroits Door, a sketch arising out of the young scholars immersion in late medieval France, followed a few weeks later. Treasure Island, which carries us from the south English coast to a remote tropical isle, was begun at Braemar in summer, 1881, and after a delay when (characteristically) he got stuck in Chapter Sixteen, was finished to meet serialisation deadlines in November in Switzerland. The Treasure of Franchard, an ironic idyll of a French town familiar to him as an artists colony, came a year later. The Black Arrow, an anti-romance of war-torn fifteenth-century England, was tossed off as a serial sequel to Treasure Island in 1883. Stevenson was then thirty-three. In 1884 at Bournemouth he settled down to serious reflection on fiction, and the mature novelist emerged.
 So, these stories belong to his first decade as a man of letters, when he was also publishing essays, travel books, biographical and historical studies, lay sermons, and critical reviews. He was experimenting tirelessly, seeking his form, style and matter. The variety is astonishing; versatility was Stevensons Delilah. His friend and admirer Henry James said:
  it is a delight to read him, and  he renews this delight by a constant variety of experiment  It is just because he has no speciality that Mr Stevenson is an individual  It is easy to believe that if his strength permitted him to be a more abundant writer he would still more frequently play this eminently literary trick  that of dodging off in a new direction.

 Less genial and pluralistic critics, wedded to the norm of consistency, have found this dodging habit a symptom of immaturity or frivolity. James is the better guide.
 Certainly the young writer was eminently literary, passionately committed to learning how to write. What to write, on what subject, in what form, followed after. In the 1870s and 1880s, his options were unsettling, overabundant; the choices hard to make. The literary world he entered was stirred by four currents.
 First, the great practitioners of the mid-Victorian novel were dead or dying, and their mode  realistic, domestic, psychological  seemed restrictive, sterile. A taste arose for non-realistic modes, poetic, fabulous, which Stevenson the aesthetic theorist would later promote under the heading of romance. The term we adopt for this collection, tale, with its connotations of the exotic and the quasi-legendary, recalls that current.
 Second, contemporaneous with, possibly related to the current of romance, was a programme to cultivate prose as an art, to elevate prose to the level of poetry. Its prominent spokesman was Walter Pater. And of the documents generated by this cult of prose style, Travis Merritt singles out Stevensons essay On Style in Literature as far and away the most important  and most amazing for its sheer concentration on verbal method, for specific interest in the texture of language. Stevenson was fascinated by style, and he freely admitted he had trained himself by playing the sedulous ape to an array of past stylists. Before all things he is a writer with a style, wrote James, a model with a complexity of curious and picturesque garments. His denigrators accused him of being a mere mannerist, an eminently literary poseur.
 In our tales you will find a variety of accomplished styles. To be fair to Stevenson the artist in prose, let me gather here a few samples and let them serve as a first introduction to the tales. We can turn then to the more solemn matters beloved of scholastic interpreters, genre and meaning. But linguistic surface is not to be overlooked. As T.S. Eliot once wrote of Tennyson, his surface, his technical accomplishment, is intimate with his depths  By looking innocently at the surface we are most likely to come to the depths.
 In Will o the Mill, the style of quasi-allegorical romantic panorama:
  Year after year went away into nothing, with great explosions and outcries in the cities on the plain: red revolt springing up and being suppressed in blood, battle swaying hither and thither, patient astronomers in observatory towers picking out and christening new stars, plays being performed in lighted theatres, people being carried into hospitals on stretchers, and all the turmoil and agitation of mens lives in crowded centres.

  In The Sire de Maltroits Door, the style of the surreal grotesque:
  His countenance had a strongly masculine cast; not properly human, but such as we see in the bull, the goat, or the domestic boar; something equivocal and wheedling, something greedy, brutal, and dangerous. The upper lip was inordinately full, as though swollen by a blow or a toothache; and the smile, the peaked eyebrows, and the small, strong eyes were quaintly and almost comically evil in expression.

 In Treasure Island, the elegantly simple Augustan style of generalised image and antithesis:
  I followed him in, and I remember observing the contrast the neat, bright doctor, with his powder as white as snow, and his bright, black eyes and pleasant manners, made with the coltish country folk, and above all, with that filthy, heavy, bleared scarecrow of a pirate of ours, sitting far gone in rum, with his arms on the table.

 In The Treasure of Franchard, the style of parodic, playfully inflationary satire:
  So he rattled on, copiously greasing the joint of his inconsistency with words  The Doctor sang, the Doctor whistled, the Doctor talked. He spoke of the woods, and the wars, and the deposition of the dew; he brightened and babbled of Paris; he soared into cloudy bombast on the glories of the political arena.

 In The Black Arrow, the style of pathetic naturalistic impressionism (in striking counterpoint to the pseudo-archaic dialogue):
  The words died in Richards throat. He saw, through tears, the poor old man, bemused with liquor and sorrow, go shambling away, with bowed head, across the snow, and the unnoticed dog whimpering at his heels, and for the first time began to understand the desperate game that we play in life; and how a thing once done is not to be changed or remedied, by any penitence.

 And finally, in the fables  in this case The House of Eld  the scriptural mythical style of incantatory repetition:
  The blood ran backward in his body and his joints rebelled  against him for the love he bore his father; but he heaved up the sword, and plunged it in the heart of the appearance; and the appearance cried aloud in the voice of his father; and fell to the ground; and a little bloodless white thing fled from the room.

 The precocious new stylist raised high expectations among men of letters in London, not always to his advantage.
 The third current of the 70s and 80s was the growth of the institution known as men of letters, professional writers supported by a spate of magazines and reviews, who played multiple cultural roles as refined entertainers, arbiters of tastes, shapers of opinion, even lay moralists for a literate middle-class public that (as John Gross writes) hungered for intellectual guidance. In 1873, new friendships brought twenty-three-year-old Stevenson into a London coterie of men of letters. It was a mixed blessing. True, his new friends brought him status and income. But they also held their own high expectations as to what the promising protg should write. This proved especially troublesome for Stevenson, whose chameleon-like temperament made him peculiarly susceptible to friendly influences. On at least one occasion, he angrily rebelled. His friend Henley had reported that some of their refined circle were distressed to see the gifted R.L.S. serialising hackery in a magazine called Young Folks. Stevenson fired back at those who ask me (as you say they do) to do nothing but refined, high-toned be-jay be-damn masterpieces  Let them write their own damn masterpieces. Let me alone. The hackery in question was Treasure Island.
 In this story of adventure, written for boys and thus freed of the need for psychology or fine writing, he had found the freedom he needed. Not many boys were enthused, but a surprising number of older men, including Stevensons engineer father, were enthralled. The late nineteenth century  and this was the fourth current  saw a great revival of taste for adventure. Perhaps it offered an escape from the growingly repressive, grey utilitarianism of bourgeois culture. Perhaps it served as a romantic propaganda for the imperialism of the day. Certainly it constituted a key impulse in the late Victorian cult of childhood. Whatever the causes, Stevenson rode the wave of adventure.
 What is adventure? Everyone knows, intuitively, vaguely. I like Paul Zweigs evocative definition:
  The cats paw of chance hovers tantalizingly, and suddenly the simplest outcome seems unpredictable. For a brief moment, we are like warriors, charged with the energies of survival, reading every detail of the scene as if it were a sign revealing what was to come  excursions of excitement  vacations from our actual selves.

 I would add Antoine de Saint-Exuperys:
   by the grace of an ordeal in the night which stripped you of all that was not intrinsic, you discovered a mysterious creature born of yourself. Great was this creature, and never shall you forget him. And he is yourself.

 Paradoxes! Adventure means that which comes  but comes how? By chance, yet somehow fated? It joins peril and possibility in a brief, intense island in life, an ordeal, a thrilling challenge. Its opposite is stability, routine, home.
 Adventure is a kind of experience, not a kind of story, and yet in it experience takes on the qualities of story. Adventure is the aboriginal stuff of which stories have been made, at least since the earliest Sindbad the sailor came home to enchant the homebound Sindbad with his fearful quests, encounters, dangers, and escapes. Adventure was Stevensons donne. What he made of it and in what various moods is a more complex matter.
 Our selection hints at the variety. In Treasure Island, Jim Hawkinss home life is suddenly invaded by piracy and violence. A treasure map is found, the ship sails to a desert island, the pirate crew mutinies, and Jim must find extraordinary skill and nerve to outwit the Bad Guys and save his grown-up companions. In The Black Arrow, young Dick Shelton is caught up in a world of war and treachery and survives through all the game-like ordeals of adventure: flight and pursuit, hide and seek, tunnels and mazes, disguises and escapes. He proves himself a warrior and saves his fair maiden. In The Treasure of Franchard, kindly, pedantic Doctor Desprez and his contented wife lead a bucolic existence until the doctor chances on lost treasure in the woods. Their minds fill with eager visions of opulent, adventurous life in Paris. The treasure vanishes, their house and fortune are lost, the treasure reappears, and the chastened couple contentedly stays home. In the two fables, an innocent young person leads a constricted home life, protected in a pleasant castle or fettered by a mysterious gyve. Chance breaks in: a walk in the woods or on the beach; a chance encounter with an unfettered dancing boy or a prophetic old crone. The young boy and girl rebel; the rebellion proves illusory and tragic. The boy discovers guilt; the girl falls into time. Such can be the price of adventure.
 Will o the Mill, in his quiet mountain home, awakens to a desire for the intense, crowded life of the cities on the plain. After an encounter with a disillusioned, fat young man, he chooses not to pay the price, stays home, and even retreats from marriage to the girl he loves. His is a story of adventures that never happen  until the end. The young cavalier of The Sire de Maltroits Door must pay the price or die. His story is of the essence of adventure. Surrounded by enemies in a strange town, he visits a friend and becomes lost in a dark maze of narrow streets: It is an eerie and mysterious position to be thus submerged in opaque blackness in an almost unknown town. The silence is terrifying in its possibilities. A chapter of accidents ensues to make this night memorable above all others in his career. Trapped in a lane, he backs through the door and finds himself locked in a noble house, where he is expected by the proud, evil Sire. It is a mistake, but the Sire doesnt care, and the young man learns that his only escape from death is through marriage to the Sires lovely, lovable niece. He accepts his fate. His evil new uncle chuckles.
 What are we to make of this? Would he indeed, as we are told at the start, have done better to remain beside the fire or go decently to bed, as Will would have done? Are we to seek any meaning? Is this simply a case of the strangest oddities and revolutions in our sublunary things? Is this that elusive thing some critics call pure story? If not, what kind of story is it?
 These problems  and they are connected  have nagged critics ever since R.L.S. first puzzled them with his shifts in mode and seeming evasions of consistent meaning. Will o the Mill offers an intriguing case study. Its first publisher felt reservations about the storys indeterminate hovering between realism and allegory. David Daiches, the wise pioneer of modern Stevenson studies, calls it pure allegory and complains, The charm of the situation interested Stevenson as much as its meaning, with the result that the picture of rustic living is filled out in idyllic detail until the shape of the allegory is almost lost. (Daiches perceives the same problem  if it is one  in Franchard.) But what indications are there that Will began with a purely allegorical intention? And isnt the charm of Wills situation essential to the meaning?
 Jenni Calder finds Will a puzzling story, part fable, part impression of an unfulfilled existence. Why not both? The American critic Robert Kiely is not puzzled: Will is one of Stevensons finest short stories, a fable with a complex moral about living death and self-deceptive illusion. Henry James believes in puzzlement: Will is an exquisite little story with that most fascinating quality a work of imagination can have  a dash of alternative mystery as to its meaning, an air (the air of life itself), of half inviting, half defying you to interpret. James is the safest guide for a reader who wonders what and how much Stevensons tales of adventure mean.
 What of Treasure Island? Shall we accept and celebrate it as sheer story, pure adventure, or praise it for transforming mere adventure into something of thematic complexity? Must we find either no meaning or too much? At one extreme are those like Kiely for whom the book is unhampered or unencumbered by symbolic burden or moral pattern: To try to speak seriously of good or evil in Treasure Island is almost as irrelevant as attempting to assign moral value in a baseball game. At the other extreme are those for whom it is a parable replete with archetypes of mutilated fathers, thematic explorations of power, loyalty and duty, and of course dominated by that persistent phantom of Stevenson interpretation, the lovable, glittering scoundrel in the shape of Long John Silver. For such zealous exegetes, the story is remembered for its complex bond between Silver and Jim.
 And here is an interesting problem in the reading of Treasure Island, akin to the problem of reading Stevensons other best remembered story, Jekyll and Hyde. These two have long since passed into that public domain of world story, half myths, half youthful memories, in the minds of countless people who know them from some forgotten source, version or hearsay, and who have, in the mysterious workings of memory, transformed them into personal fables. No mere introduction can, or perhaps should, dislodge such fables. I would simply urge that the story itself deserves a close, fresh look. Please pause and take your own look before even considering mine.
 My Treasure Island begins with the perception of the Spanish philosopher Fernando Savater (in Childhood Regained) that the storys most disconcerting character is Jim Hawkins. He is not a good boy, nor does he play at pirates. He is a creature of impulse, of reckless notions he cant account for and was wrong to follow, but which, as he often brags, result in the salvation of his friends. His most common emotions are terror, horror, disgust and sadness at adventures in which seventeen men are killed in the quest for treasure that does no one much good. From the start, his involvement with pirates causes him monstrous nightmares and abominable fancies. Only once, early on, does he indulge in daydreams of adventure, but in all my fancies, nothing occurred to me so strange and tragic as our actual adventures. At first sight he hates the very thought of Treasure Island. After accidentally (?) shooting the pirate Israel Hands, he has horror  on my mind, but it is mitigated now by the habit of tragedy. Horror and black despair return. The only emotion sometimes stronger than fear is his curiosity. His notions carry him away. His only pure, extended adventure is Part V, when he is on his own and sets out in a coracle, commandeers the ship with bravura, hides it, and then is overwhelmed with desire to get back to the stockade and boast. He is truly a young Odysseus.
 What of his bond with Silver? When, hidden in a barrel, he overhears Silvers plans, he thinks him an abominable old rogue whom, if I had been able to I would have killed. Later he grudgingly admires Silvers skill and nerve and feels pity at the thought of the dark gibbet that awaits him. Jims only extended interaction with Silver is Part VI  the last, and hence most easily remembered  when he equals Silver in the deal-making of sea lawyers. The bond between them is one of mutual protection. Jims Silver is a clever, brave imposter, hypocrite, murderer, and traitor, whose only ambition is to get rich, become more genteel, go home, and set up as a gentleman with a coach and a seat in parliament, no worse than many another ex-colonial imperialist desperado.
 For all of Jims boasting, it is Doctor Livesey who makes the deal that saves them, who risks his life to care for sick and wounded pirates, and who would remain behind on the island if he thought the marooned pirates were ill. And Ben Gunn, the half-idiot maroon, was the hero from beginning to end in setting up the climactic trap. After the homecoming, we learn from Jim only that Silver has at last gone clean out of my life and that Jim retains of the adventure only his worst dreams of that accursed island.
 But of course, our story is not the same as Jims horrific adventure. He is Sindbad the sailor, and we are the landbound Sindbads enthralled safely at home. And my text can never quite be anyone elses. One hallmark of a true classic is that it can sustain and survive many readings and still claim a consensus that it is a supreme and deathless story, one of the best ever told, loved by Gladstone, about the only book Yeatss seafaring grandfather ever found any satisfaction in reading, and for a student of mine, a tough, literal-minded cab-driver, the best book I ever read. I was fortunate  or unfortunate?  never to have read it as a boy, never read it until I was a jaded English professor, and then found it spellbinding, and still do.
 The Black Arrow has no such reputation, if it has any reputation at all. Critics usually ignore it, quoting R.L.S. himself, often his own most deprecatory judge, that it is Tushery, by the mass! Ay, friend, a whole tale of tushery. He wrote it fast, hence perhaps could not trust it, and could not bring himself to read it. Yet, its Young Folks readers preferred it to Treasure Island; it raised circulation by many hundreds of copies a week; and a later printing in America, reports the editor McClure, brought in more money than any other serial novel we ever syndicated. Some astute contemporaries thought it his best book so far, and the historian G.M. Trevelyan praised it as a good historical novel which reads like the outcome of an eager and imaginative study of the Paston letters, the correspondence of a fifteenth-century Norfolk family, a favourite book of Stevensons. The Black Arrow is his sole sustained novel of history, set in the socially brutal, politically chaotic, morally anarchic century which Stevenson had long studied and which had likewise intrigued and repelled Walter Scott in Quentin Durward. The difference is that Stevenson viewed history chiefly as tragic farce. In no other book is what he called the profound underlying pessimism of the Stevensons, their sense of the tragedy of life, more apparent.
 The first-time reader should at least try to read past the pseudo-Shakespearian style of the dialogue and overlook the hasty lapses in plotting. Stevenson had trouble remembering what he had written. And appropriately, his young protagonist Dick Shelton is so often oppressed by the memory of his adventures that he survives by forgetting and repeatedly running away from them. Escapism, yes. The escapism of moral desperation.
 The intricate plot, no doubt all in all for the Young Folks, is a headlong dramatic enactment of dark and dubious battles, bloody ambushes, terrified flights, catastrophic follies (notably Dicks), swithering loyalties, and betrayals of trust. Dick is helplessly implicated with four adventurers, four variations on John Silver: his opportunistic guardian Brackley; his protector Duckworth, the Robin Hood, who is as piratical and oppressive as Brackley; his drunken ally Will Lawless, who admits, If my bottle were empty and my mouth dry, I would rob you, dear child, as sure as I love, honour, and admire your parts and person!; and climactically, the brilliant, ruthless Diccon Crook-back, on his way to becoming Richard III. All four are unabashedly candid about their self-serving cynicism. Not surprisingly, Dicks moods and responses fill increasingly with moral perplexity, helpless pity, remorse, and bitter regret. The ebullient adolescent of the start  Give me to hunt and to fight and to feast and to live with jolly foresters  becomes the ambivalent partisan, plunged in gloom, who confesses his crimes and follies: I am unfit for life. His confessor, a sprightly, ironic girl, laughs and forgives him. The story closes with acts of forgiveness.
 The only clear lessons of The Black Arrow are identical with those of Stevensons Prince Otto  not surprising, since The Black Arrow was turned out in a two-month vacation from his long labours on Otto. In their worlds, Dick and Otto both learn, nobody does right. The only salvation is forgiveness, of others, of ourselves. The only stability for Dick is his love for Joanna, the girl companion whose rescue and protection are Dicks only true goals throughout the story. It is surprising to find romantic love at the centre of Stevensonian adventure. Women were generally excluded. Stevenson knew he could not deal frankly with romantic passion; on the pages of Victorian magazines, only mums and maidens were welcome:
  With all my romance, I am a realist and a prosaist, and a most fanatical lover of plain physical sensations plainly and expressly rendered; hence my perils. To do love in the same spirit as I did (for instance) D. Balfours fatigue in the heather [in Kidnapped]; my dear sir, there were grossness  ready made!

  So Dick and Joanna are permitted only a loving presexual friendship. But the idea  love, friendship, forgiveness as the only trustworthy code  is nonetheless central.
 The rest of adventure is now seen simply as the desperate game we play in life. But not for the first time. My lasting impression of Stevenson the tale-teller of adventure is of the radical ambivalence he felt for his subject. There were two Sindbads in him: one the restless sailor; the other the landsman, who would stay home if only he could find the home to stay in, safely distant, like Dick and Joanna in their greenwoods, from the desperate game. Thus, it seems fitting to place Jim Hawkins and Dick Shelton in the strange company of the unadventurous Will, the amiable pedant of mediocrity Doctor Desprez, the hapless rebel of The House of Eld, and the princess who learns that the song of the morrow simply turns her into the crone on the beach. She had better have remained home in her Lady of Shalott cloister, like those ambivalent lotus-eaters Will and Desprez. Yet, had the young cavalier stayed home, gone decently to bed, and not backed through the Sire de Maltroits door, he would not have found his love.
 In the face of this ambivalence at the heart of adventure, we are left with the wicked Sires enigmatic chirp and chuckle, with the caustic Casimirs equally enigmatic Tiens! at the end of Franchard, and with Henry Jamess amiable evocation of the author, half inviting, half defying you to interpret.
 Francis Russell Hart
 


  
  





    
  The House of Eld

 
 
 










 The House of Eld
 so soon as the child began to speak, the gyve was riveted; and the boys and girls limped about their play like convicts. Doubtless it was more pitiable to see and more painful to bear in youth; but even the grown folk, besides being very unhandy on their feet, were often sick with ulcers.
 About the time when Jack was ten years old, many strangers began to journey through that country. These he beheld going lightly by on the long roads, and the thing amazed him. I wonder how it comes, he asked, that all these strangers are so quick afoot, and we must drag about our fetter?
 My dear boy, said his uncle, the catechist, do not complain about your fetter, for it is the only thing that makes life worth living. None are happy, none are good, none are respectable, that are not gyved like us. And I must tell you, besides, it is very dangerous talk. If you grumble of your iron, you will have no luck; if ever you take it off, you will be instantly smitten by a thunderbolt.
 Are there no thunderbolts for these strangers? asked Jack.
 Jupiter is long-suffering to the benighted, returned the catechist.
 Upon my word, I could wish I had been less fortunate, said Jack. For if I had been born benighted, I might now be going free; and it cannot be denied the iron is inconvenient, and the ulcer hurts.
 Ah! cried his uncle, do not envy the heathen! Theirs is a sad lot! Ah, poor souls, if they but knew the joys of being fettered! Poor souls, my heart yearns for them. But the truth is they are vile, odious, insolent, ill-conditioned, stinking brutes, not truly human  for what is a man without a fetter?  and you cannot be too particular not to touch or speak with them.
 After this talk, the child would never pass one of the unfettered on the road but what he spat at him and called him names, which was the practice of the children in that part.
 It chanced one day, when he was fifteen, he went into the woods, and the ulcer pained him. It was a fair day, with a blue sky; all the birds were singing; but Jack nursed his foot. Presently, another song began; it sounded like the singing of a person, only far more gay; at the same time there was a beating on the earth. Jack put aside the leaves; and there was a lad of his own village, leaping, and dancing and singing to himself in a green dell; and on the grass beside him lay the dancers iron.
 Oh! cried Jack, you have your fetter off!
 For Gods sake, dont tell your uncle! cried the lad.
 If you fear my uncle, returned Jack, why do you not fear the thunderbolt?
 That is only an old wives tale, said the other. It is only told to children. Scores of us come here among the woods and dance for nights together, and are none the worse.
 This put Jack in a thousand new thoughts. He was a grave lad; he had no mind to dance himself; he wore his fetter manfully, and tended his ulcer without complaint. But he loved the less to be deceived or to see others cheated. He began to lie in wait for heathen travellers, at covert parts of the road, and in the dusk of the day, so that he might speak with them unseen; and these were greatly taken with their wayside questioner, and told him things of weight. The wearing of gyves (they said) was no command of Jupiters. It was the contrivance of a white-faced thing, a sorcerer, that dwelt in that country in the Wood of Eld. He was one like Glaucus that could change his shape, yet he could be always told; for when he was crossed, he gobbled like a turkey. He had three lives; but the third smiting would make an end of him indeed; and with that his house of sorcery would vanish, the gyves fall, and the villagers take hands and dance like children.
 And in your country? Jack would ask.
  But at this the travellers, with one accord, would put him off; until Jack began to suppose there was no land entirely happy. Or, if there were, it must be one that kept its folk at home; which was natural enough.
 But the case of the gyves weighed upon him. The sight of the children limping stuck in his eyes; the groans of such as dressed their ulcers haunted him. And it came at last in his mind that he was born to free them.
 There was in that village a sword of heavenly forgery, beaten upon Vulcans anvil. It was never used but in the temple, and then the flat of it only; and it hung on a nail by the catechists chimney. Early one night, Jack rose, and took the sword, and was gone out of the house and the village in the darkness.
 All night he walked at a venture; and when day came, he met strangers going to the fields. Then he asked after the Wood of Eld and the house of sorcery; and one said north, and one south; until Jack saw that they deceived him. So then, when he asked his way of any man, he showed the bright sword naked; and at that the gyve on the mans ankle rang, and answered in his stead; and the word was still Straight on. But the man, when his gyve spoke, spat and struck at Jack, and threw stones at him as he went away; so that his head was broken.
 So he came to that wood, and entered in, and he was aware of a house in a low place, where funguses grew, and the trees met, and the steaming of the marsh arose about it like a smoke. It was a fine house, and a very rambling; some parts of it were ancient like the hills, and some but of yesterday, and none finished; and all the ends of it were open, so that you could go in from every side. Yet it was in good repair, and all the chimneys smoked.
 Jack went in through the gable; and there was one room after another, all bare, but all furnished in part, so that a man could dwell there; and in each there was a fire burning, where a man could warm himself, and a table spread where he might eat. But Jack saw nowhere any living creature; only the bodies of some stuffed.
 This is a hospitable house, said Jack; but the ground must be quaggy underneath, for at every step the building quakes.
 He had gone some time in the house, when he began to be hungry. Then he looked at the food, and at first he was afraid; but he bared the sword, and by the shining of the sword, it seemed the food was honest. So he took the courage to sit down and eat, and he was refreshed in mind and body.
 This is strange, thought he, that in the house of sorcery there should be food so wholesome.
 As he was yet eating, there came into that room the appearance of his uncle, and Jack was afraid because he had taken the sword. But his uncle was never more kind, and sat down to meat with him, and praised him because he had taken the sword. Never had these two been more pleasantly together, and Jack was full of love to the man.
 It was very well done, said his uncle, to take the sword and come yourself into the House of Eld; a good thought and a brave deed. But now you are satisfied; and we may go home to dinner arm in arm.
 Oh, dear, no! said Jack. I am not satisfied yet.
 How! cried his uncle. Are you not warmed by the fire? Does not this food sustain you?
 I see the food to be wholesome, said Jack; and still it is no proof that a man should wear a gyve on his right leg.
 Now at this the appearance of his uncle gobbled like a turkey.
 Jupiter! cried Jack, is this the sorcerer?
 His hand held back and his heart failed him for the love he bore his uncle; but he heaved up the sword and smote the appearance on the head; and it cried out aloud with the voice of his uncle; and fell to the ground; and a little bloodless white thing fled from the room.
 The cry rang in Jacks ears, and his knees smote together, and conscience cried upon him; and yet he was strengthened, and there woke in his bones the lust of that enchanters blood. If the gyves are to fall, said he, I must go through with this, and when I get home I shall find my uncle dancing.
 So he went on after the bloodless thing. In the way, he met the appearance of his father; and his father was incensed, and railed upon him, and called to him upon his duty, and bade him be home, while there was yet time. For you can still, said he, be home by sunset; and then all will be forgiven.
 God knows, said Jack, I fear your anger; but yet your anger does not prove that a man should wear a gyve on his right leg.
 And at that the appearance of his father gobbled like a turkey.
 Ah, heaven, cried Jack, the sorcerer again!
 The blood ran backward in his body and his joints rebelled against him for the love he bore his father; but he heaved up the sword, and plunged it in the heart of the appearance; and the appearance cried out aloud with the voice of his father; and fell to the ground; and a little bloodless white thing fled from the room.
 The cry rang in Jacks ears, and his soul was darkened; but now rage came to him. I have done what I dare not think upon, said he. I will go to an end with it, or perish. And when I get home, I pray God this may be a dream, and I may find my father dancing.
 So he went on after the bloodless thing that had escaped; and in the way he met the appearance of his mother, and she wept. What have you done? she cried. What is this that you have done? Oh, come home (where you may be by bedtime) ere you do more ill to me and mine; for it is enough to smite my brother and your father.
 Dear mother, it is not these that I have smitten, said Jack; it was but the enchanter in their shape. And even if I had, it would not prove that a man should wear a gyve on his right leg.
 And at this the appearance gobbled like a turkey.
 He never knew how he did that; but he swung the sword on the one side, and clove the appearance through the midst; and it cried out aloud with the voice of his mother; and fell to the ground; and with the fall of it, the house was gone from over Jacks head, and he stood alone in the woods, and the gyve was loosened from his leg.
 Well, said he, the enchanter is now dead, and the fetter gone. But the cries rang in his soul, and the day was like night to him. This has been a sore business, said he. Let me get forth out of the wood, and see the good that I have done to others.
 He thought to leave the fetter where it lay, but when he turned to go, his mind was otherwise. So he stooped and put the gyve in his bosom; and the rough iron galled him as he went, and his bosom bled.
 Now when he was forth of the wood upon the highway, he met folk returning from the field; and those he met had no fetter on the right leg, but, behold! they had one upon the left. Jack asked them what it signified; and they said, that was the new wear, for the old was found to be a superstition. Then he looked at them nearly; and there was a new ulcer on the left ankle, and the old one on the right was not yet healed.
 Now, may God forgive me! cried Jack. I would I were well home.
 And when he was home, there lay his uncle smitten on the head, and his father pierced through the heart, and his mother cloven through the midst. And he sat in the lone house and wept beside the bodies.
 
  MORAL  
  

 Old is the tree and the fruit good,
 Very old and thick the wood.
 Woodman, is your courage stout?
 Beware! the root is wrapped about
 Your mothers heart, your fathers bones;
 And like the mandrake comes with groans.
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 Will othe Mill
 THE PLAIN AND THE STARS
 THE Mill where Will lived with his adopted parents stood in a falling valley between pine-woods and great mountains. Above, hill after hill soared upwards until they soared out of the depth of the hardiest timber, and stood naked against the sky. Some way up, a long grey village lay like a seam or a rag of vapour on a wooded hillside; and when the wind was favourable, the sound of the church bells would drop down, thin and silvery, to Will. Below, the valley grew ever steeper and steeper, and at the same time widened out on either hand; and from an eminence beside the mill it was possible to see its whole length and away beyond it over a wide plain, where the river turned and shone, and moved on from city to city on its voyage towards the sea. It chanced that over this valley there lay a pass into a neighbouring kingdom, so that, quiet and rural as it was, the road that ran along beside the river was a high thoroughfare between two splendid and powerful societies. All through the summer, travelling-carriages came crawling up, or went plunging briskly downwards past the mill; and as it happened that the other side was very much easier of ascent, the path was not much frequented, except by people going in one direction; and of all the carriages that Will saw go by, five-sixths were plunging briskly downwards and only one-sixth crawling up. Much more was this the case with foot-passengers. All the light-footed tourists, all the pedlars laden with strange wares, were tending downward like the river that accompanied their path. Nor was this all; for when Will was yet a child a disastrous war arose over a great part of the world. The newspapers were full of defeats and victories, the earth rang with cavalry hoofs, and often for days together and for miles around the coil of battle terrified good people from their labours in the field. Of all this, nothing was heard for a long time in the valley; but at last one of the commanders pushed an army over the pass by forced marches, and for three days horse and foot, cannon and tumbril, drum and standard, kept pouring downward past the mill. All day the child stood and watched them on their passage  the rhythmical stride, the pale, unshaven faces tanned about the eyes, the discoloured regimentals and the tattered flags, filled him with a sense of weariness, pity, and wonder; and all night long, after he was in bed, he could hear the cannon pounding and the feet trampling, and the great armament sweeping onward and downward past the mill. No one in the valley ever heard the fate of the expedition, for they lay out of the way of gossip in those troublous times; but Will saw one thing plainly, that not a man returned. Whither had they all gone? whither went all the tourists and pedlars with strange wares? whither all the brisk barouches with servants in the dicky? whither the water of the stream, ever coursing downward and ever renewed from above? Even the wind blew oftener down the valley, and carried the dead leaves along with it in the fall. It seemed like a great conspiracy of things animate and inanimate; they all went downward, fleetly and gaily downward, and only he, it seemed, remained behind, like a stock upon the wayside. It sometimes made him glad when he noticed how the fishes kept their heads up stream. They, at least, stood faithfully by him, while all else were posting downward to the unknown world.
 One evening he asked the miller where the river went.
 It goes down the valley, answered he, and turns a power of mills  six-score mills, they say, from here to Unterdeck  and it none the wearier after all. And then it goes out into the lowlands, and waters the great corn country, and runs through a sight of fine cities (so they say) where kings live all alone in great palaces, with a sentry walking up and down before the door. And it goes under bridges with stone men upon them, looking down and smiling so curious at the water, and living folks leaning their elbows on the wall and looking over too. And then it goes on and on, and down through marshes and sands, until at last it falls into the sea, where the ships are that bring parrots and tobacco from the Indies. Ay, it has a long trot before it as it goes singing over our weir, bless its heart!
 And what is the sea? asked Will.
 The sea! cried the miller. Lord help us all, it is the greatest thing God made! That is where all the water in the world runs down into a great salt lake. There it lies, as flat as my hand and as innocent-like as a child; but they do say when the wind blows it gets up into water-mountains bigger than any of ours, and swallows down great ships bigger than our mill, and makes such a roaring that you can hear it miles away upon the land. There are great fish in it five times bigger than a bull, and one old serpent as long as our river and as old as all the world, with whiskers like a man, and a crown of silver on her head.
 Will thought he had never heard anything like this, and he kept on asking question after question about the world that lay away down the river, with all its perils and marvels, until the old miller became quite interested himself, and at last took him by the hand and led him to the hill-top that overlooks the valley and the plain. The sun was near setting, and hung low down in a cloudless sky. Everything was defined and glorified in golden light. Will had never seen so great an expanse of country in his life; he stood and gazed with all his eyes. He could see the cities, and the woods and fields, and the bright curves of the river, and far away to where the rim of the plain trenched along the shining heavens. An overmastering emotion seized upon the boy, soul and body; his heart beat so thickly that he could not breathe; the scene swam before his eyes; the sun seemed to wheel round and round, and throw off, as it turned, strange shapes which disappeared with the rapidity of thought, and were succeeded by others. Will covered his face with his hands, and burst into a violent fit of tears; and the poor miller, sadly disappointed and perplexed, saw nothing better for it than to take him up in his arms and carry him home in silence.
 From that day forward Will was full of new hopes and longings. Something kept tugging at his heartstrings; the running water carried his desires along with it as he dreamed over its fleeting surface; the wind, as it ran over innumerable tree-tops, hailed him with encouraging words; branches beckoned downward; the open road, as it shouldered round the angles and went turning and vanishing faster and faster down the valley, tortured him with its solicitations. He spent long whiles on the eminence, looking down the rivershed and abroad on the flat lowlands, and watched the clouds that travelled forth upon the sluggish wind and trailed their purple shadows on the plain; or he would linger by the wayside, and follow the carriages with his eyes as they rattled downward by the river. It did not matter what it was; everything that went that way, were it cloud or carriage, bird or brown water in the stream, he felt his heart flow out after it in an ecstasy of longing.
 We are told by men of science that all the ventures of mariners on the sea, all that counter-marching of tribes and races that confounds old history with its dust and rumour, sprang from nothing more abstruse than the laws of supply and demand, and a certain natural instinct for cheap rations. To any one thinking deeply, this will seem a dull and pitiful explanation. The tribes that came swarming out of the North and East, if they were indeed pressed onward from behind by others, were drawn at the same time by the magnetic influence of the South and West. The fame of other lands had reached them; the name of the eternal city rang in their ears; they were not colonists, but pilgrims; they travelled towards wine and gold and sunshine, but their hearts were set on something higher. That divine unrest, that old stinging trouble of humanity that makes all high achievements and all miserable failure, the same that spread wings with Icarus, the same that sent Columbus into the desolate Atlantic, inspired and supported these barbarians on their perilous march. There is one legend which profoundly represents their spirit, of how a flying party of these wanderers encountered a very old man shod with iron. The old man asked them whither they were going; and they answered with one voice: To the Eternal City! He looked upon them gravely. I have sought it, he said, over the most part of the world. Three such pairs as I now carry on my feet have I worn out upon this pilgrimage, and now the fourth is growing slender underneath my steps. And all this while I have not found the city. And he turned and went his own way alone, leaving them astonished.
 And yet this would scarcely parallel the intensity of Wills feeling for the plain. If he could only go far enough out there, he felt as if his eyesight would be purged and clarified, as if his hearing would grow more delicate, and his very breath would come and go with luxury. He was transplanted and withering where he was; he lay in a strange country and was sick for home. Bit by bit, he pieced together broken notions of the world below; of the river, ever moving and growing until it sailed forth into the majestic ocean; of the cities, full of brisk and beautiful people, playing fountains, bands of music and marble palaces, and lighted up at night from end to end with artificial stars of gold; of the great churches, wise universities, brave armies, and untold money lying stored in vaults; of the high-flying vice that moved in the sunshine, and the stealth and swiftness of midnight murder. I have said he was sick as if for home: the figure halts. He was like some one lying in twilit, formless pre-existence, and stretching out his hands lovingly towards many-coloured, many-sounding life. It was no wonder he was unhappy, he would go and tell the fish; they were made for their life, wished for no more than worms and running water, and a hole below a falling bank; but he was differently designed, full of desires and aspirations, itching at the fingers, lusting with the eyes, whom the whole variegated world could not satisfy with aspects. The true life, the true bright sunshine, lay far out upon the plain. And O! to see this sunlight once before he died! to move with a jocund spirit in a golden land! to hear the trained singers and sweet church bells, and see the holiday gardens! And  fish! he would cry, if you would only turn your noses down stream, you could swim so easily into the fabled waters and see the vast ships passing over your head like clouds, and hear the great water-hills making music over you all day long! But the fish kept looking patiently in their own direction, until Will hardly knew whether to laugh or cry.
  Hitherto the traffic on the road had passed by Will, like something seen in a picture: he had perhaps exchanged salutations with a tourist, or caught sight of an old gentleman in a travelling-cap at a carriage window; but for the most part it had been a mere symbol, which he contemplated from apart and with something of a superstitious feeling. A time came at last when this was to be changed. The miller, who was a greedy man in his way, and never forewent an opportunity of honest profit, turned the millhouse into a little wayside inn, and, several pieces of good fortune falling in opportunely, built stables and got the position of post master on the road. It now became Wills duty to wait upon people, as they sat to break their fasts in the little arbour at the top of the mill garden; and you may be sure that he kept his ears open, and learned many new things about the outside world as he brought the omelette or the wine. Nay, he would often get into conversation with single guests, and by adroit questions and polite attention, not only gratify his own curiosity, but win the goodwill of the travellers. Many complimented the old couple on their serving-boy; and a professor was eager to take him away with him, and have him properly educated in the plain. The miller and his wife were mightily astonished and even more pleased. They thought it a very good thing that they should have opened their inn. You see, the old man would remark, he has a kind of talent for a publican; he never would have made anything else! And so life wagged on in the valley, with high satisfaction to all concerned but Will. Every carriage that left the inn-door seemed to take a part of him away with it; and when people jestingly offered him a lift, he could with difficulty command his emotion. Night after night he would dream that he was awakened by flustered servants, and that a splendid equipage waited at the door to carry him down into the plain; night after night; until the dream, which had seemed all jollity to him at first, began to take on a colour of gravity, and the nocturnal summons and waiting equipage occupied a place in his mind as something to be both feared and hoped for.
 One day, when Will was about sixteen, a fat young man arrived at sunset to pass the night. He was a contented-looking fellow, with a jolly eye, and carried a knapsack. While dinner was preparing, he sat in the arbour to read a book; but as soon as he had begun to observe Will, the book was laid aside; he was plainly one of those who prefer living people to people made of ink and paper. Will, on his part, although he had not been much interested in the stranger at first sight, soon began to take a great deal of pleasure in his talk, which was full of good-nature and good-sense, and at last conceived a great respect for his character and wisdom. They sat far into the night; and about two in the morning Will opened his heart to the young man, and told him how he longed to leave the valley and what bright hopes he had connected with the cities of the plain. The young man whistled, and then broke into a smile.
 My young friend, he remarked, you are a very curious little fellow, to be sure, and wish a great many things which you will never get. Why, you would feel quite ashamed if you knew how the little fellows in these fairy cities of yours are all after the same sort of nonsense, and keep breaking their hearts to get up into the mountains. And let me tell you, those who go down into the plains are a very short while there before they wish themselves heartily back again. The air is not so light nor so pure; nor is the sun any brighter. As for the beautiful men and women, you would see many of them in rags and many of them deformed with horrible disorders; and a city is so hard a place for people who are poor and sensitive that many choose to die by their own hand.
 You must think me very simple, answered Will. Although I have never been out of this valley, believe me, I have used my eyes. I know how one thing lives on another; for instance, how the fish hangs in the eddy to catch his fellows; and the shepherd, who makes so pretty a picture carrying home the lamb, is only carrying it home for dinner. I do not expect to find all things right in your cities. That is not what troubles me; it might have been that once upon a time; but although I have lived here always, I have asked many questions and learned a great deal in these last years, and certainly enough to cure me of my old fancies. But you would not have me die like a dog and not see all that is to be seen, and do all that a man can do, let it be good or evil? you would not have me spend all my days between this road here and the river, and not so much as make a motion to be up and live my life?  I would rather die out of hand, he cried, than linger on as I am doing.
 Thousands of people, said the young man, live and die like you, and are none the less happy.
 Ah! said Will, if there are thousands who would like, why should not one of them have my place?
 It was quite dark; there was a hanging lamp in the arbour which lit up the table and the faces of the speakers; and along the arch, the leaves upon the trellis stood out illuminated against the night sky, a pattern of transparent green upon a dusky purple. The fat young man rose, and, taking Will by the arm, led him out under the open heavens.
 Did you ever look at the stars? he asked, pointing upwards.
 Often and often, answered Will.
 And do you know what they are?
 I have fancied many things.
 They are worlds like ours, said the young man. Some of them less; many of them a million times greater; and some of the least sparkles that you see are not only worlds, but whole clusters of worlds turning about each other in the midst of space. We do not know what there may be in any of them; perhaps the answer to all our difficulties or the cure of all our sufferings: and yet we can never reach them; not all the skill of the craftiest of men can fit out a ship for the nearest of these our neighbours, nor would the life of the most aged suffice for such a journey. When a great battle has been lost or a dear friend is dead, when we are hipped or in high spirits, there they are unweariedly shining overhead. We may stand down here, a whole army of us together, and shout until we break our hearts, and not a whisper reaches them. We may climb the highest mountain, and we are no nearer them. All we can do is to stand down here in the garden and take off our hats; the starshine lights upon our heads, and where mine is a little bald, I dare say you can see it glisten in the darkness. The mountain and the mouse. That is like to be all we shall ever have to do with Arcturus or Aldebaran. Can you apply a parable? he added, laying his hand upon Wills shoulder. It is not the same thing as a reason, but usually vastly more convincing.
 Will hung his head a little, and then raised it once more to heaven. The stars seemed to expand and emit a sharper brilliancy; and as he kept turning his eyes higher and higher, they seemed to increase in multitude under his gaze.
 I see, he said, turning to the young man. We are in a rat-trap.
 Something of that size. Did you ever see a squirrel turning in a cage? and another squirrel sitting philosophically over his nuts? I neednt ask you which of them looked more of a fool.
 THE PARSONS MARJORY
 After some years the old people died, both in one winter, very carefully tended by their adopted son, and very quietly mourned when they were gone. People who had heard of his roving fancies supposed he would hasten to sell the property, and go down the river to push his fortunes. But there was never any sign of such an intention on the part of Will. On the contrary, he had the inn set on a better footing, and hired a couple of servants to assist him in carrying it on; and there he settled down, a kind, talkative, inscrutable young man, six feet three in his stockings, with an iron constitution and a friendly voice. He soon began to take rank in the district as a bit of an oddity: it was not much to be wondered at from the first, for he was always full of notions, and kept calling the plainest common sense in question; but what most raised the report upon him was the odd circumstance of his courtship with the parsons Marjory.
 The parsons Marjory was a lass about nineteen, when Will would be about thirty; well enough looking, and much better educated than any other girl in that part of the country, as became her parentage. She held her head very high, and had already refused several offers of marriage with a grand air, which had got her hard names among the neighbours. For all that she was a good girl, and one that would have made any man well contented.
 Will had never seen much of her; for although the church and parsonage were only two miles from his own door, he was never known to go there but on Sundays. It chanced, however, that the parsonage fell into disrepair, and had to be dismantled; and the parson and his daughter took lodgings for a month or so, on very much reduced terms, at Wills inn. Now, what with the inn, and the mill, and the old millers savings, our friend was a man of substance; and besides that, he had a name for good temper and shrewdness which make a capital portion in marriage; and so it was currently gossiped, among their ill-wishers, that the parson and his daughter had not chosen their temporary lodging with their eyes shut. Will was about the last man in the world to be cajoled or frightened into marriage. You had only to look into his eyes, limpid and still like pools of water, and yet with a sort of clear light that seemed to come from within, and you would understand at once that here was one who knew his own mind, and would stand to it immovably. Marjory herself was no weakling by her looks, with strong, steady eyes and a resolute and quiet bearing. It might be a question whether she was not Wills match in steadfastness, after all, or which of them would rule the roast in marriage. But Marjory had never given it a thought, and accompanied her father with the most unshaken innocence and unconcern.
 The season was still so early that Wills customers were few and far between; but the lilacs were already flowering, and the weather was so mild that the party took dinner under the trellis, with the noise of the river in their ears and the woods ringing about them with the songs of birds. Will soon began to take a particular pleasure in these dinners. The parson was rather a dull companion, with a habit of dozing at table; but nothing rude or cruel ever fell from his lips. And as for the parsons daughter, she suited her surroundings with the best grace imaginable; and whatever she said seemed so pat and pretty that Will conceived a great idea of her talents. He could see her face, as she leaned forward, against a background of rising pinewoods; her eyes shone peaceably; the light lay around her hair like a kerchief; something that was hardly a smile rippled her pale cheeks, and Will could not contain himself from gazing on her in an agreeable dismay. She looked, even in her quietest moments, so complete in herself, and so quick with life down to her finger-tips and the very skirts of her dress, that the remainder of created things became no more than a blot by comparison; and if Will glanced away from her to her surroundings, the trees looked inanimate and senseless, the clouds hung in heaven like dead things, and even the mountain-tops were disenchanted. The whole valley could not compare in looks with this one girl.
 Will was always observant in the society of his fellow-creatures; but his observation became almost painfully eager in the case of Marjory. He listened to all she uttered, and read her eyes, at the same time, for the unspoken commentary. Many kind, simple, and sincere speeches found an echo in his heart. He became conscious of a soul beautifully poised upon itself, nothing doubting, nothing desiring, clothed in peace. It was not possible to separate her thoughts from her appearance. The turn of her wrist, the still sound of her voice, the light in her eyes, the lines of her body, fell in tune with her grave and gentle words, like the accompaniment that sustains and harmonises the voice of the singer. Her influence was one thing, not to be divided or discussed, only to be felt with gratitude and joy. To Will, her presence recalled something of his childhood, and the thought of her took its place in his mind beside that of dawn, of running water, and of the earliest violets and lilacs. It is the property of things seen for the first time, or for the first time after long, like the flowers in spring, to reawaken in us the sharp edge of sense and that impression of mystic strangeness which otherwise passes out of life with the coming of years; but the sight of a loved face is what renews a mans character from the fountain upwards.
 One day after dinner Will took a stroll among the firs; a grave beatitude possessed him from top to toe, and he kept smiling to himself and the landscape as he went. The river ran between the stepping-stones with a pretty wimple; a bird sang loudly in the wood; the hill-tops looked immeasurably high, and as he glanced at them from time to time seemed to contemplate his movements with a beneficent but awful curiosity. His way took him to the eminence which overlooked the plain; and there he sat down upon a stone, and fell into deep and pleasant thought. The plain lay abroad with its cities and silver river; everything was asleep, except a great eddy of birds which kept rising and falling and going round and round in the blue air. He repeated Marjorys name aloud, and the sound of it gratified his ear. He shut his eyes, and her image sprang up before him, quietly luminous and attended with good thoughts. The river might run for ever; the birds fly higher and higher till they touched the stars. He saw it was empty bustle after all; for here, without stirring a foot, waiting patiently in his own narrow valley, he also had attained the better sunlight.
 The next day Will made a sort of declaration across the dinner-table, while the parson was filling his pipe.
 Miss Marjory, he said, I never knew any one I liked so well as you. I am mostly a cold, unkindly sort of man; not from want of heart, but out of strangeness in my way of thinking; and people seem far away from me. Tis as if there were a circle round me, which kept every one out but you; I can hear the others talking and laughing; but you come quite close.Maybe this is disagreeable to you? he asked.
 Marjory made no answer.
 Speak up, girl, said the parson.
 Nay, now, returned Will, I wouldnt press her, parson. I feel tongue-tied myself, who am not used to it; and shes a woman, and little more than a child, when all is said. But for my part, as far as I can understand what people mean by it, I fancy I must be what they call in love. I do not wish to be held as committing myself; for I may be wrong; but that is how I believe things are with me. And if Miss Marjory should feel any otherwise on her part, mayhap she would be so kind as shake her head.
  Marjory was silent, and gave no sign that she had heard.
 How is that, parson? asked Will.
 The girl must speak, replied the parson, laying down his pipe. Heres our neighbour who says he loves you, Madge. Do you love him, ay or no?
 I think I do, said Marjory, faintly.
 Well then, thats all that could be wished! cried Will, heartily. And he took her hand across the table, and held it a moment in both of his with great satisfaction.
 You must marry, observed the parson, replacing his pipe in his mouth.
 Is that the right thing to do, think you? demanded Will.
 It is indispensable, said the parson.
 Very well, replied the wooer.
 Two or three days passed away with great delight to Will, although a bystander might scarce have found it out. He continued to take his meals opposite Marjory, and to talk with her and gaze upon her in her fathers presence; but he made no attempt to see her alone, nor in any other way changed his conduct towards her from what it had been since the beginning. Perhaps the girl was a little disappointed, and perhaps not unjustly; and yet if it had been enough to be always in the thoughts of another person, and so pervade and alter his whole life, she might have been thoroughly contented. For she was never out of Wills mind for an instant. He sat over the stream, and watched the dust of the eddy, and the poised fish, and straining weeds; he wandered out alone into the purple even, with all the blackbirds piping round him in the wood; he rose early in the morning; and saw the sky turn from grey to gold, and the light leap upon the hill-tops; and all the while he kept wondering if he had never seen such things before, or how it was that they should look so different now. The sound of his own mill-wheel, or of the wind among the trees, confounded and charmed his heart. The most enchanting thoughts presented themselves unbidden in his mind. He was so happy that he could not sleep at night, and so restless that he could hardly sit still out of her company. And yet it seemed as if he avoided her rather than sought her out.
 One day, as he was coming home from a ramble, Will found Marjory in the garden picking flowers, and as he came up with her, slackened his pace and continued walking by her side.
 You like flowers? he said.
 Indeed I love them dearly, she replied. Do you?
 Why, no, said he, not so much. They are a very small affair, when all is done. I can fancy people caring for them greatly, but not doing as you are just now.
 How? she asked, pausing and looking up at him.
 Plucking them, said he. They are a deal better off where they are, and look a deal prettier, if you go to that.
 I wish to have them for my own, she answered, to carry them near my heart, and keep them in my room. They tempt me when they grow here; they seem to say, Come and do something with us; but once I have cut them and put them by, the charm is laid, and I can look at them with quite an easy heart.
 You wish to possess them, replied Will, in order to think no more about them. Its a bit like killing the goose with the golden eggs. Its a bit like what I wished to do when I was a boy. Because I had a fancy for looking out over the plain, I wished to go down there  where I couldnt look out over it any longer. Was not that fine reasoning? Dear, dear, if they only thought of it, all the world would do like me; and you would let your flowers alone, just as I stay up here in the mountains. Suddenly he broke off sharp. By the Lord! he cried. And when she asked him what was wrong, he turned the question off, and walked away into the house with rather a humorous expression of face.
 He was silent at table; and after the night had fallen and the stars had come out overhead, he walked up and down for hours in the courtyard and garden with an uneven pace. There was still a light in the window of Marjorys room: one little oblong patch of orange in a world of dark blue hills and silver starlight. Wills mind ran a great deal on the window; but his thoughts were not very lover-like. There she is in her room, he thought, and there are the stars overhead:  a blessing upon both! Both were good influences in his life; both soothed and braced him in his profound contentment with the world. And what more should he desire with either? The fat young man and his counsels were so present to his mind, that he threw back his head, and, putting his hands before his mouth, shouted aloud to the populous heavens. Whether from the position of his head or the sudden strain of the exertion, he seemed to see a momentary shock among the stars, and a diffusion of frosty light pass from one to another along the sky. At the same instant, a corner of the blind was lifted up and lowered again at once. He laughed a loud ho-ho! One and another! thought Will. The stars tremble, and the blind goes up. Why, before Heaven, what a great magician I must be! Now if I were only a fool, should not I be in a pretty way? And he went off to bed, chuckling to himself: If I were only a fool!
 The next morning, pretty early, he saw her once more in the garden, and sought her out.
 I have been thinking about getting married, he began abruptly; and after having turned it all over, I have made up my mind its not worth while.
 She turned upon him for a single moment; but his radiant, kindly appearance would, under the circumstances, have disconcerted an angel, and she looked down again upon the ground in silence. He could see her tremble.
 I hope you dont mind, he went on, a little taken aback. You ought not. I have turned it all over, and upon my soul theres nothing in it. We should never be one whit nearer than we are just now, and, if I am a wise man, nothing like so happy.
 It is unnecessary to go round about with me, she said. I very well remember that you refused to commit yourself; and now that I see you were mistaken, and in reality have never cared for me. I can only feel sad that I have been so far misled.
 I ask your pardon, said Will stoutly; you do not understand my meaning. As to whether I have ever loved you or not, I must leave that to others. But for one thing, my feeling is not changed; and for another, you may make it your boast that you have made my whole life and character something different from what they were. I mean what I say; no less. I do not think getting married is worth while. I would rather you went on living with your father, so that I could walk over and see you once, or maybe twice a week, as people go to church, and then we should both be all the happier between whiles. Thats my notion. But Ill marry you if you will, he added.
 Do you know that you are insulting me? she broke out.
 Not I, Marjory, said he; if there is anything in a clear conscience, not I. I offer all my hearts best affections; you can take it or want it, though I suspect its beyond either your power or mine to change what has once been done, and set me fancy-free. Ill marry you, if you like; but I tell you again and again, its not worth while, and we had best stay friends. Though I am a quiet man I have noticed a heap of things in my life. Trust in me, and take things as I propose; or, if you dont like that, say the word, and Ill marry you out of hand.
 There was a considerable pause, and Will, who began to feel uneasy, began to grow angry in consequence.
 It seems you are too proud to say your mind, he said. Believe me thats a pity. A clean shrift makes simple living. Can a man be more downright or honourable to a woman than I have been? I have said my say, and given you your choice. Do you want me to marry you? or will you take my friendship, as I think best? or have you had enough of me for good? Speak out for the dear Gods sake! You know your father told you a girl should speak her mind in these affairs.
 She seemed to recover herself at that, turned without a word, walked rapidly through the garden, and disappeared into the house, leaving Will in some confusion as to the result. He walked up and down the garden, whistling softly to himself. Sometimes he stopped and contemplated the sky and hill-tops; sometimes he went down to the tail of the weir and sat there, looking foolishly in the water. All this dubiety and perturbation was so foreign to his nature and the life which he had resolutely chosen for himself, that he began to regret Marjorys arrival. After all, he thought, I was as happy as a man need be. I could come down here and watch my fishes all day long if I wanted: I was as settled and contented as my old mill.
 Marjory came down to dinner, looking very trim and quiet; and no sooner were all three at table than she made her father a speech, with her eyes fixed upon her plate, but showing no other sign of embarrassment or distress.
 Father, she began, Mr Will and I have been talking things over. We see that we have each made a mistake about our feelings, and he has agreed, at my request, to give up all idea of marriage, and be no more than my very good friend, as in the past. You see, there is no shadow of a quarrel, and indeed I hope we shall see a great deal of him in the future, for his visits will always be welcome in our house. Of course, father, you will know best, but perhaps we should do better to leave Mr Wills house for the present. I believe, after what has passed, we should hardly be agreeable inmates for some days.
 Will, who had commanded himself with difficulty from the first, broke out upon this into an inarticulate noise, and raised one hand with an appearance of real dismay, as if he were about to interfere and contradict. But she checked him at once, looking up at him with a swift glance and an angry flush upon her cheek.
 You will perhaps have the good grace, she said, to let me explain these matters for myself.
 Will was put entirely out of countenance by her expression and the ring of her voice. He held his peace, concluding that there were some things about this girl beyond his comprehension  in which he was exactly right.
 The poor parson was quite crestfallen. He tried to prove that this was no more than a true lovers tiff, which would pass off before night; and when he was dislodged from that position, he went on to argue that where there was no quarrel there could be no call for a separation; for the good man liked both his entertainment and his host. It was curious to see how the girl managed them, saying little all the time, and that very quietly, and yet twisting them round her finger and insensibly leading them wherever she would by feminine tact and generalship. It scarcely seemed to have been her doing  it seemed as if things had merely so fallen out  that she and her father took their departure that same afternoon in a farm-cart, and went farther down the valley, to wait, until their own house was ready for them, in another hamlet. But Will had been observing closely, and was well aware of her dexterity and resolution. When he found himself alone he had a great many curious matters to turn over in his mind. He was very sad and solitary, to begin with. All the interest had gone out of his life, and he might look up at the stars as long as he pleased, he somehow failed to find support or consolation. And then he was in such a turmoil of spirit about Marjory. He had been puzzled and irritated at her behaviour, and yet he could not keep himself from admiring it. He thought he recognised a fine, perverse angel in that still soul which he had never hitherto suspected; and though he saw it was an influence that would fit but ill with his own life of artificial calm, he could not keep himself from ardently desiring to possess it. Like a man who has lived among shadows and now meets the sun, he was both pained and delighted.
 As the days went forward he passed from one extreme to another; now pluming himself on the strength of his determination, now despising his timid and silly caution. The former was, perhaps, the true thought of his heart, and represented the regular tenor of the mans reflections; but the latter burst forth from time to time with an unruly violence, and then he would forget all consideration, and go up and down his house and garden or walk among the fir-woods like one who is beside himself with remorse. To equable, steady-minded Will this state of matters was intolerable; and he determined, at whatever cost, to bring it to an end. So, one warm summer afternoon he put on his best clothes, took a thorn switch in his hand, and set out down the valley by the river. As soon as he had taken his determination, he had regained at a bound his customary peace of heart, and he enjoyed the bright weather and the variety of the scene without any admixture of alarm or unpleasant eagerness. It was nearly the same to him how the matter turned out. If she accepted him he would have to marry her this time, which perhaps was all for the best. If she refused him, he would have done his utmost, and might follow his own way in the future with an untroubled conscience. He hoped, on the whole, she would refuse him; and then, again, as he saw the brown roof which sheltered her, peeping through some willows at an angle of the stream, he was half inclined to reverse the wish, and more than half ashamed of himself for this infirmity of purpose.
 Marjory seemed glad to see him, and gave him her hand without affectation or delay.
 I have been thinking about this marriage, he began.
 So have I, she answered. And I respect you more and more for a very wise man. You understood me better than I understood myself; and I am now quite certain that things are all for the best as they are.
 At the same time ventured Will.
 You must be tired, she interrupted. Take a seat and let me fetch you a glass of wine. The afternoon is so warm; and I wish you not to be displeased with your visit. You must come quite often; once a week, if you can spare the time; I am always so glad to see my friends.
 Oh, very well, thought Will to himself. It appears I was right after all. And he paid a very agreeable visit, walked home again in capital spirits, and gave himself no further concern about the matter.
 For nearly three years Will and Marjory continued on these terms, seeing each other once or twice a week without any word of love between them; and for all that time I believe Will was nearly as happy as a man can be. He rather stinted himself the pleasure of seeing her; and he would often walk half-way over to the parsonage, and then back again, as if to whet his appetite. Indeed, there was one corner of the road, whence he could see the church-spire wedged into a crevice of the valley between sloping fir-woods, with a triangular snatch of plain by way of background, which he greatly affected as a place to sit and moralise in before returning homewards; and the peasants got so much into the habit of finding him there in the twilight that they gave it the name of Will o the Mills Corner.
 At the end of the three years Marjory played him a sad trick by suddenly marrying somebody else. Will kept his countenance bravely, and merely remarked that, for as little as he knew of women, he had acted very prudently in not marrying her himself three years before. She plainly knew very little of her own mind, and, in spite of a deceptive manner, was as fickle and flighty as the rest of them. He had to congratulate himself on an escape, he said, and would take a higher opinion of his own wisdom in consequence. But at heart, he was reasonably displeased, moped a good deal for a month or two, and fell away in flesh, to the astonishment of his serving-lads.
 It was perhaps a year after this marriage that Will was awakened late one night by the sound of a horse galloping on the road, followed by precipitate knocking at the inn-door. He opened his window and saw a farm servant, mounted and holding a led horse by the bridle, who told him to make what haste he could and go along with him; for Marjory was dying, and had sent urgently to fetch him to her bedside. Will was no horseman, and made so little speed upon the way that the poor young wife was very near her end before he arrived. But they had some minutes talk in private, and he was present and wept very bitterly while she breathed her last.
 DEATH
 Year after year went away into nothing, with great explosions and outcries in the cities on the plain: red revolt springing up and being suppressed in blood, battle swaying hither and thither, patient astronomers in observatory towers picking out and christening new stars, plays being performed in lighted theatres, people being carried into hospitals on stretchers, and all the usual turmoil and agitation of mens lives in crowded centres. Up in Wills valley only the wind and seasons made an epoch; the fish hung in the swift stream, the birds circled overhead, the pine-tops rustled underneath the stars, the tall hills stood over all; and Will went to and fro, minding his wayside inn, until the snow began to thicken on his head. His heart was young and vigorous; and if his pulses kept a sober time, they still beat strong and steady in his wrists. He carried a ruddy stain on either cheek, like a ripe apple; he stooped a little, but his step was still firm; and his sinewy hands were reached out to all men with a friendly pressure. His face was covered with those wrinkles which are got in open air, and which, rightly looked at, are no more than a sort of permanent sunburning; such wrinkles heighten the stupidity of stupid faces; but to a person like Will, with his clear eyes and smiling mouth, only give another charm by testifying to a simple and easy life. His talk was full of wise sayings. He had a taste for other people; and other people had a taste for him. When the valley was full of tourists in the season, there were merry nights in Wills arbour; and his views, which seemed whimsical to his neighbours, were often enough admired by learned people out of towns and colleges. Indeed, he had a very noble old age, and grew daily better known; so that his fame was heard of in the cities of the plain; and young men who had been summer travellers spoke together in cafs of Will o the Mill and his rough philosophy. Many and many an invitation, you may be sure, he had; but nothing could tempt him from his upland valley. He would shake his head and smile over his tobacco-pipe with a deal of meaning.You come too late, he would answer. I am a dead man now: I have lived and died already. Fifty years ago you would have brought my heart into my mouth; and now you do not even tempt me. But that is the object of long living, that man should cease to care about life. And again: There is only one difference between a long life and a good dinner: that, in the dinner, the sweets come last. Or once more: When I was a boy, I was a bit puzzled, and hardly knew whether it was myself or the world that was curious and worth looking into. Now, I know it is myself, and stick to that.
 He never showed any symptom of frailty, but kept stalwart and firm to the last; but they say he grew less talkative towards the end, and would listen to other people by the hour in an amused and sympathetic silence. Only, when he did speak, it was more to the point and more charged with old experience. He drank a bottle of wine gladly; above all, at sunset on the hill-top or quite late at night under the stars in the arbour. The sight of something attractive and unattainable seasoned his enjoyment, he would say; and he professed he had lived long enough to admire a candle all the more when he could compare it with a planet.
 One night, in his seventy-second year, he awoke in bed, in such uneasiness of body and mind that he arose and dressed himself and went out to meditate in the arbour. It was pitch dark, without a star; the river was swollen, and the wet woods and meadows loaded the air with perfume. It had thundered during the day, and it promised more thunder for the morrow. A murky, stifling night for a man of seventy-two! Whether it was the weather or the wakefulness, or some little touch of fever in his old limbs, Wills mind was besieged by tumultuous and crying memories. His boyhood, the night with the fat young man, the death of his adopted parents, the summer days with Marjory, and many of those small circumstances, which seem nothing to another, and are yet the very gist of a mans own life to himself  things seen, words heard, books misconstrued  arose from their forgotten corners and usurped his attention. The dead themselves were with him, not merely taking part in this thin show of memory that defiled before his brain, but revisiting his bodily senses as they do in profound and vivid dreams. The fat young man leaned his elbows on the table opposite; Marjory came and went with an apronful of flowers between the garden and the arbour; he could hear the old parson knocking out his pipe or blowing his resonant nose. The tide of his consciousness ebbed and flowed; he was sometimes half asleep and drowned in his recollections of the past; and sometimes he was broad awake, wondering at himself. But about the middle of the night he was startled by the voice of the dead miller calling to him out of the house as he used to do on the arrival of custom. The hallucination was so perfect that Will sprang from his seat and stood listening for the summons to be repeated and as he listened he became conscious of another noise besides the brawling of the river and the ringing in his feverish ears. It was like the stir of the horses and the creaking of harness, as though a carriage with an impatient team had been brought up upon the road before the courtyard gate. At such an hour, upon this rough and dangerous pass, the supposition was no better than absurd; and Will dismissed it from his mind, and resumed his seat upon the arbour chair; and sleep closed over him again like running water. He was once again awakened by the dead millers call, thinner and more spectral than before; and once again he heard the noise of an equipage upon the road. And so thrice and four times, the same dream, or the same fancy, presented itself to his senses: until at length, smiling to himself as when one humours a nervous child, he proceeded towards the gate to set his uncertainty at rest.
 From the arbour to the gate was no great distance, and yet it took Will some time; it seemed as if the dead thickened around him in the court, and crossed his path at every step. For, first, he was suddenly surprised by an overpowering sweetness of heliotropes; it was as if his garden had been planted with this flower from end to end, and the hot, damp night had drawn forth all their perfumes in a breath. Now the heliotrope had been Marjorys favourite flower, and since her death not one of them had ever been planted in Wills ground.
 I must be going crazy, he thought. Poor Marjory and her heliotropes!
 And with that he raised his eyes towards the window that had once been hers. If he had been bewildered before, he was now almost terrified; for there was a light in the room; the window was an orange oblong as of yore; and the corner of the blind was lifted and let fall as on the night when he stood and shouted to the stars in his perplexity. The illusion only endured an instant; but it left him somewhat unmanned, rubbing his eyes and staring at the outline of the house and the black night behind it. While he thus stood, and it seemed as if he must have stood there quite a long time, there came a renewal of the noises on the road: and he turned in time to meet a stranger, who was advancing to meet him across the court. There was something like the outline of a great carriage discernible on the road behind the stranger, and, above that, a few black pine-tops, like so many plumes.
 Master Will? asked the new-comer, in brief military fashion.
  That same, sir, answered Will. Can I do anything to serve you?
 I have heard you much spoken of, Master Will, returned the other; much spoken of, and well. And though I have both hands full of business, I wish to drink a bottle of wine with you in your arbour. Before I go, I shall introduce myself.
 Will led the way to the trellis, and got a lamp lighted and a bottle uncorked. He was not altogether unused to such complimentary interviews, and hoped little enough for this one, being schooled by many disappointments. A sort of cloud had settled on his wits and prevented him from remembering the strangeness of the hour. He moved like a person in his sleep; and it seemed as if the lamp caught fire and the bottle came uncorked with the facility of thought. Still, he had some curiosity about the appearance of his visitor, and tried in vain to turn the light into his face; either he handled the lamp clumsily, or there was a dimness over his eyes; but he could make out little more than a shadow at table with him. He stared and stared at this shadow, as he wiped out the glasses, and began to feel cold and strange about the heart. The silence weighed upon him, for he could hear nothing now, not even the river, but the drumming of his own arteries in his ears.
 Heres to you, said the stranger, roughly.
 Here is my service, sir, replied Will, sipping his wine, which somehow tasted oddly.
 I understand you are a very positive fellow, pursued the stranger.
 Will made answer with a smile of some satisfaction and a little nod.
 So am I, continued the other; and it is the delight of my heart to tramp on peoples corns. I will have nobody positive but myself; not one. I have crossed the whims, in my time, of kings and generals and great artists. And what would you say, he went on, if I had come up here on purpose to cross yours?
 Will had it on his tongue to make a sharp rejoinder; but the politeness of an old innkeeper prevailed; and he held his peace and made answer with a civil gesture of the hand.
  I have, said the stranger. And if I did not hold you in a particular esteem, I should make no words about the matter. It appears you pride yourself on staying where you are. You mean to stick by your inn. Now I mean you shall come for a turn with me in my barouche; and before this bottles empty, so you shall.
 That would be an odd thing, to be sure, replied Will, with a chuckle. Why, sir, I have grown here like an old oak-tree; the devil himself could hardly root me up: and for all I perceive you are a very entertaining old gentleman, I would wager you another bottle you lose your pains with me.
 The dimness of Wills eyesight had been increasing all this while; but he was somehow conscious of a sharp and chilling scrutiny which irritated and yet overmastered him.
 You need not think, he broke out suddenly, in an explosive, febrile manner that startled and alarmed himself, that I am a stay-at-home, because I fear anything under God. God knows I am tired enough of it all; and when the time comes for a longer journey than ever you dream of, I reckon I shall find myself prepared.
 The stranger emptied his glass and pushed it away from him. He looked down for a little, and then, leaning over the table, tapped Will three times upon the forearm with a single finger. The time has come! he said solemnly.
 An ugly thrill spread from the spot he touched. The tones of his voice were dull and startling, and echoed strangely in Wills heart.
 I beg your pardon, he said, with some discomposure. What do you mean?
 Look at me, and you will find your eyesight swim. Raise your hand; it is dead-heavy. This is your last bottle of wine, Master Will, and your last night upon the earth.
 You are a doctor? quavered Will.
 The best that ever was, replied the other; for I cure both mind and body with the same prescription. I take away all pain and I forgive all sins; and where my patients have gone wrong in life, I smooth out all complications and set them free again upon their feet.
 I have no need of you, said Will.
  A time comes for all men, Master Will, replied the doctor, when the helm is taken out of their hands. For you, because you were prudent and quiet, it has been long of coming, and you have had long to discipline yourself for its reception. You have seen what is to be seen about your mill; you have sat close all your days like a hare in its form; but now that is at an end; and, added the doctor, getting on his feet, you must arise and come with me.
 You are a strange physician, said Will, looking steadfastly upon his guest.
 I am a natural law, he replied, and people call me Death.
 Why did you not tell me so at first? cried Will. I have been waiting for you these many years. Give me your hand, and welcome.
 Lean upon my arm, said the stranger, for already your strength abates. Lean on me heavily as you need; for though I am old, I am very strong. It is but three steps to my carriage, and there all your trouble ends. Why, Will, he added, I have been yearning for you as if you were my own son; and of all the men that ever I came for in my long days, I have come for you most gladly. I am caustic, and sometimes offend people at first sight; but I am a good friend at heart to such as you.
 Since Marjory was taken, returned Will, I declare before God you were the only friend I had to look for.
 So the pair went arm-in-arm across the courtyard.
 One of the servants awoke about this time and heard the noise of horses pawing before he dropped asleep again; all down the valley that night there was a rushing as of a smooth and steady wind descending towards the plain; and when the world rose next morning, sure enough Will o the Mill had gone at last upon his travels.
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 The Sire de Maltroits Door
 DENIS DE BEAULIEU was not yet two-and-twenty, but he counted himself a grown man, and a very accomplished cavalier into the bargain. Lads were early formed in that rough, warfaring epoch; and when one has been in a pitched battle and a dozen raids, has killed ones man in an honourable fashion, and knows a thing or two of strategy and mankind, a certain swagger in the gait is surely to be pardoned. He had put up his horse with due care, and supped with due deliberation; and then, in a very agreeable frame of mind, went out to pay a visit in the grey of the evening. It was not a very wise proceeding on the young mans part. He would have done better to remain beside the fire or go decently to bed. For the town was full of the troops of Burgundy and England under a mixed command; and though Denis was there on safe-conduct, his safe-conduct was like to serve him little on a chance encounter.
 It was September, 1429; the weather had fallen sharp; a flighty piping wind, laden with showers, beat about the township; and the dead leaves ran riot along the streets. Here and there a window was already lighted up; and the noise of men-at-arms making merry over supper within, came forth in fits and was swallowed up and carried away by the wind. The night fell swiftly; the flag of England, fluttering on the spire-top, grew ever fainter and fainter against the flying clouds  a black speck like a swallow in the tumultuous, leaden chaos of the sky. As the night fell the wind rose and began to hoot under archways and roar amid the tree-tops in the valley below the town.
 Denis de Beaulieu walked fast and was soon knocking at his friends door; but though he promised himself to stay only a little while and make an early return, his welcome was so pleasant, and he found so much to delay him, that it was already long past midnight before he said good-bye upon the threshold. The wind had fallen again in the meanwhile; the night was as black as the grave; not a star, nor a glimmer of moonshine, slipped through the canopy of cloud. Denis was ill-acquainted with the intricate lanes of Chateau Landon; even by daylight he had found some trouble in picking his way; and in this absolute darkness he soon lost it altogether. He was certain of one thing only  to keep mounting the hill; for his friends house lay at the lower end, or tail, of Chateau Landon, while the inn was up at the head, under the great church spire. With this clue to go upon he stumbled and groped forward, now breathing more freely in open places where there was a good slice of sky overhead, now feeling along the wall in stifling closes. It is an eerie and mysterious position to be thus submerged in opaque blackness in an almost unknown town. The silence is terrifying in its possibilities. The touch of cold window bars to the exploring hand startles the man like the touch of a toad; the inequalities of the pavement shake his heart into his mouth; a piece of denser darkness threatens an ambuscade or a chasm in the pathway; and where the air is brighter, the houses put on strange and bewildering appearances, as if to lead him farther from his way. For Denis, who had to regain his inn without attracting notice, there was real danger as well as mere discomfort in the walk; and he went warily and boldly at once, and at every corner paused to make an observation.
 He had been for some time threading a lane so narrow that he could touch a wall with either hand, when it began to open out and go sharply downward. Plainly this lay no longer in the direction of his inn; but the hope of a little more light tempted him forward to reconnoitre. The lane ended in a terrace with a bartisan wall, which gave an outlook between high houses, as out of an embrasure, into the valley lying dark and formless several hundred feet below. Denis looked down, and could discern a few tree-tops waving and a single speck of brightness where the river ran across a weir. The weather was clearing up, and the sky had lightened, so as to show the outline of the heavier clouds and the dark margin of the hills. By the uncertain glimmer, the house on his left hand should be a place of some pretensions; it was surmounted by several pinnacles and turret-tops; the round stern of a chapel, with a fringe of flying buttresses, projected boldly from the main block; and the door was sheltered under a deep porch carved with figures and overhung by two long gargoyles. The windows of the chapel gleamed through their intricate tracery with a light as of many tapers, and threw out the buttresses and the peaked roof in a more intense blackness against the sky. It was plainly the hotel of some great family of the neighbourhood; and as it reminded Denis of a town house of his own at Bourges, he stood for some time gazing up at it and mentally gauging the skill of the architects and the consideration of the two families.
 There seemed to be no issue to the terrace but the lane by which he had reached it; he could only retrace his steps, but he had gained some notion of his whereabouts, and hoped by this means to hit the main thoroughfare and speedily regain the inn. He was reckoning without that chapter of accidents which was to make this night memorable above all others in his career; for he had not gone back above a hundred yards before he saw a light coming to meet him, and heard loud voices speaking together in the echoing of the lane. It was a party of men-at-arms going the night round with torches. Denis assured himself that they had all been making free with the wine-bowl, and were in no mood to be particular about safe-conducts or the niceties of chivalrous war. It was as like as not that they would kill him like a dog and leave him where he fell. The situation was inspiriting but nervous. Their own torches would conceal him from sight, he reflected; and he hoped that they would drown the noise of his footsteps with their own empty voices. If he were but fleet and silent, he might evade their notice altogether.
 Unfortunately, as he turned to beat a retreat, his foot rolled upon a pebble; he fell against the wall with an ejaculation, and his sword rang loudly on the stones. Two or three voices demanded who went there  some in French, some in English; but Denis made no reply, and ran the faster down the lane. Once upon the terrace, he paused to look back. They still kept calling after him, and just then began to double the pace in pursuit, with a considerable clank of armour, and great tossing of the torchlight to and fro in the narrow jaws of the passage.
 Denis cast a look around and darted into the porch. There he might escape observation, or  if that were too much to expect  was in a capital posture whether for parley or defence. So thinking, he drew his sword and tried to set his back against the door. To his surprise, it yielded behind his weight; and though he turned in a moment, continued to swing back on oiled and noiseless hinges, until it stood wide open on a black interior. When things fall out opportunely for the person concerned, he is not apt to be critical about the how or why, his own immediate personal convenience seeming a sufficient reason for the strangest oddities and revolutions in our sublunary things; and so Denis, without a moments hesitation, stepped within and partly closed the door behind him to conceal his place of refuge. Nothing was further from his thoughts than to close it altogether; but for some inexplicable reason  perhaps by a spring or a weight  the ponderous mass of oak whipped itself out of his fingers and clanked to, with a formidable rumble and a noise like the falling of an automatic bar.
 The round, at that very moment, debouched upon the terrace and proceeded to summon him with shouts and curses. He heard them ferreting in the dark corners; and the stock of a lance even rattled along the outer surface of the door behind which he stood; but these gentlemen were in too high a humour to be long delayed, and soon made off down a corkscrew pathway which had escaped Deniss observation, and passed out of sight and hearing along the battlements of the town.
 Denis breathed again. He gave them a few minutes grace for fear of accidents, and then groped about for some means of opening the door and slipping forth again. The inner surface was quite smooth, not a handle, not a moulding, not a projection of any sort. He got his finger-nails round the edges and pulled, but the mass was immovable. He shook it, it was as firm as a rock. Denis de Beaulieu frowned and gave vent to a little noiseless whistle. What ailed the door? he wondered. Why was it open? How came it to shut so easily and so effectually after him? There was something obscure and underhand about all this, that was little to the young mans fancy. It looked like a snare; and yet who would suppose a snare in such a quiet by-street and in a house of so prosperous and even noble an exterior? And yet  snare or no snare, intentionally or unintentionally  here he was, prettily trapped; and for the life of him he could see no way out of it again. The darkness began to weigh upon him. He gave ear; all was silent without, but within and close by he seemed to catch a faint sighing, a faint sobbing rustle, a little stealthy creak  as though many persons were at his side, holding themselves quite still, and governing even their respiration with the extreme of slyness. The idea went to his vitals with a shock, and he faced about suddenly as if to defend his life. Then, for the first time, he became aware of a light about the level of his eyes and at some distance in the interior of the house  a vertical thread of light, widening towards the bottom, such as might escape between two wings of arras over a doorway. To see anything was a relief to Denis; it was like a piece of solid ground to a man labouring in a morass; his mind seized upon it with avidity; and he stood staring at it and trying to piece together some logical conception of his surroundings. Plainly there was a flight of steps ascending from his own level to that of this illuminated doorway; and indeed he thought he could make out another thread of light, as fine as a needle and as faint as phosphorescence, which might very well be reflected along the polished wood of a handrail. Since he had begun to suspect that he was not alone, his heart had continued to beat with smothering violence, and an intolerable desire for action of any sort had possessed itself of his spirit. He was in deadly peril, he believed. What could be more natural than to mount the staircase, lift the curtain, and confront his difficulty at once? At least he would be dealing with something tangible; at least he would be no longer in the dark. He stepped slowly forward with outstretched hands, until his foot struck the bottom step; then he rapidly scaled the stairs, stood for a moment to compose his expression, lifted the arras and went in.
 He found himself in a large apartment of polished stone. There were three doors; one on each of three sides; all similarly curtained with tapestry. The fourth side was occupied by two large windows and a great stone chimney-piece, carved with the arms of the Maltroits. Denis recognised the bearings, and was gratified to find himself in such good hands. The room was strongly illuminated; but it contained little furniture except a heavy table and a chair or two, the hearth was innocent of fire, and the pavement was but sparsely strewn with rushes clearly many days old.
 On a high chair beside the chimney, and directly facing Denis as he entered, sat a little old gentleman in a fur tippet. He sat with his legs crossed and his hands folded, and a cup of spiced wine stood by his elbow on a bracket on the wall. His countenance had a strongly masculine cast; not properly human, but such as we see in the bull, the goat, or the domestic boar; something equivocal and wheedling, something greedy, brutal, and dangerous. The upper lip was inordinately full, as though swollen by a blow or a toothache; and the smile, the peaked eyebrows, and the small, strong eyes were quaintly and almost comically evil in expression. Beautiful white hair hung straight all round his head, like a saints, and fell in a single curl upon the tippet. His beard and moustache were the pink of venerable sweetness. Age, probably in consequence of inordinate precautions, had left no mark upon his hands; and the Maltroit hand was famous. It would be difficult to imagine anything at once so fleshy and so delicate in design; the taper, sensual fingers were like those of one of Leonardos women; the fork of the thumb made a dimpled protuberance when closed; the nails were perfectly shaped, and of a dead, surprising whiteness. It rendered his aspect tenfold more redoubtable, that a man with hands like these should keep them devoutly folded in his lap like a virgin martyr  that a man with so intense and startling an expression of face should sit patiently on his seat and contemplate people with an unwinking stare, like a god, or a gods statue. His quiescence seemed ironical and treacherous, it fitted so poorly with his looks.
 Such was Alain, Sire de Maltroit.
 Denis and he looked silently at each other for a second or two.
 Pray step in, said the Sire de Maltroit. I have been expecting you all the evening.
 He had not risen, but he accompanied his words with a smile and a slight but courteous inclination of the head. Partly from the smile, partly from the strange musical murmur with which the Sire prefaced his observation, Denis felt a strong shudder of disgust go through his marrow. And what with disgust and honest confusion of mind, he could scarcely get words together in reply.
 I fear, he said, that this is a double accident. I am not the person you suppose me. It seems you were looking for a visit; but for my part, nothing was further from my thoughts  nothing could be more contrary to my wishes  than this intrusion.
 Well, well, replied the old gentleman indulgently, here you are, which is the main point. Seat yourself, my friend, and put yourself entirely at your ease. We shall arrange our little affairs presently.
 Denis perceived that the matter was still complicated with some misconception, and he hastened to continue his explanations.
 Your door  he began.
 About my door? asked the other, raising his peaked eyebrows. A little piece of ingenuity. And he shrugged his shoulders. A hospitable fancy! By your own account, you were not desirous of making my acquaintance. We old people look for such reluctance now and then; and when it touches our honour, we cast about until we find some way of overcoming it. You arrive uninvited, but believe me, very welcome.
 You persist in error, sir, said Denis. There can be no question between you and me. I am a stranger in this countryside. My name is Denis, damoiseau de Beaulieu. If you see me in your house, it is only
 My young friend, interrupted the other, you will permit me to have my own ideas on that subject. They probably differ from yours at the present moment, he added with a leer, but time will show which of us is in the right.
 Denis was convinced he had to do with a lunatic. He seated himself with a shrug, content to wait the upshot; and a pause ensued, during which he thought he could distinguish a hurried gabbling as of prayer from behind the arras immediately opposite him. Sometimes there seemed to be but one person engaged, sometimes two; and the vehemence of the voice, low as it was, seemed to indicate either great haste or an agony of spirit. It occurred to him that this piece of tapestry covered the entrance to the chapel he had noticed from without.
 The old gentleman meanwhile surveyed Denis from head to foot with a smile, and from time to time emitted little noises like a bird or a mouse, which seemed to indicate a high degree of satisfaction. This state of matters became rapidly insupportable; and Denis, to put an end to it, remarked politely that the wind had gone down.
 The old gentleman fell into a fit of silent laughter, so prolonged and violent that he became quite red in the face. Denis got upon his feet at once, and put on his hat with a flourish.
 Sir, he said, if you are in your wits, you have affronted me grossly. If you are out of them, I flatter myself I can find better employment for my brains than to talk with lunatics. My conscience is clear; you have made a fool of me from the first moment; you have refused to hear my explanations; and now there is no power under God will make me stay here any longer; and if I cannot make my way out in a more decent fashion, I will hack your door in pieces with my sword.
 The Sire de Maltroit raised his right hand and wagged it at Denis with the fore and little fingers extended.
 My dear nephew, he said, sit down.
 Nephew! retorted Denis, you lie in your throat; and he snapped his fingers in his face.
 Sit down, you rogue! cried the old gentleman, in a sudden harsh voice, like the barking of a dog. Do you fancy, he went on, that when I had made my little contrivance for the door I had stopped short with that? If you prefer to be bound hand and foot till your bones ache, rise and try to go away. If you choose to remain a free young buck, agreeably conversing with an old gentleman  why, sit where you are in peace, and God be with you.
 Do you mean I am a prisoner? demanded Denis.
 I state the facts, replied the other. I would rather leave the conclusion to yourself.
 Denis sat down again. Externally he managed to keep pretty calm; but within, he was now boiling with anger, now chilled with apprehension. He no longer felt convinced that he was dealing with a madman. And if the old gentleman was sane, what, in Gods name, had he to look for? What absurd or tragical adventure had befallen him? What countenance was he to assume?
 While he was thus unpleasantly reflecting, the arras that overhung the chapel door was raised, and a tall priest in his robes came forth and, giving a long, keen stare at Denis, said something in an undertone to the Sire de Maltroit.
 She is in a better frame of spirit? asked the latter.
 She is more resigned, messire, replied the priest.
 Now the Lord help her, she is hard to please! sneered the old gentleman. A likely stripling  not ill-born  and of her own choosing, too? Why, what more would the jade have?
 The situation is not usual for a young damsel, said the other, and somewhat trying to her blushes.
 She should have thought of that before she began the dance. It was none of my choosing, God knows that: but since she is in it, by our Lady, she shall carry it to the end. And then addressing Denis, Monsieur de Beaulieu, he asked, may I present you to my niece? She has been waiting your arrival, I may say, with even greater impatience than myself.
 Denis had resigned himself with a good grace  all he desired was to know the worst of it as speedily as possible; so he rose at once, and bowed in acquiescence. The Sire de Maltroit followed his example and limped, with the assistance of the chaplains arm, towards the chapel door. The priest pulled aside the arras, and all three entered. The building had considerable architectural pretensions. A light groining sprang from six stout columns, and hung down in two rich pendants from the centre of the vault. The place terminated behind the altar in a round end, embossed and honeycombed with a superfluity of ornament in relief, and pierced by many little windows shaped like stars, trefoils, or wheels. These windows were imperfectly glazed, so that the night air circulated freely in the chapel. The tapers, of which there must have been half a hundred burning on the altar, were unmercifully blown about; and the light went through many different phases of brilliancy and semi-eclipse. On the steps in front of the altar knelt a young girl richly attired as a bride. A chill settled over Denis as he observed her costume; he fought with desperate energy against the conclusion that was thrust upon his mind; it could not  it should not  be as he feared.
 Blanche, said the Sire, in his most flute-like tones, I have brought a friend to see you, my little girl; turn round and give him your pretty hand. It is good to be devout; but it is necessary to be polite, my niece.
 The girl rose to her feet and turned towards the new comers. She moved all of a piece; and shame and exhaustion were expressed in every line of her fresh young body; and she held her head down and kept her eyes upon the pavement, as she came slowly forward. In the course of her advance, her eyes fell upon Denis de Beaulieus feet  feet of which he was justly vain, be it remarked, and wore in the most elegant accoutrement even while travelling. She paused  started, as if his yellow boots had conveyed some shocking meaning  and glanced suddenly up into the wearers countenance. Their eyes met; shame gave place to horror and terror in her looks; the blood left her lips; with a piercing scream she covered her face with her hands and sank upon the chapel floor.
 That is not the man! she cried. My uncle, that is not the man!
 The Sire de Maltroit chirped agreeably. Of course not, he said; I expected as much. It was so unfortunate you could not remember his name.
 Indeed, she cried, indeed, I have never seen this person till this moment  I have never so much as set eyes upon him  I never wish to see him again. Sir, she said, turning to Denis, if you are a gentleman, you will bear me out. Have I ever seen you  have you ever seen me  before this accursed hour?
 To speak for myself, I have never had that pleasure, answered the young man. This is the first time, messire, that I have met with your engaging niece.
 The old gentleman shrugged his shoulders.
 I am distressed to hear it, he said. But it is never too late to begin. I had little more acquaintance with my own late lady ere I married her; which proves, he added with a grimace, that these impromptu marriages may often produce an excellent understanding in the long run. As the bridegroom is to have a voice in the matter, I will give him two hours to make up for lost time before we proceed with the ceremony. And he turned towards the door, followed by the clergyman.
 The girl was on her feet in a moment. My uncle, you cannot be in earnest, she said. I declare before God I will stab myself rather than be forced on that young man. The heart rises at it; God forbid such marriages; you dishonour your white hair. Oh, my uncle, pity me! There is not a woman in all the world but would prefer death to such a nuptial. Is it possible, she added, faltering, is it possible that you do not believe me  that you still think this  and she pointed at Denis with a tremor of anger and contempt  that you still think this to be the man?
 Frankly, said the old gentleman, pausing on the threshold, I do. But let me explain to you once for all, Blanche de Maltroit, my way of thinking about this affair. When you took it into your head to dishonour my family and the name that I have borne, in peace and war, for more than three-score years, you forfeited, not only the right to question my designs, but that of looking me in the face. If your father had been alive, he would have spat on you and turned you out of doors. His was the hand of iron. You may bless your God you have only to deal with the hand of velvet, mademoiselle. It was my duty to get you married without delay. Out of pure goodwill, I have tried to find your own gallant for you. And I believe I have succeeded. But before God and all the holy angels, Blanche de Maltroit, if I have not, I care not one jackstraw. So let me recommend you to be polite to our young friend; for upon my word, your next groom may be less appetising.
 And with that he went out, with the chaplain at his heels; and the arras fell behind the pair.
 The girl turned upon Denis with flashing eyes.
 And what, sir, she demanded, may be the meaning of all this?
 God knows, returned Denis gloomily. I am a prisoner in this house, which seems full of mad people. More I know not; and nothing do I understand.
 And pray how came you here? she asked.
 He told her as briefly as he could. For the rest, he added, perhaps you will follow my example, and tell me the answer to all these riddles, and what, in Gods name, is like to be the end of it.
 She stood silent for a little, and he could see her lips tremble and her tearless eyes burn with a feverish lustre. Then she pressed her forehead in both hands.
 Alas, how my head aches! she said wearily  to say nothing of my poor heart! But it is due to you to know my story, unmaidenly as it must seem. I am called Blanche de Maltroit; I have been without father or mother for  oh! for as long as I can recollect, and indeed I have been most unhappy all my life. Three months ago a young captain began to stand near me every day in church. I could see that I pleased him; I am much to blame, but I was so glad that anyone should love me; and when he passed me a letter, I took it home with me and read it with great pleasure. Since that time he has written many. He was so anxious to speak with me, poor fellow! and kept asking me to leave the door open some evening that we might have two words upon the stair. For he knew how much my uncle trusted me. She gave something like a sob at that, and it was a moment before she could go on. My uncle is a hard man, but he is very shrewd, she said at last. He has performed many feats in war, and was a great person at court, and much trusted by Queen Isabeau in old days. How he came to suspect me I cannot tell; but it is hard to keep anything from his knowledge; and this morning, as we came from mass, he took my hand in his, forced it open, and read my little billet, walking by my side all the while. When he had finished, he gave it back to me with great politeness. It contained another request to have the door left open; and this has been the ruin of us all. My uncle kept me strictly in my room until evening, and then ordered me to dress myself as you see me  a hard mockery for a young girl, do you not think so? I suppose, when he could not prevail with me to tell him the young captains name, he must have laid a trap for him: into which, alas! you have fallen in the anger of God. I looked for much confusion; for how could I tell whether he was willing to take me for his wife on these sharp terms? He might have been trifling with me from the first; or I might have made myself too cheap in his eyes. But truly I had not looked for such a shameful punishment as this! I could not think that God would let a girl be so disgraced before a young man. And now I have told you all; and I can scarcely hope that you will not despise me.
 Denis made her a respectful inclination.
 Madam, he said, you have honoured me by your confidence. It remains for me to prove that I am not unworthy of the honour. Is Messire de Maltroit at hand?
 I believe he is writing in the salle without, she answered.
 May I lead you thither, madam? asked Denis, offering his hand with his most courtly bearing.
 She accepted it; and the pair passed out of the chapel, Blanche in a very drooping and shamefast condition, but Denis strutting and ruffling in the consciousness of a mission, and the boyish certainty of accomplishing it with honour.
 The Sire de Maltroit rose to meet them with an ironical obeisance.
 Sir, said Denis with the grandest possible air, I believe I am to have some say in the matter of this marriage; and let me tell you at once, I will be no party to forcing the inclination of this young lady. Had it been freely offered to me, I should have been proud to accept her hand, for I perceive she is as good as she is beautiful; but as things are, I have now the honour, messire, of refusing.
 Blanche looked at him with gratitude in her eyes; but the old gentleman only smiled and smiled, until his smile grew positively sickening to Denis.
 I am afraid, he said, Monsieur de Beaulieu, that you do not perfectly understand the choice I have to offer you. Follow me, I beseech you, to this window. And he led the way to one of the large windows which stood open on the night. You observe, he went on, there is an iron ring in the upper masonry, and reeved through that, a very efficacious rope. Now, mark my words; if you should find your disinclination to my nieces person insurmountable, I shall have you hanged out of this window before sunrise. I shall only proceed to such an extremity with the greatest regret, you may believe me. For it is not at all your death that I desire, but my nieces establishment in life. At the same time, it must come to that if you prove obstinate. Your family, Monsieur de Beaulieu, is very well in its way; but if you sprang from Charlemagne, you should not refuse the hand of a Maltroit with impunity  not if she had been as common as the Paris road  not if she were as hideous as the gargoyle over my door. Neither my niece nor you, nor my own private feelings, move me at all in this matter. The honour of my house has been compromised; I believe you to be the guilty person; at least you are now in the secret; and you can hardly wonder if I request you to wipe out the stain. If you will not, your blood be on your own head! It will be no great satisfaction to me to have your interesting relics kicking their heels in the breeze below my windows; but half a loaf is better than no bread, and if I cannot cure the dishonour, I shall at least stop the scandal.
 There was a pause.
 I believe there are other ways of settling such imbroglios among gentlemen, said Denis. You wear a sword, and I hear you have used it with distinction.
 The Sire de Maltroit made a signal to the chaplain, who crossed the room with long silent strides and raised the arras over the third of the three doors. It was only a moment before he let it fall again; but Denis had time to see a dusky passage full of armed men.
 When I was a little younger, I should have been delighted to honour you, Monsieur de Beaulieu, said Sire Alain; but I am now too old. Faithful retainers are the sinews of age, and I must employ the strength I have. This is one of the hardest things to swallow as a man grows up in years; but with a little patience, even this becomes habitual. You and the lady seem to prefer the salle for what remains of your two hours; and as I have no desire to cross your preference, I shall resign it to your use with all the pleasure in the world. No haste! he added, holding up his hand, as he saw a dangerous look come into Denis de Beaulieus face. If your mind revolts against hanging, it will be time enough two hours hence to throw yourself out of the window or upon the pikes of my retainers. Two hours of life are always two hours. A great many things may turn up in even as little a while as that. And, besides, if I understand her appearance, my niece has still something to say to you. You will not disfigure your last hours by a want of politeness to a lady?
 Denis looked at Blanche, and she made him an imploring gesture.
 It is likely that the old gentleman was hugely pleased at this symptom of an understanding; for he smiled on both, and added sweetly: If you will give me your word of honour, Monsieur de Beaulieu, to wait my return at the end of the two hours before attempting anything desperate, I shall withdraw my retainers, and let you speak in greater privacy with mademoiselle.
 Denis again glanced at the girl, who seemed to beseech him to agree.
 I give you my word of honour, he said.
 Messire de Maltroit bowed, and proceeded to limp about the apartment, clearing his throat the while with that odd musical chirp which had already grown so irritating in the ears of Denis de Beaulieu. He first possessed himself of some papers which lay upon the table; then he went to the mouth of the passage and appeared to give an order to the men behind the arras; and lastly he hobbled out through the door by which Denis had come in, turning upon the threshold to address a last smiling bow to the young couple, and followed by the captain with a handlamp.
 No sooner were they alone than Blanche advanced towards Denis with her hands extended. Her face was flushed and excited, and her eyes shone with tears.
 You shall not die! she cried, you shall marry me after all.
 You seem to think, madam, replied Denis, that I stand much in fear of death.
 Oh no, no, she said, I see you are no poltroon. It is for my own sake  I could not bear to have you slain for such a scruple.
 I am afraid, returned Denis, that you underrate the difficulty, madam. What you may be too generous to refuse, I may be too proud to accept. In a moment of noble feeling towards me, you forgot what you perhaps owe to others.
 He had the decency to keep his eyes upon the floor as he said this, and after he had finished, so as not to spy upon her confusion. She stood silent for a moment, then walked suddenly away, and falling on her uncles chair, fairly burst out sobbing. Denis was in the acme of embarrassment. He looked round, as if to seek for inspiration, and seeing a stool, plumped down upon it for something to do. There he sat, playing with the guard of his rapier, and wishing himself dead a thousand times over, and buried in the nastiest kitchen-heap in France. His eyes wandered round the apartment, but found nothing to arrest them. There were such wide spaces between the furniture, the light fell so badly and cheerlessly over all, the dark outside air looked in so coldly through the windows, that he thought he had never seen a church so vast, nor a tomb so melancholy. The regular sobs of Blanche de Maltroit measured out the time like the ticking of a clock. He read the device upon the shield over and over again, until his eyes became obscured; he stared into shadowy corners until he imagined they were swarming with horrible animals; and every now and again he awoke with a start, to remember that his last two hours were running, and death was on the march.
 Oftener and oftener, as the time went on, did his glance settle on the girl herself. Her face was bowed forward and covered with her hands, and she was shaken at intervals by the convulsive hiccup of grief. Even thus she was not an unpleasant object to dwell upon, so plump and yet so fine, with a warm brown skin, and the most beautiful hair, Denis thought, in the whole world of womankind. Her hands were like her uncles; but they were more in place at the end of her young arms, and looked infinitely soft and caressing. He remembered how her blue eyes had shone upon him, full of anger, pity, and innocence. And the more he dwelt on her perfections, the uglier death looked, and the more deeply was he smitten with penitence at her continued tears. Now he felt that no man could have the courage to leave a world which contained so beautiful a creature; and now he would have given forty minutes of his last hour to have unsaid his cruel speech.
 Suddenly a hoarse and ragged peal of cockcrow rose to their ears from the dark valley below the windows. And this shattering noise in the silence of all around was like a light in a dark place, and shook them both out of their reflections.
 Alas, can I do nothing to help you? she said, looking up.
 Madam, replied Denis, with a fine irrelevancy, if I have said anything to wound you, believe me, it was for your own sake and not for mine.
 She thanked him with a tearful look.
 I feel your position cruelly, he went on. The world has been bitter hard on you. Your uncle is a disgrace to mankind. Believe me, madam, there is no young gentleman in all France but would be glad of my opportunity to die in doing you a momentary service.
 I know already that you can be very brave and generous, she answered. What I want to know is whether I can serve you  now or afterwards, she added, with a quaver.
 Most certainly, he answered with a smile. Let me sit beside you as if I were a friend, instead of a foolish intruder; try to forget how awkwardly we are placed to one another; make my last moments go pleasantly; and you will do me the chief service possible.
 You are very gallant, she added, with a yet deeper sadness  very gallant  and it somehow pains me. But draw nearer, if you please; and if you find anything to say to me, you will at least make certain of a very friendly listener. Ah! Monsieur de Beaulieu, she broke forth  ah! Monsieur de Beaulieu, how can I look you in the face? And she fell to weeping again with a renewed effusion.
 Madam, said Denis, taking her hand in both of his, reflect on the little time I have before me, and the great bitterness into which I am cast by the sight of your distress. Spare me, in my last moments, the spectacle of what I cannot cure even with the sacrifice of my life.
 I am very selfish, answered Blanche. I will be braver, Monsieur de Beaulieu, for your sake. But think if I can do you no kindness in the future  if you have no friends to whom I could carry your adieux. Charge me as heavily as you can; every burden will lighten, by so little, the invaluable gratitude I owe you. Put it in my power to do something more for you than weep.
 My mother is married again, and has a young family to care for. My brother Guichard will inherit my fiefs; and if I am not in error, that will content him amply for my death. Life is a little vapour that passeth away, as we are told by those in holy orders. When a man is in a fair way and sees all life open in front of him, he seems to himself to make a very important figure in the world. His horse whinnies to him; the trumpets blow and the girls look out of windows as he rides into town before his company; he receives many assurances of trust and regard  sometimes by express in a letter  sometimes face to face, with persons of great consequence falling on his neck. It is not wonderful if his head is turned for a time. But once he is dead, were he as brave as Hercules or as wise as Solomon, he is soon forgotten. It is not ten years since my father fell, with many other knights around him, in a very fierce encounter, and I do not think that any one of them, nor so much as the name of the fight, is now remembered. No, no, madam, the nearer you come to it, you see that death is a dark and dusty corner, where a man gets into his tomb and has the door shut after him till the judgment day. I have few friends just now, and once I am dead I shall have none.
  Ah, Monsieur de Beaulieu! she exclaimed, you forget Blanche de Maltroit.
 You have a sweet nature, madam, and you are pleased to estimate a little service far beyond its worth.
 It is not that, she answered. You mistake me if you think I am so easily touched by my own concerns. I say so, because you are the noblest man I have ever met; because I recognise in you a spirit that would have made even a common person famous in the land.
 And yet here I die in a mouse-trap  with no more noise about it than my own squeaking, answered he.
 A look of pain crossed her face, and she was silent for a little while. Then a light came into her eyes, and with a smile she spoke again.
 I cannot have my champion think meanly of himself. Anyone who gives his life for another will be met in Paradise by all the heralds and angels of the Lord God. And you have no such cause to hang your head. For  Pray, do you think me beautiful? she asked, with a deep flush.
 Indeed, madam, I do, he said.
 I am glad of that, she answered heartily. Do you think there are many men in France who have been asked in marriage by a beautiful maiden  with her own lips  and who have refused her to her face? I know you men would half despise such a triumph; but believe me, we women know more of what is precious in love. There is nothing that should set a person higher in his own esteem; and we women would prize nothing more dearly.
 You are very good, he said; but you cannot make me forget that I was asked in pity and not for love.
 I am not so sure of that, she replied, holding down her head. Hear me to an end, Monsieur de Beaulieu. I know how you must despise me; I feel you are right to do so; I am too poor a creature to occupy one thought of your mind, although, alas! you must die for me this morning. But when I asked you to marry me, indeed, and indeed, it was because I respected and admired you, and loved you with my whole soul, from the very moment that you took my part against my uncle. If you had seen yourself, and how noble you looked, you would pity rather than despise me. And now, she went on, hurriedly checking him with her hand, although I have laid aside all reserve and told you so much, remember that I know your sentiments towards me already. I would not, believe me, being nobly born, weary you with importunities into consent. I too have a pride of my own: and I declare before the holy mother of God, if you should now go back from your word already given, I would no more marry you than I would marry my uncles groom.
 Denis smiled a little bitterly.
 It is a small love, he said, that shies at a little pride.
 She made no answer, although she probably had her own thoughts.
 Come hither to the window, he said, with a sigh. Here is the dawn.
 And indeed the dawn was already beginning. The hollow of the sky was full of essential daylight, colourless and clean; and the valley underneath was flooded with a grey reflection. A few thin vapours clung in the coves of the forest or lay along the winding course of the river. The scene disengaged a surprising effect of stillness, which was hardly interrupted when the cocks began once more to crow among the steadings. Perhaps the same fellow who had made so horrid a clangour in the darkness not half-an-hour before, now sent up the merriest cheer to greet the coming day. A little wind went bustling and eddying among the tree-tops underneath the windows. And still the daylight kept flooding insensibly out of the east, which was soon to grow incandescent and cast up that red-hot cannon-ball, the rising sun.
 Denis looked out over all this with a bit of a shiver. He had taken her hand, and retained it in his almost unconsciously.
 Has the day begun already? she said; and then, illogically enough: the night has been so long! Alas! what shall we say to my uncle when he returns?
 What you will, said Denis, and he pressed her fingers in his.
 She was silent.
 Blanche, he said, with a swift, uncertain, passionate utterance, you have seen whether I fear death. You must know well enough that I would as gladly leap out of that window into the empty air as lay a finger on you without your free and full consent. But if you care for me at all do not let me lose my life in a misapprehension; for I love you better than the whole world; and though I will die for you blithely, it would be like all the joys of Paradise to live on and spend my life in your service.
 As he stopped speaking, a bell began to ring loudly in the interior of the house; and a clatter of armour in the corridor showed that the retainers were returning to their post, and the two hours were at an end.
 After all that you have heard? she whispered, leaning towards him with her lips and eyes.
 I have heard nothing, he replied.
 The captains name was Florimond de Champdivers, she said in his ear.
 I did not hear it, he answered, taking her supple body in his arms and covering her wet face with kisses.
 A melodious chirping was audible behind, followed by a beautiful chuckle, and the voice of Messire de Maltroit wished his new nephew a good morning.
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