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				I

				Why the Prin­cess Has a Story About Her

			
			There was once a little prin­cess whose fath­er was king over a great coun­try full of moun­tains and val­leys. His palace was built upon one of the moun­tains, and was very grand and beau­ti­ful. The prin­cess, whose name was Irene, was born there, but she was sent soon after her birth, be­cause her moth­er was not very strong, to be brought up by coun­try people in a large house, half castle, half farm­house, on the side of an­oth­er moun­tain, about halfway between its base and its peak.

			The prin­cess was a sweet little creature, and at the time my story be­gins was about eight years old, I think, but she got older very fast. Her face was fair and pretty, with eyes like two bits of night sky, each with a star dis­solved in the blue. Those eyes you would have thought must have known they came from there, so of­ten were they turned up in that dir­ec­tion. The ceil­ing of her nurs­ery was blue, with stars in it, as like the sky as they could make it. But I doubt if ever she saw the real sky with the stars in it, for a reas­on which I had bet­ter men­tion at once.

			These moun­tains were full of hol­low places un­der­neath; huge cav­erns, and wind­ing ways, some with wa­ter run­ning through them, and some shin­ing with all col­ours of the rain­bow when a light was taken in. There would not have been much known about them, had there not been mines there, great deep pits, with long gal­ler­ies and pas­sages run­ning off from them, which had been dug to get at the ore of which the moun­tains were full. In the course of dig­ging, the miners came upon many of these nat­ur­al cav­erns. A few of them had far-off open­ings out on the side of a moun­tain, or in­to a rav­ine.

			Now in these sub­ter­ranean cav­erns lived a strange race of be­ings, called by some gnomes, by some ko­bolds, by some gob­lins. There was a le­gend cur­rent in the coun­try that at one time they lived above ground, and were very like oth­er people. But for some reas­on or oth­er, con­cern­ing which there were dif­fer­ent le­gendary the­or­ies, the king had laid what they thought too severe taxes upon them, or had re­quired ob­serv­ances of them they did not like, or had be­gun to treat them with more sever­ity, in some way or oth­er, and im­pose stricter laws; and the con­sequence was that they had all dis­ap­peared from the face of the coun­try. Ac­cord­ing to the le­gend, how­ever, in­stead of go­ing to some oth­er coun­try, they had all taken refuge in the sub­ter­ranean cav­erns, whence they nev­er came out but at night, and then sel­dom showed them­selves in any num­bers, and nev­er to many people at once. It was only in the least fre­quen­ted and most dif­fi­cult parts of the moun­tains that they were said to gath­er even at night in the open air. Those who had caught sight of any of them said that they had greatly altered in the course of gen­er­a­tions; and no won­der, see­ing they lived away from the sun, in cold and wet and dark places. They were now, not or­din­ar­ily ugly, but either ab­so­lutely hideous, or ludicrously grot­esque both in face and form. There was no in­ven­tion, they said, of the most law­less ima­gin­a­tion ex­pressed by pen or pen­cil, that could sur­pass the ex­tra­vag­ance of their ap­pear­ance. But I sus­pect those who said so had mis­taken some of their an­im­al com­pan­ions for the gob­lins them­selves—of which more by and by. The gob­lins them­selves were not so far re­moved from the hu­man as such a de­scrip­tion would im­ply. And as they grew mis­shapen in body they had grown in know­ledge and clev­erness, and now were able to do things no mor­tal could see the pos­sib­il­ity of. But as they grew in cun­ning, they grew in mis­chief, and their great de­light was in every way they could think of to an­noy the people who lived in the open-air storey above them. They had enough of af­fec­tion left for each oth­er to pre­serve them from be­ing ab­so­lutely cruel for cruelty’s sake to those that came in their way; but still they so heart­ily cher­ished the an­ces­tral grudge against those who oc­cu­pied their former pos­ses­sions, and es­pe­cially against the des­cend­ants of the king who had caused their ex­pul­sion, that they sought every op­por­tun­ity of tor­ment­ing them in ways that were as odd as their in­vent­ors; and al­though dwarfed and mis­shapen, they had strength equal to their cun­ning. In the pro­cess of time they had got a king and a gov­ern­ment of their own, whose chief busi­ness, bey­ond their own simple af­fairs, was to de­vise trouble for their neigh­bours. It will now be pretty evid­ent why the little prin­cess had nev­er seen the sky at night. They were much too afraid of the gob­lins to let her out of the house then, even in com­pany with ever so many at­tend­ants; and they had good reas­on, as we shall see by and by.

		
	
		
			
				II

				The Prin­cess Loses Her­self

			
			I have said the Prin­cess Irene was about eight years old when my story be­gins. And this is how it be­gins.

			One very wet day, when the moun­tain was covered with mist which was con­stantly gath­er­ing it­self to­geth­er in­to rain­drops, and pour­ing down on the roofs of the great old house, whence it fell in a fringe of wa­ter from the eaves all round about it, the prin­cess could not of course go out. She got very tired, so tired that even her toys could no longer amuse her. You would won­der at that if I had time to de­scribe to you one half of the toys she had. But then, you wouldn’t have the toys them­selves, and that makes all the dif­fer­ence: you can’t get tired of a thing be­fore you have it. It was a pic­ture, though, worth see­ing—the prin­cess sit­ting in the nurs­ery with the sky ceil­ing over her head, at a great table covered with her toys. If the artist would like to draw this, I should ad­vise him not to meddle with the toys. I am afraid of at­tempt­ing to de­scribe them, and I think he had bet­ter not try to draw them. He had bet­ter not. He can do a thou­sand things I can’t, but I don’t think he could draw those toys. No man could bet­ter make the prin­cess her­self than he could, though—lean­ing with her back bowed in­to the back of the chair, her head hanging down, and her hands in her lap, very miser­able as she would say her­self, not even know­ing what she would like, ex­cept it were to go out and get thor­oughly wet, and catch a par­tic­u­larly nice cold, and have to go to bed and take gruel. The next mo­ment after you see her sit­ting there, her nurse goes out of the room.

			Even that is a change, and the prin­cess wakes up a little, and looks about her. Then she tumbles off her chair and runs out of the door, not the same door the nurse went out of, but one which opened at the foot of a curi­ous old stair of worm-eaten oak, which looked as if nev­er any­one had set foot upon it. She had once be­fore been up six steps, and that was suf­fi­cient reas­on, in such a day, for try­ing to find out what was at the top of it.

			Up and up she ran—such a long way it seemed to her!—un­til she came to the top of the third flight. There she found the land­ing was the end of a long pas­sage. In­to this she ran. It was full of doors on each side. There were so many that she did not care to open any, but ran on to the end, where she turned in­to an­oth­er pas­sage, also full of doors. When she had turned twice more, and still saw doors and only doors about her, she began to get frightened. It was so si­lent! And all those doors must hide rooms with nobody in them! That was dread­ful. Also the rain made a great tramp­ling noise on the roof. She turned and star­ted at full speed, her little foot­steps echo­ing through the sounds of the rain—back for the stairs and her safe nurs­ery. So she thought, but she had lost her­self long ago. It doesn’t fol­low that she was lost, be­cause she had lost her­self, though.

			She ran for some dis­tance, turned sev­er­al times, and then began to be afraid. Very soon she was sure that she had lost the way back. Rooms every­where, and no stair! Her little heart beat as fast as her little feet ran, and a lump of tears was grow­ing in her throat. But she was too eager and per­haps too frightened to cry for some time. At last her hope failed her. Noth­ing but pas­sages and doors every­where! She threw her­self on the floor, and burst in­to a wail­ing cry broken by sobs.

			She did not cry long, how­ever, for she was as brave as could be ex­pec­ted of a prin­cess of her age. After a good cry, she got up, and brushed the dust from her frock. Oh, what old dust it was! Then she wiped her eyes with her hands, for prin­cesses don’t al­ways have their handker­chiefs in their pock­ets, any more than some oth­er little girls I know of. Next, like a true prin­cess, she re­solved on go­ing wisely to work to find her way back: she would walk through the pas­sages, and look in every dir­ec­tion for the stair. This she did, but without suc­cess. She went over the same ground again and again without know­ing it, for the pas­sages and doors were all alike. At last, in a corner, through a half-open door, she did see a stair. But alas! it went the wrong way: in­stead of go­ing down, it went up. Frightened as she was, how­ever, she could not help wish­ing to see where yet fur­ther the stair could lead. It was very nar­row, and so steep that she went on like a four-legged creature on her hands and feet.

		
	
		
			
				III

				The Prin­cess and—We Shall See Who

			
			When she came to the top, she found her­self in a little square place, with three doors, two op­pos­ite each oth­er, and one op­pos­ite the top of the stair. She stood for a mo­ment, without an idea in her little head what to do next. But as she stood, she began to hear a curi­ous hum­ming sound. Could it be the rain? No. It was much more gentle, and even mono­ton­ous than the sound of the rain, which now she scarcely heard. The low sweet hum­ming sound went on, some­times stop­ping for a little while and then be­gin­ning again. It was more like the hum of a very happy bee that had found a rich well of honey in some glob­u­lar flower, than any­thing else I can think of at this mo­ment. Where could it come from? She laid her ear first to one of the doors to hearken if it was there—then to an­oth­er. When she laid her ear against the third door, there could be no doubt where it came from: it must be from some­thing in that room. What could it be? She was rather afraid, but her curi­os­ity was stronger than her fear, and she opened the door very gently and peeped in. What do you think she saw? A very old lady who sat spin­ning.

			Per­haps you will won­der how the prin­cess could tell that the old lady was an old lady, when I in­form you that not only was she beau­ti­ful, but her skin was smooth and white. I will tell you more. Her hair was combed back from her fore­head and face, and hung loose far down and all over her back. That is not much like an old lady—is it? Ah! but it was white al­most as snow. And al­though her face was so smooth, her eyes looked so wise that you could not have helped see­ing she must be old. The prin­cess, though she could not have told you why, did think her very old in­deed—quite fifty, she said to her­self. But she was rather older than that, as you shall hear.

			While the prin­cess stared be­wildered, with her head just in­side the door, the old lady lif­ted hers, and said, in a sweet, but old and rather shaky voice, which mingled very pleas­antly with the con­tin­ued hum of her wheel:

			“Come in, my dear; come in. I am glad to see you.”

			That the prin­cess was a real prin­cess you might see now quite plainly; for she didn’t hang on to the handle of the door, and stare without mov­ing, as I have known some do who ought to have been prin­cesses but were only rather vul­gar little girls. She did as she was told, stepped in­side the door at once, and shut it gently be­hind her.

			“Come to me, my dear,” said the old lady.

			And again the prin­cess did as she was told. She ap­proached the old lady—rather slowly, I con­fess—but did not stop un­til she stood by her side, and looked up in her face with her blue eyes and the two melted stars in them.

			“Why, what have you been do­ing with your eyes, child?” asked the old lady.

			“Cry­ing,” answered the prin­cess.

			“Why, child?”

			“Be­cause I couldn’t find my way down again.”

			“But you could find your way up.”

			“Not at first—not for a long time.”

			“But your face is streaked like the back of a zebra. Hadn’t you a handker­chief to wipe your eyes with?”

			“No.”

			“Then why didn’t you come to me to wipe them for you?”

			“Please, I didn’t know you were here. I will next time.”

			“There’s a good child!” said the old lady.

			Then she stopped her wheel, and rose, and, go­ing out of the room, re­turned with a little sil­ver basin and a soft white tow­el, with which she washed and wiped the bright little face. And the prin­cess thought her hands were so smooth and nice!

			When she car­ried away the basin and tow­el, the little prin­cess wondered to see how straight and tall she was, for, al­though she was so old, she didn’t stoop a bit. She was dressed in black vel­vet with thick white heavy-look­ing lace about it; and on the black dress her hair shone like sil­ver. There was hardly any more fur­niture in the room than there might have been in that of the poorest old wo­man who made her bread by her spin­ning. There was no car­pet on the floor—no table any­where—noth­ing but the spin­ning-wheel and the chair be­side it. When she came back, she sat down and without a word began her spin­ning once more, while Irene, who had nev­er seen a spin­ning-wheel, stood by her side and looked on. When the old lady had got her thread fairly go­ing again, she said to the prin­cess, but without look­ing at her:

			“Do you know my name, child?”

			“No, I don’t know it,” answered the prin­cess.

			“My name is Irene.”

			“That’s my name!” cried the prin­cess.

			“I know that. I let you have mine. I haven’t got your name. You’ve got mine.”

			“How can that be?” asked the prin­cess, be­wildered. “I’ve al­ways had my name.”

			“Your papa, the king, asked me if I had any ob­jec­tion to your hav­ing it; and, of course, I hadn’t. I let you have it with pleas­ure.”

			“It was very kind of you to give me your name—and such a pretty one,” said the prin­cess.

			“Oh, not so very kind!” said the old lady. “A name is one of those things one can give away and keep all the same. I have a good many such things. Wouldn’t you like to know who I am, child?”

			“Yes, that I should—very much.”

			“I’m your great-great-grand­moth­er,” said the lady.

			“What’s that?” asked the prin­cess.

			“I’m your fath­er’s moth­er’s fath­er’s moth­er.”

			“Oh, dear! I can’t un­der­stand that,” said the prin­cess.

			“I dare say not. I didn’t ex­pect you would. But that’s no reas­on why I shouldn’t say it.”

			“Oh, no!” answered the prin­cess.

			“I will ex­plain it all to you when you are older,” the lady went on. “But you will be able to un­der­stand this much now: I came here to take care of you.”

			“Is it long since you came? Was it yes­ter­day? Or was it today, be­cause it was so wet that I couldn’t get out?”

			“I’ve been here ever since you came your­self.”

			“What a long time!” said the prin­cess. “I don’t re­mem­ber it at all.”

			“No. I sup­pose not.”

			“But I nev­er saw you be­fore.”

			“No. But you shall see me again.”

			“Do you live in this room al­ways?”

			“I don’t sleep in it. I sleep on the op­pos­ite side of the land­ing. I sit here most of the day.”

			“I shouldn’t like it. My nurs­ery is much pret­ti­er. You must be a queen too, if you are my great big grand­moth­er.”

			“Yes, I am a queen.”

			“Where is your crown, then?”

			“In my bed­room.”

			“I should like to see it.”

			“You shall some day—not today.”

			“I won­der why nur­sie nev­er told me.”

			“Nur­sie doesn’t know. She nev­er saw me.”

			“But some­body knows that you are in the house?”

			“No; nobody.”

			“How do you get your din­ner, then?”

			“I keep poultry—of a sort.”

			“Where do you keep them?”

			“I will show you.”

			“And who makes the chick­en broth for you?”

			“I nev­er kill any of my chick­ens.”

			“Then I can’t un­der­stand.”

			“What did you have for break­fast this morn­ing?” asked the lady.

			“Oh! I had bread and milk, and an egg—I dare say you eat their eggs.”

			“Yes, that’s it. I eat their eggs.”

			“Is that what makes your hair so white?”

			“No, my dear. It’s old age. I am very old.”

			“I thought so. Are you fifty?”

			“Yes—more than that.”

			“Are you a hun­dred?”

			“Yes—more than that. I am too old for you to guess. Come and see my chick­ens.”

			Again she stopped her spin­ning. She rose, took the prin­cess by the hand, led her out of the room, and opened the door op­pos­ite the stair. The prin­cess ex­pec­ted to see a lot of hens and chick­ens, but in­stead of that, she saw the blue sky first, and then the roofs of the house, with a mul­ti­tude of the love­li­est pi­geons, mostly white, but of all col­ours, walk­ing about, mak­ing bows to each oth­er, and talk­ing a lan­guage she could not un­der­stand. She clapped her hands with de­light, and up rose such a flap­ping of wings that she in her turn was startled.

			“You’ve frightened my poultry,” said the old lady, smil­ing.

			“And they’ve frightened me,” said the prin­cess, smil­ing too. “But what very nice poultry! Are the eggs nice?”

			“Yes, very nice.”

			“What a small egg-spoon you must have! Wouldn’t it be bet­ter to keep hens, and get big­ger eggs?”

			“How should I feed them, though?”

			“I see,” said the prin­cess. “The pi­geons feed them­selves. They’ve got wings.”

			“Just so. If they couldn’t fly, I couldn’t eat their eggs.”

			“But how do you get at the eggs? Where are their nests?”

			The lady took hold of a little loop of string in the wall at the side of the door and, lift­ing a shut­ter, showed a great many pi­geon­holes with nests, some with young ones and some with eggs in them. The birds came in at the oth­er side, and she took out the eggs on this side. She closed it again quickly, lest the young ones should be frightened.

			“Oh, what a nice way!” cried the prin­cess. “Will you give me an egg to eat? I’m rather hungry.”

			“I will some day, but now you must go back, or nur­sie will be miser­able about you. I dare say she’s look­ing for you every­where.”

			“Ex­cept here,” answered the prin­cess. “Oh, how sur­prised she will be when I tell her about my great big grand-grand­moth­er!”

			“Yes, that she will!” said the old lady with a curi­ous smile. “Mind you tell her all about it ex­actly.”

			“That I will. Please will you take me back to her?”

			“I can’t go all the way, but I will take you to the top of the stair, and then you must run down quite fast in­to your own room.”

			The little prin­cess put her hand in the old lady’s, who, look­ing this way and that, brought her to the top of the first stair, and thence to the bot­tom of the second, and did not leave her till she saw her halfway down the third. When she heard the cry of her nurse’s pleas­ure at find­ing her, she turned and walked up the stairs again, very fast in­deed for such a very great grand­moth­er, and sat down to her spin­ning with an­oth­er strange smile on her sweet old face.

			About this spin­ning of hers I will tell you more an­oth­er time.

			Guess what she was spin­ning.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				What the Nurse Thought of It

			
			“Why, where can you have been, prin­cess?” asked the nurse, tak­ing her in her arms. “It’s very un­kind of you to hide away so long. I began to be afraid—” Here she checked her­self.

			“What were you afraid of, nur­sie?” asked the prin­cess.

			“Nev­er mind,” she answered. “Per­haps I will tell you an­oth­er day. Now tell me where you have been.”

			“I’ve been up a long way to see my very great, huge, old grand­moth­er,” said the prin­cess.

			“What do you mean by that?” asked the nurse, who thought she was mak­ing fun.

			“I mean that I’ve been a long way up and up to see My great grand­moth­er. Ah, nur­sie, you don’t know what a beau­ti­ful moth­er of grand­moth­ers I’ve got up­stairs. She is such an old lady, with such lovely white hair—as white as my sil­ver cup. Now, when I think of it, I think her hair must be sil­ver.”

			“What non­sense you are talk­ing, prin­cess!” said the nurse.

			“I’m not talk­ing non­sense,” re­turned Irene, rather of­fen­ded. “I will tell you all about her. She’s much taller than you, and much pret­ti­er.”

			“Oh, I dare say!” re­marked the nurse.

			“And she lives upon pi­geons’ eggs.”

			“Most likely,” said the nurse.

			“And she sits in an empty room, spin-spin­ning all day long.”

			“Not a doubt of it,” said the nurse.

			“And she keeps her crown in her bed­room.”

			“Of course—quite the prop­er place to keep her crown in. She wears it in bed, I’ll be bound.”

			“She didn’t say that. And I don’t think she does. That wouldn’t be com­fort­able—would it? I don’t think my papa wears his crown for a night­cap. Does he, nur­sie?”

			“I nev­er asked him. I dare say he does.”

			“And she’s been there ever since I came here—ever so many years.”

			“Any­body could have told you that,” said the nurse, who did not be­lieve a word Irene was say­ing.

			“Why didn’t you tell me, then?”

			“There was no ne­ces­sity. You could make it all up for your­self.”

			“You don’t be­lieve me, then!” ex­claimed the prin­cess, as­ton­ished and angry, as she well might be.

			“Did you ex­pect me to be­lieve you, prin­cess?” asked the nurse coldly. “I know prin­cesses are in the habit of telling make-be­lieves, but you are the first I ever heard of who ex­pec­ted to have them be­lieved,” she ad­ded, see­ing that the child was strangely in earn­est.

			The prin­cess burst in­to tears.

			“Well, I must say,” re­marked the nurse, now thor­oughly vexed with her for cry­ing, “it is not at all be­com­ing in a prin­cess to tell stor­ies and ex­pect to be be­lieved just be­cause she is a prin­cess.”

			“But it’s quite true, I tell you.”

			“You’ve dreamt it, then, child.”

			“No, I didn’t dream it. I went up­stairs, and I lost my­self, and if I hadn’t found the beau­ti­ful lady, I should nev­er have found my­self.”

			“Oh, I dare say!”

			“Well, you just come up with me, and see if I’m not telling the truth.”

			“In­deed I have oth­er work to do. It’s your din­ner­time, and I won’t have any more such non­sense.”

			The prin­cess wiped her eyes, and her face grew so hot that they were soon quite dry. She sat down to her din­ner, but ate next to noth­ing. Not to be be­lieved does not at all agree with prin­cesses: for a real prin­cess can­not tell a lie. So all the af­ter­noon she did not speak a word. Only when the nurse spoke to her, she answered her, for a real prin­cess is nev­er rude—even when she does well to be of­fen­ded.

			Of course the nurse was not com­fort­able in her mind—not that she sus­pec­ted the least truth in Irene’s story, but that she loved her dearly, and was vexed with her­self for hav­ing been cross to her. She thought her cross­ness was the cause of the prin­cess’s un­hap­pi­ness, and had no idea that she was really and deeply hurt at not be­ing be­lieved. But, as it be­came more and more plain dur­ing the even­ing in her every mo­tion and look, that, al­though she tried to amuse her­self with her toys, her heart was too vexed and troubled to en­joy them, her nurse’s dis­com­fort grew and grew. When bed­time came, she un­dressed and laid her down, but the child, in­stead of hold­ing up her little mouth to be kissed, turned away from her and lay still. Then nur­sie’s heart gave way al­to­geth­er, and she began to cry. At the sound of her first sob the prin­cess turned again, and held her face to kiss her as usu­al. But the nurse had her handker­chief to her eyes, and did not see the move­ment.

			“Nur­sie,” said the prin­cess, “why won’t you be­lieve me?”

			“Be­cause I can’t be­lieve you,” said the nurse, get­ting angry again.

			“Ah! then, you can’t help it,” said Irene, “and I will not be vexed with you any more. I will give you a kiss and go to sleep.”

			“You little an­gel!” cried the nurse, and caught her out of bed, and walked about the room with her in her arms, kiss­ing and hug­ging her.

			“You will let me take you to see my dear old great big grand­moth­er, won’t you?” said the prin­cess, as she laid her down again.

			“And you won’t say I’m ugly, any more—will you, prin­cess?”

			“Nur­sie, I nev­er said you were ugly. What can you mean?”

			“Well, if you didn’t say it, you meant it.”

			“In­deed, I nev­er did.”

			“You said I wasn’t so pretty as that—”

			“As my beau­ti­ful grand­moth­er—yes, I did say that; and I say it again, for it’s quite true.”

			“Then I do think you are un­kind!” said the nurse, and put her handker­chief to her eyes again.

			“Nur­sie, dear, every­body can’t be as beau­ti­ful as every oth­er body, you know. You are very nice-look­ing, but if you had been as beau­ti­ful as my grand­moth­er—”

			“Both­er your grand­moth­er!” said the nurse.

			“Nurse, that’s very rude. You are not fit to be spoken to till you can be­have bet­ter.”

			The prin­cess turned away once more, and again the nurse was ashamed of her­self.

			“I’m sure I beg your par­don, prin­cess,” she said, though still in an of­fen­ded tone. But the prin­cess let the tone pass, and heeded only the words.

			“You won’t say it again, I am sure,” she answered, once more turn­ing to­wards her nurse. “I was only go­ing to say that if you had been twice as nice-look­ing as you are, some king or oth­er would have mar­ried you, and then what would have be­come of me?”

			“You are an an­gel!” re­peated the nurse, again em­bra­cing her. “Now,” in­sisted Irene, “you will come and see my grand­moth­er—won’t you?”

			“I will go with you any­where you like, my cher­ub,” she answered; and in two minutes the weary little prin­cess was fast asleep.

		
	
		
			
				V

				The Prin­cess Lets Well Alone

			
			When she woke the next morn­ing, the first thing she heard was the rain still fall­ing. In­deed, this day was so like the last that it would have been dif­fi­cult to tell where was the use of it. The first thing she thought of, how­ever, was not the rain, but the lady in the tower; and the first ques­tion that oc­cu­pied her thoughts was wheth­er she should not ask the nurse to ful­fil her prom­ise this very morn­ing, and go with her to find her grand­moth­er as soon as she had had her break­fast. But she came to the con­clu­sion that per­haps the lady would not be pleased if she took any­one to see her without first ask­ing leave; es­pe­cially as it was pretty evid­ent, see­ing she lived on pi­geons’ eggs, and cooked them her­self, that she did not want the house­hold to know she was there. So the prin­cess re­solved to take the first op­por­tun­ity of run­ning up alone and ask­ing wheth­er she might bring her nurse. She be­lieved the fact that she could not oth­er­wise con­vince her she was telling the truth would have much weight with her grand­moth­er.

			The prin­cess and her nurse were the best of friends all dress­ing-time, and the prin­cess in con­sequence ate an enorm­ous little break­fast.

			“I won­der, Lootie”—that was her pet name for her nurse—“what pi­geons’ eggs taste like?” she said, as she was eat­ing her egg—not quite a com­mon one, for they al­ways picked out the pinky ones for her.

			“We’ll get you a pi­geon’s egg, and you shall judge for your­self,” said the nurse.

			“Oh, no, no!” re­turned Irene, sud­denly re­flect­ing they might dis­turb the old lady in get­ting it, and that even if they did not, she would have one less in con­sequence.

			“What a strange creature you are,” said the nurse—“first to want a thing and then to re­fuse it!”

			But she did not say it crossly, and the prin­cess nev­er minded any re­marks that were not un­friendly.

			“Well, you see, Lootie, there are reas­ons,” she re­turned, and said no more, for she did not want to bring up the sub­ject of their former strife, lest her nurse should of­fer to go be­fore she had had her grand­moth­er’s per­mis­sion to bring her. Of course she could re­fuse to take her, but then she would be­lieve her less than ever.

			Now the nurse, as she said her­self af­ter­wards, could not be every mo­ment in the room; and as nev­er be­fore yes­ter­day had the prin­cess giv­en her the smal­lest reas­on for anxi­ety, it had not yet come in­to her head to watch her more closely. So she soon gave her a chance, and, the very first that offered, Irene was off and up the stairs again.

			This day’s ad­ven­ture, how­ever, did not turn out like yes­ter­day’s, al­though it began like it; and in­deed today is very sel­dom like yes­ter­day, if people would note the dif­fer­ences—even when it rains. The prin­cess ran through pas­sage after pas­sage, and could not find the stair of the tower. My own sus­pi­cion is that she had not gone up high enough, and was search­ing on the second in­stead of the third floor. When she turned to go back, she failed equally in her search after the stair. She was lost once more.

			Some­thing made it even worse to bear this time, and it was no won­der that she cried again. Sud­denly it oc­curred to her that it was after hav­ing cried be­fore that she had found her grand­moth­er’s stair. She got up at once, wiped her eyes, and star­ted upon a fresh quest.

			This time, al­though she did not find what she hoped, she found what was next best: she did not come on a stair that went up, but she came upon one that went down. It was evid­ently not the stair she had come up, yet it was a good deal bet­ter than none; so down she went, and was singing mer­rily be­fore she reached the bot­tom. There, to her sur­prise, she found her­self in the kit­chen. Al­though she was not al­lowed to go there alone, her nurse had of­ten taken her, and she was a great fa­vour­ite with the ser­vants. So there was a gen­er­al rush at her the mo­ment she ap­peared, for every­one wanted to have her; and the re­port of where she was soon reached the nurse’s ears. She came at once to fetch her; but she nev­er sus­pec­ted how she had got there, and the prin­cess kept her own coun­sel.

			Her fail­ure to find the old lady not only dis­ap­poin­ted her, but made her very thought­ful. Some­times she came al­most to the nurse’s opin­ion that she had dreamed all about her; but that fancy nev­er las­ted very long. She wondered much wheth­er she should ever see her again, and thought it very sad not to have been able to find her when she par­tic­u­larly wanted her. She re­solved to say noth­ing more to her nurse on the sub­ject, see­ing it was so little in her power to prove her words.

		
	
		
			
				VI

				The Little Miner

			
			The next day the great cloud still hung over the moun­tain, and the rain poured like wa­ter from a full sponge. The prin­cess was very fond of be­ing out of doors, and she nearly cried when she saw that the weath­er was no bet­ter. But the mist was not of such a dark dingy grey; there was light in it; and as the hours went on it grew bright­er and bright­er, un­til it was al­most too bril­liant to look at; and late in the af­ter­noon the sun broke out so glor­i­ously that Irene clapped her hands, cry­ing:

			“See, see, Lootie! The sun has had his face washed. Look how bright he is! Do get my hat, and let us go out for a walk. Oh, dear! oh, dear! how happy I am!”

			Lootie was very glad to please the prin­cess. She got her hat and cloak, and they set out to­geth­er for a walk up the moun­tain; for the road was so hard and steep that the wa­ter could not rest upon it, and it was al­ways dry enough for walk­ing a few minutes after the rain ceased. The clouds were rolling away in broken pieces, like great, over­woolly sheep, whose wool the sun had bleached till it was al­most too white for the eyes to bear. Between them the sky shone with a deep­er and purer blue, be­cause of the rain. The trees on the road­side were hung all over with drops, which sparkled in the sun like jew­els. The only things that were no bright­er for the rain were the brooks that ran down the moun­tain; they had changed from the clear­ness of crys­tal to a muddy brown; but what they lost in col­our they gained in sound—or at least in noise, for a brook when it is swollen is not so mu­sic­al as be­fore. But Irene was in rap­tures with the great brown streams tum­bling down every­where; and Lootie shared in her de­light, for she too had been con­fined to the house for three days.

			At length she ob­served that the sun was get­ting low, and said it was time to be go­ing back. She made the re­mark again and again, but, every time, the prin­cess begged her to go on just a little farther and a little farther; re­mind­ing her that it was much easi­er to go down­hill, and say­ing that when they did turn they would be at home in a mo­ment. So on and on they did go, now to look at a group of ferns over whose tops a stream was pour­ing in a wa­tery arch, now to pick a shin­ing stone from a rock by the way­side, now to watch the flight of some bird. Sud­denly the shad­ow of a great moun­tain peak came up from be­hind, and shot in front of them. When the nurse saw it, she star­ted and shook, and catch­ing hold of the prin­cess’s hand turned and began to run down the hill.

			“What’s all the haste, nur­sie?” asked Irene, run­ning along­side of her.

			“We must not be out a mo­ment longer.”

			“But we can’t help be­ing out a good many mo­ments longer.”

			It was too true. The nurse al­most cried. They were much too far from home. It was against ex­press or­ders to be out with the prin­cess one mo­ment after the sun was down; and they were nearly a mile up the moun­tain! If His Majesty, Irene’s papa, were to hear of it, Lootie would cer­tainly be dis­missed; and to leave the prin­cess would break her heart. It was no won­der she ran. But Irene was not in the least frightened, not know­ing any­thing to be frightened at. She kept on chat­ter­ing as well as she could, but it was not easy.

			“Lootie! Lootie! why do you run so fast? It shakes my teeth when I talk.”

			“Then don’t talk,” said Lootie.

			But the prin­cess went on talk­ing. She was al­ways say­ing: “Look, look, Lootie!” but Lootie paid no more heed to any­thing she said, only ran on.

			“Look, look, Lootie! Don’t you see that funny man peep­ing over the rock?”

			Lootie only ran the faster. They had to pass the rock, and when they came near­er, the prin­cess saw it was only a lump of the rock it­self that she had taken for a man.

			“Look, look, Lootie! There’s such a curi­ous creature at the foot of that old tree. Look at it, Lootie! It’s mak­ing faces at us, I do think.”

			Lootie gave a stifled cry, and ran faster still—so fast that Irene’s little legs could not keep up with her, and she fell with a crash. It was a hard down­hill road, and she had been run­ning very fast—so it was no won­der she began to cry. This put the nurse nearly be­side her­self; but all she could do was to run on, the mo­ment she got the prin­cess on her feet again.

			“Who’s that laugh­ing at me?” said the prin­cess, try­ing to keep in her sobs, and run­ning too fast for her grazed knees.

			“Nobody, child,” said the nurse, al­most an­grily.

			But that in­stant there came a burst of coarse tit­ter­ing from some­where near, and a hoarse in­dis­tinct voice that seemed to say: “Lies! lies! lies!”

			“Oh!” cried the nurse with a sigh that was al­most a scream, and ran on faster than ever.

			“Nur­sie! Lootie! I can’t run any more. Do let us walk a bit.”

			“What am I to do?” said the nurse. “Here, I will carry you.”

			She caught her up; but found her much too heavy to run with, and had to set her down again. Then she looked wildly about her, gave a great cry, and said:

			“We’ve taken the wrong turn­ing some­where, and I don’t know where we are. We are lost, lost!”

			The ter­ror she was in had quite be­wildered her. It was true enough they had lost the way. They had been run­ning down in­to a little val­ley in which there was no house to be seen.

			Now Irene did not know what good reas­on there was for her nurse’s ter­ror, for the ser­vants had all strict or­ders nev­er to men­tion the gob­lins to her, but it was very dis­com­pos­ing to see her nurse in such a fright. Be­fore, how­ever, she had time to grow thor­oughly alarmed like her, she heard the sound of whist­ling, and that re­vived her. Presently she saw a boy com­ing up the road from the val­ley to meet them. He was the whist­ler; but be­fore they met his whist­ling changed to singing. And this is some­thing like what he sang:

			
				
					“Ring! dod! bang!
					

					Go the ham­mers’ clang!
					

					Hit and turn and bore!
					

					Whizz and puff and roar!
					

					Thus we rive the rocks,
					

					Force the gob­lin locks.—
					

					See the shin­ing ore!
					

					One, two, three—
					

					Bright as gold can be!
					

					Four, five, six—
					

					Shovels, mat­tocks, picks!
					

					Sev­en, eight, nine—
					

					Light your lamp at mine.
					

					Ten, el­ev­en, twelve—
					

					Loosely hold the helve.
					

					We’re the merry miner-boys,
					

					Make the gob­lins hold their noise.”
				

			

			“I wish you would hold your noise,” said the nurse rudely, for the very word “gob­lin” at such a time and in such a place made her tremble. It would bring the gob­lins upon them to a cer­tainty, she thought, to defy them in that way. But wheth­er the boy heard her or not, he did not stop his singing.

			
				
					“Thir­teen, four­teen, fif­teen—
					

					This is worth the sift­in’;
					

					Six­teen, sev­en­teen, eight­een—
					

					There’s the match, and lay’t in.
					

					Nine­teen, twenty—
					

					Gob­lins in a plenty.”
				

			

			“Do be quiet,” cried the nurse, in a whispered shriek. But the boy, who was now close at hand, still went on.

			
				
					“Hush! scush! scurry!
					

					There you go in a hurry!
					

					Gobble! gobble! gob­lin!
					

					There you go a wob­blin’;
					

					Hobble, hobble, hob­blin’—
					

					Cobble! cobble! cob­blin’!
					

					Hob-bob-gob­lin!—
					

					Huuuuuh!”
				

			

			“There!” said the boy, as he stood still op­pos­ite them. “There! that’ll do for them. They can’t bear singing, and they can’t stand that song. They can’t sing them­selves, for they have no more voice than a crow; and they don’t like oth­er people to sing.”

			The boy was dressed in a miner’s dress, with a curi­ous cap on his head. He was a very nice-look­ing boy, with eyes as dark as the mines in which he worked and as spark­ling as the crys­tals in their rocks. He was about twelve years old. His face was al­most too pale for beauty, which came of his be­ing so little in the open air and the sun­light—for even ve­get­ables grown in the dark are white; but he looked happy, merry in­deed—per­haps at the thought of hav­ing routed the gob­lins; and his bear­ing as he stood be­fore them had noth­ing clown­ish or rude about it.

			“I saw them,” he went on, “as I came up; and I’m very glad I did. I knew they were after some­body, but I couldn’t see who it was. They won’t touch you so long as I’m with you.”

			“Why, who are you?” asked the nurse, of­fen­ded at the free­dom with which he spoke to them.

			“I’m Peter’s son.”

			“Who’s Peter?”

			“Peter the miner.”

			“I don’t know him.”

			“I’m his son, though.”

			“And why should the gob­lins mind you, pray?”

			“Be­cause I don’t mind them. I’m used to them.”

			“What dif­fer­ence does that make?”

			“If you’re not afraid of them, they’re afraid of you. I’m not afraid of them. That’s all. But it’s all that’s wanted—up here, that is. It’s a dif­fer­ent thing down there. They won’t al­ways mind that song even, down there. And if any­one sings it, they stand grin­ning at him aw­fully; and if he gets frightened, and misses a word, or says a wrong one, they—oh! don’t they give it him!”

			“What do they do to him?” asked Irene, with a trem­bling voice.

			“Don’t go fright­en­ing the prin­cess,” said the nurse.

			“The prin­cess!” re­peated the little miner, tak­ing off his curi­ous cap. “I beg your par­don; but you oughtn’t to be out so late. Every­body knows that’s against the law.”

			“Yes, in­deed it is!” said the nurse, be­gin­ning to cry again. “And I shall have to suf­fer for it.”

			“What does that mat­ter?” said the boy. “It must be your fault. It is the prin­cess who will suf­fer for it. I hope they didn’t hear you call her the prin­cess. If they did, they’re sure to know her again: they’re aw­fully sharp.”

			“Lootie! Lootie!” cried the prin­cess. “Take me home.”

			“Don’t go on like that,” said the nurse to the boy, al­most fiercely. “How could I help it? I lost my way.”

			“You shouldn’t have been out so late. You wouldn’t have lost your way if you hadn’t been frightened,” said the boy. “Come along. I’ll soon set you right again. Shall I carry your little High­ness?”

			“Im­per­tin­ence!” mur­mured the nurse, but she did not say it aloud, for she thought if she made him angry he might take his re­venge by telling someone be­long­ing to the house, and then it would be sure to come to the king’s ears. “No, thank you,” said Irene. “I can walk very well, though I can’t run so fast as nur­sie. If you will give me one hand, Lootie will give me an­oth­er, and then I shall get on fam­ously.”

			They soon had her between them, hold­ing a hand of each.

			“Now let’s run,” said the nurse.

			“No, no!” said the little miner. “That’s the worst thing you can do. If you hadn’t run be­fore, you would not have lost your way. And if you run now, they will be after you in a mo­ment.”

			“I don’t want to run,” said Irene.

			“You don’t think of me,” said the nurse.

			“Yes, I do, Lootie. The boy says they won’t touch us if we don’t run.”

			“Yes, but if they know at the house that I’ve kept you out so late I shall be turned away, and that would break my heart.”

			“Turned away, Lootie! Who would turn you away?”

			“Your papa, child.”

			“But I’ll tell him it was all my fault. And you know it was, Lootie.”

			“He won’t mind that. I’m sure he won’t.”

			“Then I’ll cry, and go down on my knees to him, and beg him not to take away my own dear Lootie.”

			The nurse was com­for­ted at hear­ing this, and said no more. They went on, walk­ing pretty fast, but tak­ing care not to run a step.

			“I want to talk to you,” said Irene to the little miner; “but it’s so awk­ward! I don’t know your name.”

			“My name’s Cur­die, little prin­cess.”

			“What a funny name! Cur­die! What more?”

			“Cur­die Peterson. What’s your name, please?”

			“Irene.”

			“What more?”

			“I don’t know what more. What more is my name, Lootie?”

			“Prin­cesses haven’t got more than one name. They don’t want it.”

			“Oh, then, Cur­die, you must call me just Irene and no more.”

			“No, in­deed,” said the nurse in­dig­nantly. “He shall do no such thing.”

			“What shall he call me, then, Lootie?”

			“Your Roy­al High­ness.”

			“My Roy­al High­ness! What’s that? No, no, Lootie. I won’t be called names. I don’t like them. You told me once your­self it’s only rude chil­dren that call names; and I’m sure Cur­die wouldn’t be rude. Cur­die, my name’s Irene.”

			“Well, Irene,” said Cur­die, with a glance at the nurse which showed he en­joyed teas­ing her; “it is very kind of you to let me call you any­thing. I like your name very much.”

			He ex­pec­ted the nurse to in­ter­fere again; but he soon saw that she was too frightened to speak. She was star­ing at some­thing a few yards be­fore them in the middle of the path, where it nar­rowed between rocks so that only one could pass at a time.

			“It is very much kinder of you to go out of your way to take us home,” said Irene.

			“I’m not go­ing out of my way yet,” said Cur­die. “It’s on the oth­er side of those rocks the path turns off to my fath­er’s.”

			“You wouldn’t think of leav­ing us till we’re safe home, I’m sure,” gasped the nurse.

			“Of course not,” said Cur­die.

			“You dear, good, kind Cur­die! I’ll give you a kiss when we get home,” said the prin­cess.

			The nurse gave her a great pull by the hand she held. But at that in­stant the some­thing in the middle of the way, which had looked like a great lump of earth brought down by the rain, began to move. One after an­oth­er it shot out four long things, like two arms and two legs, but it was now too dark to tell what they were. The nurse began to tremble from head to foot. Irene clasped Cur­die’s hand yet faster, and Cur­die began to sing again:

			
				
					“One, two—
					

					Hit and hew!
					

					Three, four—
					

					Blast and bore!
					

					Five, six—
					

					There’s a fix!
					

					Sev­en, eight—
					

					Hold it straight!
					

					Nine, ten—
					

					Hit again!
					

					Hurry! scurry!
					

					Both­er! smoth­er!
					

					There’s a toad
					

					In the road!
					

					Smash it!
					

					Squash it!
					

					Fry it!
					

					Dry it!
					

					You’re an­oth­er!
					

					Up and off!
					

					There’s enough!—
					

					Huuuuuh!”
				

			

			As he uttered the last words, Cur­die let go his hold of his com­pan­ion, and rushed at the thing in the road as if he would trample it un­der his feet. It gave a great spring, and ran straight up one of the rocks like a huge spider. Cur­die turned back laugh­ing, and took Irene’s hand again. She grasped his very tight, but said noth­ing till they had passed the rocks. A few yards more and she found her­self on a part of the road she knew, and was able to speak again.

			“Do you know, Cur­die, I don’t quite like your song: it sounds to me rather rude,” she said.

			“Well, per­haps it is,” answered Cur­die. “I nev­er thought of that; it’s a way we have. We do it be­cause they don’t like it.”

			“Who don’t like it?”

			“The ‘cobs,’ as we call them.”

			“Don’t!” said the nurse.

			“Why not?” said Cur­die.

			“I beg you won’t. Please don’t.”

			“Oh! if you ask me that way, of course, I won’t; though I don’t a bit know why. Look! there are the lights of your great house down be­low. You’ll be at home in five minutes now.”

			Noth­ing more happened. They reached home in safety. Nobody had missed them, or even known they had gone out; and they ar­rived at the door be­long­ing to their part of the house without any­one see­ing them. The nurse was rush­ing in with a hur­ried and not over-gra­cious good night to Cur­die; but the prin­cess pulled her hand from hers, and was just throw­ing her arms round Cur­die’s neck, when she caught her again and dragged her away.

			“Lootie! Lootie! I prom­ised a kiss,” cried Irene.

			“A prin­cess mustn’t give kisses. It’s not at all prop­er,” said Lootie.

			“But I prom­ised,” said the prin­cess.

			“There’s no oc­ca­sion; he’s only a miner-boy.”

			“He’s a good boy, and a brave boy, and he has been very kind to us. Lootie! Lootie! I prom­ised.”

			“Then you shouldn’t have prom­ised.”

			“Lootie, I prom­ised him a kiss.”

			“Your Roy­al High­ness,” said Lootie, sud­denly grown very re­spect­ful, “must come in dir­ectly.”

			“Nurse, a prin­cess must not break her word,” said Irene, draw­ing her­self up and stand­ing stock-still.

			Lootie did not know which the king might count the worst—to let the prin­cess be out after sun­set, or to let her kiss a miner-boy. She did not know that, be­ing a gen­tle­man, as many kings have been, he would have coun­ted neither of them the worse. How­ever much he might have dis­liked his daugh­ter to kiss the miner-boy, he would not have had her break her word for all the gob­lins in cre­ation. But, as I say, the nurse was not lady enough to un­der­stand this, and so she was in a great dif­fi­culty, for, if she in­sisted, someone might hear the prin­cess cry and run to see, and then all would come out. But here Cur­die came again to the res­cue.

			“Nev­er mind, Prin­cess Irene,” he said. “You mustn’t kiss me to­night. But you shan’t break your word. I will come an­oth­er time. You may be sure I will.”

			“Oh, thank you, Cur­die!” said the prin­cess, and stopped cry­ing.

			“Good night, Irene; good night, Lootie,” said Cur­die, and turned and was out of sight in a mo­ment.

			“I should like to see him!” muttered the nurse, as she car­ried the prin­cess to the nurs­ery.

			“You will see him,” said Irene. “You may be sure Cur­die will keep his word. He’s sure to come again.”

			“I should like to see him!” re­peated the nurse, and said no more. She did not want to open a new cause of strife with the prin­cess by say­ing more plainly what she meant. Glad enough that she had suc­ceeded both in get­ting home un­seen, and in keep­ing the prin­cess from kiss­ing the miner’s boy, she re­solved to watch her far bet­ter in fu­ture. Her care­less­ness had already doubled the danger she was in. Formerly the gob­lins were her only fear; now she had to pro­tect her charge from Cur­die as well.

		
	
		
			
				VII

				The Mines

			
			Cur­die went home whist­ling. He re­solved to say noth­ing about the prin­cess for fear of get­ting the nurse in­to trouble, for while he en­joyed teas­ing her be­cause of her ab­surdity, he was care­ful not to do her any harm. He saw no more of the gob­lins, and was soon fast asleep in his bed.

			He woke in the middle of the night, and thought he heard curi­ous noises out­side. He sat up and listened; then got up, and, open­ing the door very quietly, went out. When he peeped round the corner, he saw, un­der his own win­dow, a group of stumpy creatures, whom he at once re­cog­nized by their shape. Hardly, how­ever, had he be­gun his “One, two, three!” when they broke asun­der, scur­ried away, and were out of sight. He re­turned laugh­ing, got in­to bed again, and was fast asleep in a mo­ment.

			Re­flect­ing a little over the mat­ter in the morn­ing, he came to the con­clu­sion that, as noth­ing of the kind had ever happened be­fore, they must be an­noyed with him for in­ter­fer­ing to pro­tect the prin­cess. By the time he was dressed, how­ever, he was think­ing of some­thing quite dif­fer­ent, for he did not value the enmity of the gob­lins in the least. As soon as they had had break­fast, he set off with his fath­er for the mine.

			They entered the hill by a nat­ur­al open­ing un­der a huge rock, where a little stream rushed out. They fol­lowed its course for a few yards, when the pas­sage took a turn, and sloped steeply in­to the heart of the hill. With many angles and wind­ings and branch­ings-off, and some­times with steps where it came upon a nat­ur­al gulf, it led them deep in­to the hill be­fore they ar­rived at the place where they were at present dig­ging out the pre­cious ore. This was of vari­ous kinds, for the moun­tain was very rich in the bet­ter sorts of metals. With flint and steel, and tinder­box, they lighted their lamps, then fixed them on their heads, and were soon hard at work with their pick­axes and shovels and ham­mers. Fath­er and son were at work near each oth­er, but not in the same gang—the pas­sages out of which the ore was dug, they called “gangs”—for when the “lode,” or vein of ore, was small, one miner would have to dig away alone in a pas­sage no big­ger than gave him just room to work—some­times in un­com­fort­able cramped po­s­i­tions. If they stopped for a mo­ment they could hear every­where around them, some near­er, some farther off, the sounds of their com­pan­ions bur­row­ing away in all dir­ec­tions in the in­side of the great moun­tain—some bor­ing holes in the rock in or­der to blow it up with gun­powder, oth­ers shov­el­ling the broken ore in­to bas­kets to be car­ried to the mouth of the mine, oth­ers hit­ting away with their pick­axes. Some­times, if the miner was in a very lonely part, he would hear only a tap-tap­ping, no louder than that of a wood­peck­er, for the sound would come from a great dis­tance off through the sol­id moun­tain rock.

			The work was hard at best, for it is very warm un­der­ground; but it was not par­tic­u­larly un­pleas­ant, and some of the miners, when they wanted to earn a little more money for a par­tic­u­lar pur­pose, would stop be­hind the rest and work all night. But you could not tell night from day down there, ex­cept from feel­ing tired and sleepy; for no light of the sun ever came in­to those gloomy re­gions. Some who had thus re­mained be­hind dur­ing the night, al­though cer­tain there were none of their com­pan­ions at work, would de­clare the next morn­ing that they heard, every time they hal­ted for a mo­ment to take breath, a tap-tap­ping all about them, as if the moun­tain were then more full of miners than ever it was dur­ing the day; and some in con­sequence would nev­er stay overnight, for all knew those were the sounds of the gob­lins. They worked only at night, for the miners’ night was the gob­lins’ day. In­deed, the great­er num­ber of the miners were afraid of the gob­lins; for there were strange stor­ies well known amongst them of the treat­ment some had re­ceived whom the gob­lins had sur­prised at their work dur­ing the night. The more cour­ageous of them, how­ever, amongst them Peter Peterson and Cur­die, who in this took after his fath­er, had stayed in the mine all night again and again, and al­though they had sev­er­al times en­countered a few stray gob­lins, had nev­er yet failed in driv­ing them away. As I have in­dic­ated already, the chief de­fence against them was verse, for they hated verse of every kind, and some kinds they could not en­dure at all. I sus­pect they could not make any them­selves, and that was why they dis­liked it so much. At all events, those who were most afraid of them were those who could neither make verses them­selves nor re­mem­ber the verses that oth­er people made for them; while those who were nev­er afraid were those who could make verses for them­selves; for al­though there were cer­tain old rhymes which were very ef­fec­tu­al, yet it was well known that a new rhyme, if of the right sort, was even more dis­taste­ful to them, and there­fore more ef­fec­tu­al in put­ting them to flight.

			Per­haps my read­ers may be won­der­ing what the gob­lins could be about, work­ing all night long, see­ing they nev­er car­ried up the ore and sold it; but when I have in­formed them con­cern­ing what Cur­die learned the very next night, they will be able to un­der­stand.

			For Cur­die had de­term­ined, if his fath­er would per­mit him, to re­main there alone this night—and that for two reas­ons: first, he wanted to get ex­tra wages that he might buy a very warm red pet­ti­coat for his moth­er, who had be­gun to com­plain of the cold of the moun­tain air soon­er than usu­al this au­tumn; and second, he had just a faint hope of find­ing out what the gob­lins were about un­der his win­dow the night be­fore.

			When he told his fath­er, he made no ob­jec­tion, for he had great con­fid­ence in his boy’s cour­age and re­sources.

			“I’m sorry I can’t stay with you,” said Peter; “but I want to go and pay the par­son a vis­it this even­ing, and be­sides I’ve had a bit of a head­ache all day.”

			“I’m sorry for that, fath­er,” said Cur­die.

			“Oh, it’s not much. You’ll be sure to take care of your­self, won’t you?”

			“Yes, fath­er; I will. I’ll keep a sharp lookout, I prom­ise you.” Cur­die was the only one who re­mained in the mine. About six o’clock the rest went away, every­one bid­ding him good night, and telling him to take care of him­self; for he was a great fa­vour­ite with them all.

			“Don’t for­get your rhymes,” said one.

			“No, no,” answered Cur­die.

			“It’s no mat­ter if he does,” said an­oth­er, “for he’ll only have to make a new one.”

			“Yes: but he mightn’t be able to make it fast enough,” said an­oth­er; “and while it was cook­ing in his head, they might take a mean ad­vant­age and set upon him.”

			“I’ll do my best,” said Cur­die. “I’m not afraid.”

			“We all know that,” they re­turned, and left him.

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				The Gob­lins

			
			For some time Cur­die worked away briskly, throw­ing all the ore he had dis­en­gaged on one side be­hind him, to be ready for car­ry­ing out in the morn­ing. He heard a good deal of gob­lin-tap­ping, but it all soun­ded far away in the hill, and he paid it little heed. To­wards mid­night he began to feel rather hungry; so he dropped his pick­axe, got out a lump of bread which in the morn­ing he had laid in a damp hole in the rock, sat down on a heap of ore, and ate his sup­per. Then he leaned back for five minutes’ rest be­fore be­gin­ning his work again, and laid his head against the rock. He had not kept the po­s­i­tion for one minute be­fore he heard some­thing which made him sharpen his ears. It soun­ded like a voice in­side the rock. After a while he heard it again. It was a gob­lin voice—there could be no doubt about that—and this time he could make out the words.

			“Hadn’t we bet­ter be mov­ing?” it said.

			A rough­er and deep­er voice replied:

			“There’s no hurry. That wretched little mole won’t be through to­night, if he work ever so hard. He’s not by any means at the thin­nest place.”

			“But you still think the lode does come through in­to our house?” said the first voice.

			“Yes, but a good bit farther on than he has got to yet. If he had struck a stroke more to the side just here,” said the gob­lin, tap­ping the very stone, as it seemed to Cur­die, against which his head lay, “he would have been through; but he’s a couple of yards past it now, and if he fol­low the lode it will be a week be­fore it leads him in. You see it back there—a long way. Still, per­haps, in case of ac­ci­dent it would be as well to be get­ting out of this. Helfer, you’ll take the great chest. That’s your busi­ness, you know.”

			“Yes, dad,” said a third voice. “But you must help me to get it on my back. It’s aw­fully heavy, you know.”

			“Well, it isn’t just a bag of smoke, I ad­mit. But you’re as strong as a moun­tain, Helfer.”

			“You say so, dad. I think my­self I’m all right. But I could carry ten times as much if it wasn’t for my feet.”

			“That is your weak point, I con­fess, my boy.”

			“Ain’t it yours too, fath­er?”

			“Well, to be hon­est, it’s a gob­lin weak­ness. Why they come so soft, I de­clare I haven’t an idea.”

			“Spe­cially when your head’s so hard, you know, fath­er.”

			“Yes my boy. The gob­lin’s glory is his head. To think how the fel­lows up above there have to put on hel­mets and things when they go fight­ing! Ha! ha!”

			“But why don’t we wear shoes like them, fath­er? I should like it—es­pe­cially when I’ve got a chest like that on my head.”

			“Well, you see, it’s not the fash­ion. The king nev­er wears shoes.”

			“The queen does.”

			“Yes; but that’s for dis­tinc­tion. The first queen, you see—I mean the king’s first wife—wore shoes, of course, be­cause she came from up­stairs; and so, when she died, the next queen would not be in­feri­or to her as she called it, and would wear shoes too. It was all pride. She is the hard­est in for­bid­ding them to the rest of the wo­men.”

			“I’m sure I wouldn’t wear them—no, not for—that I wouldn’t!” said the first voice, which was evid­ently that of the moth­er of the fam­ily. “I can’t think why either of them should.”

			“Didn’t I tell you the first was from up­stairs?” said the oth­er. “That was the only silly thing I ever knew His Majesty guilty of. Why should he marry an out­land­ish wo­man like that—one of our nat­ur­al en­emies too?”

			“I sup­pose he fell in love with her.”

			“Pooh! pooh! He’s just as happy now with one of his own people.”

			“Did she die very soon? They didn’t tease her to death, did they?”

			“Oh, dear, no! The king wor­shipped her very foot­marks.”

			“What made her die, then? Didn’t the air agree with her?”

			“She died when the young prince was born.”

			“How silly of her! We nev­er do that. It must have been be­cause she wore shoes.”

			“I don’t know that.”

			“Why do they wear shoes up there?”

			“Ah, now that’s a sens­ible ques­tion, and I will an­swer it. But in or­der to do so, I must first tell you a secret. I once saw the queen’s feet.”

			“Without her shoes?”

			“Yes—without her shoes.”

			“No! Did you? How was it?”

			“Nev­er you mind how it was. She didn’t know I saw them. And what do you think!—they had toes!”

			“Toes! What’s that?”

			“You may well ask! I should nev­er have known if I had not seen the queen’s feet. Just ima­gine! the ends of her feet were split up in­to five or six thin pieces!”

			“Oh, hor­rid! How could the king have fallen in love with her?”

			“You for­get that she wore shoes. That is just why she wore them. That is why all the men, and wo­men too, up­stairs wear shoes. They can’t bear the sight of their own feet without them.”

			“Ah! now I un­der­stand. If ever you wish for shoes again, Helfer, I’ll hit your feet—I will.”

			“No, no, moth­er; pray don’t.”

			“Then don’t you.”

			“But with such a big box on my head—”

			A hor­rid scream fol­lowed, which Cur­die in­ter­preted as in reply to a blow from his moth­er upon the feet of her eld­est gob­lin.

			“Well, I nev­er knew so much be­fore!” re­marked a fourth voice.

			“Your know­ledge is not uni­ver­sal quite yet,” said the fath­er. “You were only fifty last month. Mind you see to the bed and bed­ding. As soon as we’ve fin­ished our sup­per, we’ll be up and go­ing. Ha! ha! ha!”

			“What are you laugh­ing at, hus­band?”

			“I’m laugh­ing to think what a mess the miners will find them­selves in—some­where be­fore this day ten years.”

			“Why, what do you mean?”

			“Oh, noth­ing.”

			“Oh, yes, you do mean some­thing. You al­ways do mean some­thing.”

			“It’s more than you do, then, wife.”

			“That may be; but it’s not more than I find out, you know.”

			“Ha! ha! You’re a sharp one. What a moth­er you’ve got, Helfer!”

			“Yes, fath­er.”

			“Well, I sup­pose I must tell you. They’re all at the palace con­sult­ing about it to­night; and as soon as we’ve got away from this thin place I’m go­ing there to hear what night they fix upon. I should like to see that young ruf­fi­an there on the oth­er side, strug­gling in the ag­on­ies of—”

			He dropped his voice so low that Cur­die could hear only a growl. The growl went on in the low bass for a good while, as in­ar­tic­u­late as if the gob­lin’s tongue had been a saus­age; and it was not un­til his wife spoke again that it rose to its former pitch.

			“But what shall we do when you are at the palace?” she asked.

			“I will see you safe in the new house I’ve been dig­ging for you for the last two months. Podge, you mind the table and chairs. I com­mit them to your care. The table has sev­en legs—each chair three. I shall re­quire them all at your hands.”

			After this arose a con­fused con­ver­sa­tion about the vari­ous house­hold goods and their trans­port; and Cur­die heard noth­ing more that was of any im­port­ance.

			He now knew at least one of the reas­ons for the con­stant sound of the gob­lin ham­mers and pick­axes at night. They were mak­ing new houses for them­selves, to which they might re­treat when the miners should threaten to break in­to their dwell­ings. But he had learned two things of far great­er im­port­ance. The first was, that some griev­ous calam­ity was pre­par­ing, and al­most ready to fall upon the heads of the miners; the second was—the one weak point of a gob­lin’s body; he had not known that their feet were so tender as he had now reas­on to sus­pect. He had heard it said that they had no toes: he had nev­er had op­por­tun­ity of in­spect­ing them closely enough, in the dusk in which they al­ways ap­peared, to sat­is­fy him­self wheth­er it was a cor­rect re­port. In­deed, he had not been able even to sat­is­fy him­self as to wheth­er they had no fin­gers, al­though that also was com­monly said to be the fact. One of the miners, in­deed, who had had more school­ing than the rest, was wont to ar­gue that such must have been the prim­or­di­al con­di­tion of hu­man­ity, and that edu­ca­tion and han­di­craft had de­veloped both toes and fin­gers—with which pro­pos­i­tion Cur­die had once heard his fath­er sar­castic­ally agree, al­leging in sup­port of it the prob­ab­il­ity that ba­bies’ gloves were a tra­di­tion­al rem­nant of the old state of things; while the stock­ings of all ages, no re­gard be­ing paid in them to the toes, poin­ted in the same dir­ec­tion. But what was of im­port­ance was the fact con­cern­ing the soft­ness of the gob­lin feet, which he foresaw might be use­ful to all miners. What he had to do in the mean­time, how­ever, was to dis­cov­er, if pos­sible, the spe­cial evil design the gob­lins had now in their heads.

			Al­though he knew all the gangs and all the nat­ur­al gal­ler­ies with which they com­mu­nic­ated in the mined part of the moun­tain, he had not the least idea where the palace of the king of the gnomes was; oth­er­wise he would have set out at once on the en­ter­prise of dis­cov­er­ing what the said design was. He judged, and rightly, that it must lie in a farther part of the moun­tain, between which and the mine there was as yet no com­mu­nic­a­tion. There must be one nearly com­pleted, how­ever; for it could be but a thin par­ti­tion which now sep­ar­ated them. If only he could get through in time to fol­low the gob­lins as they re­treated! A few blows would doubt­less be suf­fi­cient—just where his ear now lay; but if he at­temp­ted to strike there with his pick­axe, he would only hasten the de­par­ture of the fam­ily, put them on their guard, and per­haps lose their in­vol­un­tary guid­ance. He there­fore began to feel the wall with his hands, and soon found that some of the stones were loose enough to be drawn out with little noise.

			Lay­ing hold of a large one with both his hands, he drew it gently out, and let it down softly.

			“What was that noise?” said the gob­lin fath­er.

			Cur­die blew out his light, lest it should shine through.

			“It must be that one miner that stayed be­hind the rest,” said the moth­er.

			“No; he’s been gone a good while. I haven’t heard a blow for an hour. Be­sides, it wasn’t like that.”

			“Then I sup­pose it must have been a stone car­ried down the brook in­side.”

			“Per­haps. It will have more room by and by.”

			Cur­die kept quite still. After a little while, hear­ing noth­ing but the sounds of their pre­par­a­tions for de­par­ture, mingled with an oc­ca­sion­al word of dir­ec­tion, and anxious to know wheth­er the re­mov­al of the stone had made an open­ing in­to the gob­lins’ house, he put in his hand to feel. It went in a good way, and then came in con­tact with some­thing soft. He had but a mo­ment to feel it over, it was so quickly with­drawn: it was one of the toe­less gob­lin feet. The own­er of it gave a cry of fright.

			“What’s the mat­ter, Helfer?” asked his moth­er.

			“A beast came out of the wall and licked my foot.”

			“Non­sense! There are no wild beasts in our coun­try,” said his fath­er.

			“But it was, fath­er. I felt it.”

			“Non­sense, I say. Will you ma­lign your nat­ive realms and re­duce them to a level with the coun­try up­stairs? That is swarm­ing with wild beasts of every de­scrip­tion.”

			“But I did feel it, fath­er.”

			“I tell you to hold your tongue. You are no pat­ri­ot.”

			Cur­die sup­pressed his laughter, and lay still as a mouse—but no stil­ler, for every mo­ment he kept nib­bling away with his fin­gers at the edges of the hole. He was slowly mak­ing it big­ger, for here the rock had been very much shattered with the blast­ing.

			There seemed to be a good many in the fam­ily, to judge from the mass of con­fused talk which now and then came through the hole; but when all were speak­ing to­geth­er, and just as if they had bottle-brushes—each at least one—in their throats, it was not easy to make out much that was said. At length he heard once more what the fath­er gob­lin was say­ing.

			“Now, then,” he said, “get your bundles on your backs. Here, Helfer, I’ll help you up with your chest.”

			“I wish it was my chest, fath­er.”

			“Your turn will come in good time enough! Make haste. I must go to the meet­ing at the palace to­night. When that’s over, we can come back and clear out the last of the things be­fore our en­emies re­turn in the morn­ing. Now light your torches, and come along. What a dis­tinc­tion it is, to provide our own light, in­stead of be­ing de­pend­ent on a thing hung up in the air—a most dis­agree­able con­triv­ance—in­ten­ded no doubt to blind us when we ven­ture out un­der its bale­ful in­flu­ence! Quite glar­ing and vul­gar, I call it, though no doubt use­ful to poor creatures who haven’t the wit to make light for them­selves.”

			Cur­die could hardly keep him­self from call­ing through to know wheth­er they made the fire to light their torches by. But a mo­ment’s re­flec­tion showed him that they would have said they did, inas­much as they struck two stones to­geth­er, and the fire came.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				The Hall of the Gob­lin Palace

			
			A sound of many soft feet fol­lowed, but soon ceased. Then Cur­die flew at the hole like a ti­ger, and tore and pulled. The sides gave way, and it was soon large enough for him to crawl through. He would not be­tray him­self by re­kind­ling his lamp, but the torches of the re­treat­ing com­pany, which he found de­part­ing in a straight line up a long av­en­ue from the door of their cave, threw back light enough to af­ford him a glance round the deser­ted home of the gob­lins. To his sur­prise, he could dis­cov­er noth­ing to dis­tin­guish it from an or­din­ary nat­ur­al cave in the rock, upon many of which he had come with the rest of the miners in the pro­gress of their ex­cav­a­tions. The gob­lins had talked of com­ing back for the rest of their house­hold gear: he saw noth­ing that would have made him sus­pect a fam­ily had taken shel­ter there for a single night. The floor was rough and stony; the walls full of pro­ject­ing corners; the roof in one place twenty feet high, in an­oth­er en­dan­ger­ing his fore­head; while on one side a stream, no thick­er than a needle, it is true, but still suf­fi­cient to spread a wide damp­ness over the wall, flowed down the face of the rock. But the troop in front of him was toil­ing un­der heavy bur­dens. He could dis­tin­guish Helfer now and then, in the flick­er­ing light and shade, with his heavy chest on his bend­ing shoulders; while the second broth­er was al­most bur­ied in what looked like a great feath­er bed. “Where do they get the feath­ers?” thought Cur­die; but in a mo­ment the troop dis­ap­peared at a turn of the way, and it was now both safe and ne­ces­sary for Cur­die to fol­low them, lest they should be round the next turn­ing be­fore he saw them again, for so he might lose them al­to­geth­er. He dar­ted after them like a grey­hound. When he reached the corner and looked cau­tiously round, he saw them again at some dis­tance down an­oth­er long pas­sage. None of the gal­ler­ies he saw that night bore signs of the work of man—or of gob­lin either. Stalac­tites, far older than the mines, hung from their roofs; and their floors were rough with boulders and large round stones, show­ing that there wa­ter must have once run. He waited again at this corner till they had dis­ap­peared round the next, and so fol­lowed them a long way through one pas­sage after an­oth­er. The pas­sages grew more and more lofty, and were more and more covered in the roof with shin­ing stalac­tites.

			It was a strange enough pro­ces­sion which he fol­lowed. But the strangest part of it was the house­hold an­im­als which crowded amongst the feet of the gob­lins. It was true they had no wild an­im­als down there—at least they did not know of any; but they had a won­der­ful num­ber of tame ones. I must, how­ever, re­serve any con­tri­bu­tions to­wards the nat­ur­al his­tory of these for a later po­s­i­tion in my story.

			At length, turn­ing a corner too ab­ruptly, he had al­most rushed in­to the middle of the gob­lin fam­ily; for there they had already set down all their bur­dens on the floor of a cave con­sid­er­ably lar­ger than that which they had left. They were as yet too breath­less to speak, else he would have had warn­ing of their ar­rest. He star­ted back, how­ever, be­fore any­one saw him, and re­treat­ing a good way, stood watch­ing till the fath­er should come out to go to the palace.

			Be­fore very long, both he and his son Helfer ap­peared and kept on in the same dir­ec­tion as be­fore, while Cur­die fol­lowed them again with re­newed pre­cau­tion. For a long time he heard no sound ex­cept some­thing like the rush of a river in­side the rock; but at length what seemed the far-off noise of a great shout­ing reached his ears, which, how­ever, presently ceased. After ad­van­cing a good way farther, he thought he heard a single voice. It soun­ded clear­er and clear­er as he went on, un­til at last he could al­most dis­tin­guish the words. In a mo­ment or two, keep­ing after the gob­lins round an­oth­er corner, he once more star­ted back—this time in amazement.

			He was at the en­trance of a mag­ni­fi­cent cav­ern, of an oval shape, once prob­ably a huge nat­ur­al reser­voir of wa­ter, now the great palace hall of the gob­lins. It rose to a tre­mend­ous height, but the roof was com­posed of such shin­ing ma­ter­i­als, and the mul­ti­tude of torches car­ried by the gob­lins who crowded the floor lighted up the place so bril­liantly, that Cur­die could see to the top quite well. But he had no idea how im­mense the place was un­til his eyes had got ac­cus­tomed to it, which was not for a good many minutes. The rough pro­jec­tions on the walls, and the shad­ows thrown up­wards from them by the torches, made the sides of the cham­ber look as if they were crowded with statues upon brack­ets and ped­es­tals, reach­ing in ir­reg­u­lar tiers from floor to roof. The walls them­selves were, in many parts, of glor­i­ously shin­ing sub­stances, some of them gor­geously col­oured be­sides, which power­fully con­tras­ted with the shad­ows. Cur­die could not help won­der­ing wheth­er his rhymes would be of any use against such a mul­ti­tude of gob­lins as filled the floor of the hall, and in­deed felt con­sid­er­ably temp­ted to be­gin his shout of “One, two, three!”, but as there was no reas­on for rout­ing them and much for en­deav­our­ing to dis­cov­er their designs, he kept him­self per­fectly quiet, and peer­ing round the edge of the door­way, listened with both his sharp ears.

			At the oth­er end of the hall, high above the heads of the mul­ti­tude, was a ter­race-like ledge of con­sid­er­able height, caused by the re­ced­ing of the up­per part of the cav­ern-wall. Upon this sat the king and his court: the king on a throne hol­lowed out of a huge block of green cop­per ore, and his court upon lower seats around it. The king had been mak­ing them a speech, and the ap­plause which fol­lowed it was what Cur­die had heard. One of the court was now ad­dress­ing the mul­ti­tude. What he heard him say was to the fol­low­ing ef­fect: “Hence it ap­pears that two plans have been for some time to­geth­er work­ing in the strong head of His Majesty for the de­liv­er­ance of his people. Re­gard­less of the fact that we were the first pos­sessors of the re­gions they now in­hab­it; re­gard­less equally of the fact that we aban­doned that re­gion from the lofti­est motives; re­gard­less also of the self-evid­ent fact that we ex­cel them so far in men­tal abil­ity as they ex­cel us in stature, they look upon us as a de­graded race and make a mock­ery of all our finer feel­ings. But, the time has al­most ar­rived when—thanks to His Majesty’s in­vent­ive geni­us—it will be in our power to take a thor­ough re­venge upon them once for all, in re­spect of their un­friendly be­ha­viour.”

			“May it please Your Majesty—” cried a voice close by the door, which Cur­die re­cog­nized as that of the gob­lin he had fol­lowed.

			“Who is he that in­ter­rupts the Chan­cel­lor?” cried an­oth­er from near the throne.

			“Glump,” answered sev­er­al voices.

			“He is our trusty sub­ject,” said the king him­self, in a slow and stately voice: “let him come for­ward and speak.”

			A lane was par­ted through the crowd, and Glump, hav­ing as­cen­ded the plat­form and bowed to the king, spoke as fol­lows:

			“Sire, I would have held my peace, had I not known that I only knew how near was the mo­ment, to which the Chan­cel­lor had just re­ferred.

			“In all prob­ab­il­ity, be­fore an­oth­er day is past, the en­emy will have broken through in­to my house—the par­ti­tion between be­ing even now not more than a foot in thick­ness.”

			“Not quite so much,” thought Cur­die to him­self.

			“This very even­ing I have had to re­move my house­hold ef­fects; there­fore the soon­er we are ready to carry out the plan, for the ex­e­cu­tion of which His Majesty has been mak­ing such mag­ni­fi­cent pre­par­a­tions, the bet­ter. I may just add, that with­in the last few days I have per­ceived a small out­break in my din­ing-room, which, com­bined with ob­ser­va­tions upon the course of the river es­cap­ing where the evil men enter, has con­vinced me that close to the spot must be a deep gulf in its chan­nel. This dis­cov­ery will, I trust, add con­sid­er­ably to the oth­er­wise im­mense forces at His Majesty’s dis­pos­al.”

			He ceased, and the king gra­ciously ac­know­ledged his speech with a bend of his head; whereupon Glump, after a bow to His Majesty, slid down amongst the rest of the un­dis­tin­guished mul­ti­tude. Then the Chan­cel­lor rose and re­sumed.

			“The in­form­a­tion which the worthy Glump has giv­en us,” he said, “might have been of con­sid­er­able im­port at the present mo­ment, but for that oth­er design already re­ferred to, which nat­ur­ally takes pre­ced­ence. His Majesty, un­will­ing to pro­ceed to ex­tremit­ies, and well aware that such meas­ures soon­er or later res­ult in vi­ol­ent re­ac­tions, has ex­co­git­ated a more fun­da­ment­al and com­pre­hens­ive meas­ure, of which I need say no more. Should His Majesty be suc­cess­ful—as who dares to doubt?—then a peace, all to the ad­vant­age of the gob­lin king­dom, will be es­tab­lished for a gen­er­a­tion at least, rendered ab­so­lutely se­cure by the pledge which His Roy­al High­ness the prince will have and hold for the good be­ha­viour of her re­l­at­ives. Should His Majesty fail—which who shall dare even to ima­gine in his most secret thoughts?—then will be the time for car­ry­ing out with rigour the design to which Glump re­ferred, and for which our pre­par­a­tions are even now all but com­pleted. The fail­ure of the former will render the lat­ter im­per­at­ive.”

			Cur­die, per­ceiv­ing that the as­sembly was draw­ing to a close and that there was little chance of either plan be­ing more fully dis­covered, now thought it prudent to make his es­cape be­fore the gob­lins began to dis­perse, and slipped quietly away.

			There was not much danger of meet­ing any gob­lins, for all the men at least were left be­hind him in the palace; but there was con­sid­er­able danger of his tak­ing a wrong turn­ing, for he had now no light, and had there­fore to de­pend upon his memory and his hands. After he had left be­hind him the glow that is­sued from the door of Glump’s new abode, he was ut­terly without guide, so far as his eyes were con­cerned.

			He was most anxious to get back through the hole be­fore the gob­lins should re­turn to fetch the re­mains of their fur­niture. It was not that he was in the least afraid of them, but, as it was of the ut­most im­port­ance that he should thor­oughly dis­cov­er what the plans they were cher­ish­ing were, he must not oc­ca­sion the slight­est sus­pi­cion that they were watched by a miner.

			He hur­ried on, feel­ing his way along the walls of rock. Had he not been very cour­ageous, he must have been very anxious, for he could not but know that if he lost his way it would be the most dif­fi­cult thing in the world to find it again. Morn­ing would bring no light in­to these re­gions; and to­wards him least of all, who was known as a spe­cial rhymester and per­se­cutor, could gob­lins be ex­pec­ted to ex­er­cise cour­tesy. Well might he wish that he had brought his lamp and tinder­box with him, of which he had not thought when he crept so eagerly after the gob­lins! He wished it all the more when, after a while, he found his way blocked up, and could get no farther. It was of no use to turn back, for he had not the least idea where he had be­gun to go wrong. Mech­an­ic­ally, how­ever, he kept feel­ing about the walls that hemmed him in. His hand came upon a place where a tiny stream of wa­ter was run­ning down the face of the rock. “What a stu­pid I am!” he said to him­self. “I am ac­tu­ally at the end of my jour­ney! And there are the gob­lins com­ing back to fetch their things!” he ad­ded, as the red glim­mer of their torches ap­peared at the end of the long av­en­ue that led up to the cave. In a mo­ment he had thrown him­self on the floor, and wriggled back­wards through the hole. The floor on the oth­er side was sev­er­al feet lower, which made it easi­er to get back. It was all he could do to lift the largest stone he had taken out of the hole, but he did man­age to shove it in again. He sat down on the ore-heap and thought.

			He was pretty sure that the lat­ter plan of the gob­lins was to in­und­ate the mine by break­ing out­lets for the wa­ter ac­cu­mu­lated in the nat­ur­al reser­voirs of the moun­tain, as well as run­ning through por­tions of it. While the part hol­lowed by the miners re­mained shut off from that in­hab­ited by the gob­lins, they had had no op­por­tun­ity of in­jur­ing them thus; but now that a pas­sage was broken through, and the gob­lins’ part proved the high­er in the moun­tain, it was clear to Cur­die that the mine could be des­troyed in an hour. Wa­ter was al­ways the chief danger to which the miners were ex­posed. They met with a little choke­damp some­times, but nev­er with the ex­plos­ive firedamp so com­mon in coal-mines. Hence they were care­ful as soon as they saw any ap­pear­ance of wa­ter. As the res­ult of his re­flec­tions while the gob­lins were busy in their old home, it seemed to Cur­die that it would be best to build up the whole of this gang, filling it with stone, and clay or lie, so that there should be no smal­lest chan­nel for the wa­ter to get in­to. There was not, how­ever, any im­me­di­ate danger, for the ex­e­cu­tion of the gob­lins’ plan was con­tin­gent upon the fail­ure of that un­known design which was to take pre­ced­ence of it; and he was most anxious to keep the door of com­mu­nic­a­tion open, that he might if pos­sible dis­cov­er what the former plan was. At the same time they could not re­sume their in­ter­mit­ted la­bours for the in­und­a­tion without his find­ing it out; when by put­ting all hands to the work, the one ex­ist­ing out­let might in a single night be rendered im­pen­et­rable to any weight of wa­ter; for by filling the gang en­tirely up, their em­bank­ment would be but­tressed by the sides of the moun­tain it­self.

			As soon as he found that the gob­lins had again re­tired, he lighted his lamp, and pro­ceeded to fill the hole he had made with such stones as he could with­draw when he pleased. He then thought it bet­ter, as he might have oc­ca­sion to be up a good many nights after this, to go home and have some sleep.

			How pleas­ant the night air felt upon the out­side of the moun­tain after what he had gone through in the in­side of it! He hur­ried up the hill without meet­ing a single gob­lin on the way, and called and tapped at the win­dow un­til he woke his fath­er, who soon rose and let him in. He told him the whole story; and, just as he had ex­pec­ted, his fath­er thought it best to work that lode no farther, but at the same time to pre­tend oc­ca­sion­ally to be at work there still in or­der that the gob­lins might have no sus­pi­cions. Both fath­er and son then went to bed and slept soundly un­til the morn­ing.

		
	
		
			
				X

				The Prin­cess’s King-Papa

			
			The weath­er con­tin­ued fine for weeks, and the little prin­cess went out every day. So long a peri­od of fine weath­er had in­deed nev­er been known upon that moun­tain. The only un­com­fort­able thing was that her nurse was so nervous and par­tic­u­lar about be­ing in be­fore the sun was down, that of­ten she would take to her heels when noth­ing worse than a fleecy cloud cross­ing the sun threw a shad­ow on the hill­side; and many an even­ing they were home a full hour be­fore the sun­light had left the weath­er­cock on the stables. If it had not been for such odd be­ha­viour Irene would by this time have al­most for­got­ten the gob­lins. She nev­er for­got Cur­die, but him she re­membered for his own sake, and in­deed would have re­membered him if only be­cause a prin­cess nev­er for­gets her debts un­til they are paid.

			One splen­did sun­shiny day, about an hour after noon, Irene, who was play­ing on a lawn in the garden, heard the dis­tant blast of a bugle. She jumped up with a cry of joy, for she knew by that par­tic­u­lar blast that her fath­er was on his way to see her. This part of the garden lay on the slope of the hill and al­lowed a full view of the coun­try be­low. So she shaded her eyes with her hand and looked far away to catch the first glimpse of shin­ing ar­mour. In a few mo­ments a little troop came glit­ter­ing round the shoulder of a hill. Spears and hel­mets were spark­ling and gleam­ing, ban­ners were fly­ing, horses pran­cing, and again came the bugle-blast which was to her like the voice of her fath­er call­ing across the dis­tance: “Irene, I’m com­ing.”

			On and on they came un­til she could clearly dis­tin­guish the king. He rode a white horse and was taller than any of the men with him. He wore a nar­row circle of gold set with jew­els around his hel­met, and as he came still near­er Irene could dis­cern the flash­ing of the stones in the sun. It was a long time since he had been to see her, and her little heart beat faster and faster as the shin­ing troop ap­proached, for she loved her king-papa very dearly and was nowhere so happy as in his arms. When they reached a cer­tain point, after which she could see them no more from the garden, she ran to the gate, and there stood till up they came, clanging and stamp­ing, with one more bright bugle-blast which said: “Irene, I am come.”

			By this time the people of the house were all gathered at the gate, but Irene stood alone in front of them. When the horse­men pulled up she ran to the side of the white horse and held up her arms. The king stopped and took her hands. In an in­stant she was on the saddle and clasped in his great strong arms.

			I wish I could de­scribe the king so that you could see him in your mind. He had gentle, blue eyes, but a nose that made him look like an eagle. A long dark beard, streaked with sil­very lines, flowed from his mouth al­most to his waist, and as Irene sat on the saddle and hid her glad face upon his bos­om it mingled with the golden hair which her moth­er had giv­en her, and the two to­geth­er were like a cloud with streaks of the sun woven through it. After he had held her to his heart for a minute he spoke to his white horse, and the great beau­ti­ful creature, which had been pran­cing so proudly a little while be­fore, walked as gently as a lady—for he knew he had a little lady on his back—through the gate and up to the door of the house. Then the king set her on the ground and, dis­mount­ing, took her hand and walked with her in­to the great hall, which was hardly ever entered ex­cept when he came to see his little prin­cess. There he sat down, with two of his coun­sel­lors who had ac­com­pan­ied him, to have some re­fresh­ment, and Irene sat on his right hand and drank her milk out of a wooden bowl curi­ously carved.

			After the king had eaten and drunk he turned to the prin­cess and said, strok­ing her hair:

			“Now, my child, what shall we do next?”

			This was the ques­tion he al­most al­ways put to her first after their meal to­geth­er; and Irene had been wait­ing for it with some im­pa­tience, for now, she thought, she should be able to settle a ques­tion which con­stantly per­plexed her.

			“I should like you to take me to see my great old grand­moth­er.”

			The king looked grave, and said:

			“What does my little daugh­ter mean?”

			“I mean the Queen Irene that lives up in the tower—the very old lady, you know, with the long hair of sil­ver.”

			The king only gazed at his little prin­cess with a look which she could not un­der­stand.

			“She’s got her crown in her bed­room,” she went on; “but I’ve not been in there yet. You know she’s there, don’t you?”

			“No,” said the king, very quietly.

			“Then it must all be a dream,” said Irene. “I half thought it was; but I couldn’t be sure. Now I am sure of it. Be­sides, I couldn’t find her the next time I went up.”

			At that mo­ment a snow-white pi­geon flew in at an open win­dow and settled upon Irene’s head. She broke in­to a merry laugh, cowered a little, and put up her hands to her head, say­ing:

			“Dear dovey, don’t peck me. You’ll pull out my hair with your long claws if you don’t mind.”

			The king stretched out his hand to take the pi­geon, but it spread its wings and flew again through the open win­dow, when its white­ness made one flash in the sun and van­ished. The king laid his hand on his prin­cess’s head, held it back a little, gazed in her face, smiled half a smile, and sighed half a sigh.

			“Come, my child; we’ll have a walk in the garden to­geth­er,” he said.

			“You won’t come up and see my huge, great, beau­ti­ful grand­moth­er, then, king-papa?” said the prin­cess.

			“Not this time,” said the king very gently. “She has not in­vited me, you know, and great old ladies like her do not choose to be vis­ited without leave asked and giv­en.”

			The garden was a very lovely place. Be­ing upon a moun­tain­side there were parts in it where the rocks came through in great masses, and all im­me­di­ately about them re­mained quite wild. Tufts of heath­er grew upon them, and oth­er hardy moun­tain plants and flowers, while near them would be lovely roses and lilies and all pleas­ant garden flowers. This ming­ling of the wild moun­tain with the civ­il­ized garden was very quaint, and it was im­possible for any num­ber of garden­ers to make such a garden look form­al and stiff.

			Against one of these rocks was a garden seat, shad­owed from the af­ter­noon sun by the over­hanging of the rock it­self. There was a little wind­ing path up to the top of the rock, and on top an­oth­er seat; but they sat on the seat at its foot be­cause the sun was hot; and there they talked to­geth­er of many things. At length the king said:

			“You were out late one even­ing, Irene.”

			“Yes, papa. It was my fault; and Lootie was very sorry.”

			“I must talk to Lootie about it,” said the king.

			“Don’t speak loud to her, please, papa,” said Irene. “She’s been so afraid of be­ing late ever since! In­deed she has not been naughty. It was only a mis­take for once.”

			“Once might be too of­ten,” mur­mured the king to him­self, as he stroked his child’s head.

			I can’t tell you how he had come to know. I am sure Cur­die had not told him. Someone about the palace must have seen them, after all.

			He sat for a good while think­ing. There was no sound to be heard ex­cept that of a little stream which ran mer­rily out of an open­ing in the rock by where they sat, and sped away down the hill through the garden. Then he rose and, leav­ing Irene where she was, went in­to the house and sent for Lootie, with whom he had a talk that made her cry.

			When in the even­ing he rode away upon his great white horse, he left six of his at­tend­ants be­hind him, with or­ders that three of them should watch out­side the house every night, walk­ing round and round it from sun­set to sun­rise. It was clear he was not quite com­fort­able about the prin­cess.

		
	
		
			
				XI

				The Old Lady’s Bed­room

			
			Noth­ing more happened worth telling for some time. The au­tumn came and went by. There were no more flowers in the garden. The wind blew strong, and howled among the rocks. The rain fell, and drenched the few yel­low and red leaves that could not get off the bare branches. Again and again there would be a glor­i­ous morn­ing fol­lowed by a pour­ing af­ter­noon, and some­times, for a week to­geth­er, there would be rain, noth­ing but rain, all day, and then the most lovely cloud­less night, with the sky all out in full-blown stars—not one miss­ing. But the prin­cess could not see much of them, for she went to bed early. The winter drew on, and she found things grow­ing dreary. When it was too stormy to go out, and she had got tired of her toys, Lootie would take her about the house, some­times to the house­keep­er’s room, where the house­keep­er, who was a good, kind old wo­man, made much of her—some­times to the ser­vants’ hall or the kit­chen, where she was not prin­cess merely, but ab­so­lute queen, and ran a great risk of be­ing spoiled. Some­times she would run off her­self to the room where the men-at-arms whom the king had left sat, and they showed her their arms and ac­coutre­ments and did what they could to amuse her. Still at times she found it very dreary, and of­ten and of­ten wished that her huge great grand­moth­er had not been a dream.

			One morn­ing the nurse left her with the house­keep­er for a while. To amuse her she turned out the con­tents of an old cab­in­et upon the table. The little prin­cess found her treas­ures, queer an­cient or­na­ments, and many things the use of which she could not ima­gine, far more in­ter­est­ing than her own toys, and sat play­ing with them for two hours or more. But, at length, in hand­ling a curi­ous old-fash­ioned brooch, she ran the pin of it in­to her thumb, and gave a little scream with the sharp­ness of the pain, but would have thought little more of it had not the pain in­creased and her thumb be­gun to swell. This alarmed the house­keep­er greatly. The nurse was fetched; the doc­tor was sent for; her hand was poult­iced, and long be­fore her usu­al time she was put to bed. The pain still con­tin­ued, and al­though she fell asleep and dreamed a good many dreams, there was the pain al­ways in every dream. At last it woke her up.

			The moon was shin­ing brightly in­to the room. The poult­ice had fallen off her hand and it was burn­ing hot. She fan­cied if she could hold it in­to the moon­light that would cool it. So she got out of bed, without wak­ing the nurse who lay at the oth­er end of the room, and went to the win­dow. When she looked out she saw one of the men-at-arms walk­ing in the garden with the moon­light glan­cing on his ar­mour. She was just go­ing to tap on the win­dow and call him, for she wanted to tell him all about it, when she be­thought her­self that that might wake Lootie, and she would put her in­to her bed again. So she re­solved to go to the win­dow of an­oth­er room, and call him from there. It was so much nicer to have some­body to talk to than to lie awake in bed with the burn­ing pain in her hand. She opened the door very gently and went through the nurs­ery, which did not look in­to the garden, to go to the oth­er win­dow. But when she came to the foot of the old stair­case there was the moon shin­ing down from some win­dow high up, and mak­ing the worm-eaten oak look very strange and del­ic­ate and lovely. In a mo­ment she was put­ting her little feet one after the oth­er in the sil­very path up the stair, look­ing be­hind as she went, to see the shad­ow they made in the middle of the sil­ver. Some little girls would have been afraid to find them­selves thus alone in the middle of the night, but Irene was a prin­cess.

			As she went slowly up the stair, not quite sure that she was not dream­ing, sud­denly a great long­ing woke up in her heart to try once more wheth­er she could not find the old lady with the sil­very hair. “If she is a dream,” she said to her­self, “then I am the like­li­er to find her, if I am dream­ing.”

			So up and up she went, stair after stair, un­til she came to the many rooms—all just as she had seen them be­fore. Through pas­sage after pas­sage she softly sped, com­fort­ing her­self that if she should lose her way it would not mat­ter much, be­cause when she woke she would find her­self in her own bed with Lootie not far off. But, as if she had known every step of the way, she walked straight to the door at the foot of the nar­row stair that led to the tower.

			“What if I should real­li­al­ity-really find my beau­ti­ful old grand­moth­er up there!” she said to her­self as she crept up the steep steps.

			When she reached the top she stood a mo­ment listen­ing in the dark, for there was no moon there. Yes! it was! it was the hum of the spin­ning-wheel! What a di­li­gent grand­moth­er to work both day and night! She tapped gently at the door.

			“Come in, Irene,” said the sweet voice.

			The prin­cess opened the door and entered. There was the moon­light stream­ing in at the win­dow, and in the middle of the moon­light sat the old lady in her black dress with the white lace, and her sil­very hair ming­ling with the moon­light, so that you could not have told which was which. “Come in, Irene,” she said again. “Can you tell me what I am spin­ning?”

			“She speaks,” thought Irene, “just as if she had seen me five minutes ago, or yes­ter­day at the farthest.—No,” she answered; “I don’t know what you are spin­ning. Please, I thought you were a dream. Why couldn’t I find you be­fore, great-great-grand­moth­er?”

			“That you are hardly old enough to un­der­stand. But you would have found me soon­er if you hadn’t come to think I was a dream. I will give you one reas­on though why you couldn’t find me. I didn’t want you to find me.”

			“Why, please?”

			“Be­cause I did not want Lootie to know I was here.”

			“But you told me to tell Lootie.”

			“Yes. But I knew Lootie would not be­lieve you. If she were to see me sit­ting spin­ning here, she wouldn’t be­lieve me, either.”

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause she couldn’t. She would rub her eyes, and go away and say she felt queer, and for­get half of it and more, and then say it had been all a dream.”

			“Just like me,” said Irene, feel­ing very much ashamed of her­self.

			“Yes, a good deal like you, but not just like you; for you’ve come again; and Lootie wouldn’t have come again. She would have said, No, no—she had had enough of such non­sense.”

			“Is it naughty of Lootie, then?”

			“It would be naughty of you. I’ve nev­er done any­thing for Lootie.”

			“And you did wash my face and hands for me,” said Irene, be­gin­ning to cry.

			The old lady smiled a sweet smile and said:

			“I’m not vexed with you, my child—nor with Lootie either. But I don’t want you to say any­thing more to Lootie about me. If she should ask you, you must just be si­lent. But I do not think she will ask you.”

			All the time they talked the old lady kept on spin­ning.

			“You haven’t told me yet what I am spin­ning,” she said.

			“Be­cause I don’t know. It’s very pretty stuff.”

			It was in­deed very pretty stuff. There was a good bunch of it on the dis­taff at­tached to the spin­ning-wheel, and in the moon­light it shone like—what shall I say it was like? It was not white enough for sil­ver—yes, it was like sil­ver, but shone grey rather than white, and glittered only a little. And the thread the old lady drew out from it was so fine that Irene could hardly see it. “I am spin­ning this for you, my child.”

			“For me! What am I to do with it, please?”

			“I will tell you by and by. But first I will tell you what it is. It is spider­web—of a par­tic­u­lar kind. My pi­geons bring it me from over the great sea. There is only one forest where the spiders live who make this par­tic­u­lar kind—the finest and strongest of any. I have nearly fin­ished my present job. What is on the rock now will be enough. I have a week’s work there yet, though,” she ad­ded, look­ing at the bunch.

			“Do you work all day and all night, too, great-great-great-great-grand­moth­er?” said the prin­cess, think­ing to be very po­lite with so many greats.

			“I am not quite so great as all that,” she answered, smil­ing al­most mer­rily. “If you call me grand­moth­er, that will do. No, I don’t work every night—only moon­lit nights, and then no longer than the moon shines upon my wheel. I shan’t work much longer to­night.”

			“And what will you do next, grand­moth­er?”

			“Go to bed. Would you like to see my bed­room?”

			“Yes, that I should.”

			“Then I think I won’t work any longer to­night. I shall be in good time.”

			The old lady rose, and left her wheel stand­ing just as it was. You see there was no good in put­ting it away, for where there was not any fur­niture there was no danger of be­ing un­tidy.

			Then she took Irene by the hand, but it was her bad hand and Irene gave a little cry of pain. “My child!” said her grand­moth­er, “what is the mat­ter?”

			Irene held her hand in­to the moon­light, that the old lady might see it, and told her all about it, at which she looked grave. But she only said: “Give me your oth­er hand;” and, hav­ing led her out upon the little dark land­ing, opened the door on the op­pos­ite side of it. What was Irene’s sur­prise to see the love­li­est room she had ever seen in her life! It was large and lofty, and dome-shaped. From the centre hung a lamp as round as a ball, shin­ing as if with the bright­est moon­light, which made everything vis­ible in the room, though not so clearly that the prin­cess could tell what many of the things were. A large oval bed stood in the middle, with a cov­er­lid of rose col­our, and vel­vet cur­tains all round it of a lovely pale blue. The walls were also blue—spangled all over with what looked like stars of sil­ver.

			The old lady left her and, go­ing to a strange-look­ing cab­in­et, opened it and took out a curi­ous sil­ver cas­ket. Then she sat down on a low chair and, call­ing Irene, made her kneel be­fore her while she looked at her hand. Hav­ing ex­amined it, she opened the cas­ket, and took from it a little oint­ment. The sweetest odour filled the room—like that of roses and lilies—as she rubbed the oint­ment gently all over the hot swollen hand. Her touch was so pleas­ant and cool that it seemed to drive away the pain and heat wherever it came.

			“Oh, grand­moth­er! it is so nice!” said Irene. “Thank you; thank you.”

			Then the old lady went to a chest of draw­ers, and took out a large handker­chief of gos­samer-like cam­bric, which she tied round her hand.

			“I don’t think I can let you go away to­night,” she said. “Would you like to sleep with me?”

			“Oh, yes, yes, dear grand­moth­er,” said Irene, and would have clapped her hands, for­get­ting that she could not.

			“You won’t be afraid, then, to go to bed with such an old wo­man?”

			“No. You are so beau­ti­ful, grand­moth­er.”

			“But I am very old.”

			“And I sup­pose I am very young. You won’t mind sleep­ing with such a very young wo­man, grand­moth­er?”

			“You sweet little pert­ness!” said the old lady, and drew her to­wards her, and kissed her on the fore­head and the cheek and the mouth. Then she got a large sil­ver basin, and hav­ing poured some wa­ter in­to it made Irene sit on the chair, and washed her feet. This done, she was ready for bed. And oh, what a de­li­cious bed it was in­to which her grand­moth­er laid her! She hardly could have told she was ly­ing upon any­thing: she felt noth­ing but the soft­ness.

			The old lady hav­ing un­dressed her­self lay down be­side her.

			“Why don’t you put out your moon?” asked the prin­cess.

			“That nev­er goes out, night or day,” she answered. “In the darkest night, if any of my pi­geons are out on a mes­sage, they al­ways see my moon and know where to fly to.”

			“But if some­body be­sides the pi­geons were to see it—some­body about the house, I mean—they would come to look what it was and find you.”

			“The bet­ter for them, then,” said the old lady. “But it does not hap­pen above five times in a hun­dred years that any­one does see it. The great­er part of those who do take it for a met­eor, wink their eyes, and for­get it again. Be­sides, nobody could find the room ex­cept I pleased. Be­sides, again—I will tell you a secret—if that light were to go out you would fancy your­self ly­ing in a bare gar­ret, on a heap of old straw, and would not see one of the pleas­ant things round about you all the time.”

			“I hope it will nev­er go out,” said the prin­cess.

			“I hope not. But it is time we both went to sleep. Shall I take you in my arms?”

			The little prin­cess nestled close up to the old lady, who took her in both her arms and held her close to her bos­om.

			“Oh, dear! this is so nice!” said the prin­cess. “I didn’t know any­thing in the world could be so com­fort­able. I should like to lie here forever.”

			“You may if you will,” said the old lady. “But I must put you to one tri­al—not a very hard one, I hope. This night week you must come back to me. If you don’t, I do not know when you may find me again, and you will soon want me very much.”

			“Oh! please, don’t let me for­get.”

			“You shall not for­get. The only ques­tion is wheth­er you will be­lieve I am any­where—wheth­er you will be­lieve I am any­thing but a dream. You may be sure I will do all I can to help you to come. But it will rest with your­self, after all. On the night of next Fri­day, you must come to me. Mind now.”

			“I will try,” said the prin­cess.

			“Then good night,” said the old lady, and kissed the fore­head which lay in her bos­om.

			In a mo­ment more the little prin­cess was dream­ing in the midst of the love­li­est dreams—of sum­mer seas and moon­light and mossy springs and great mur­mur­ing trees, and beds of wild flowers with such odours as she had nev­er smelled be­fore. But, after all, no dream could be more lovely than what she had left be­hind when she fell asleep.

			In the morn­ing she found her­self in her own bed. There was no handker­chief or any­thing else on her hand, only a sweet odour lingered about it. The swell­ing had all gone down; the prick of the brooch had van­ished—in fact, her hand was per­fectly well.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				A Short Chapter About Cur­die

			
			Cur­die spent many nights in the mine. His fath­er and he had taken Mrs. Peterson in­to the secret, for they knew moth­er could hold her tongue, which was more than could be said of all the miners’ wives.

			But Cur­die did not tell her that every night he spent in the mine, part of it went in earn­ing a new red pet­ti­coat for her.

			Mrs. Peterson was such a nice good moth­er! All moth­ers are nice and good more or less, but Mrs. Peterson was nice and good all more and no less. She made and kept a little heav­en in that poor cot­tage on the high hill­side for her hus­band and son to go home to out of the low and rather dreary earth in which they worked. I doubt if the prin­cess was very much hap­pi­er even in the arms of her huge great-grand­moth­er than Peter and Cur­die were in the arms of Mrs. Peterson. True, her hands were hard and chapped and large, but it was with work for them; and there­fore, in the sight of the an­gels, her hands were so much the more beau­ti­ful. And if Cur­die worked hard to get her a pet­ti­coat, she worked hard every day to get him com­forts which he would have missed much more than she would a new pet­ti­coat even in winter. Not that she and Cur­die ever thought of how much they worked for each oth­er: that would have spoiled everything.

			When left alone in the mine Cur­die al­ways worked on for an hour or two at first, fol­low­ing the lode which, ac­cord­ing to Glump, would lead at last in­to the deser­ted hab­it­a­tion. After that, he would set out on a re­con­noitring ex­ped­i­tion. In or­der to man­age this, or rather the re­turn from it, bet­ter than the first time, he had bought a huge ball of fine string, hav­ing learned the trick from Hop-o’-my-Thumb, whose his­tory his moth­er had of­ten told him. Not that Hop-o’-my-Thumb had ever used a ball of string—I should be sorry to be sup­posed so far out in my clas­sics—but the prin­ciple was the same as that of the pebbles. The end of this string he fastened to his pick­axe, which figured no bad an­chor, and then, with the ball in his hand, un­rolling it as he went, set out in the dark through the nat­ur­al gangs of the gob­lins’ ter­rit­ory. The first night or two he came upon noth­ing worth re­mem­ber­ing; saw only a little of the home-life of the cobs in the vari­ous caves they called houses; failed in com­ing upon any­thing to cast light upon the fore­go­ing design which kept the in­und­a­tion for the present in the back­ground. But at length, I think on the third or fourth night, he found, partly guided by the noise of their im­ple­ments, a com­pany of evid­ently the best sap­pers and miners amongst them, hard at work. What were they about? It could not well be the in­und­a­tion, see­ing that had in the mean­time been post­poned to some­thing else. Then what was it? He lurked and watched, every now and then in the greatest risk of be­ing de­tec­ted, but without suc­cess. He had again and again to re­treat in haste, a pro­ceed­ing rendered the more dif­fi­cult that he had to gath­er up his string as he re­turned upon its course. It was not that he was afraid of the gob­lins, but that he was afraid of their find­ing out that they were watched, which might have pre­ven­ted the dis­cov­ery at which he aimed. Some­times his haste had to be such that, when he reached home to­wards morn­ing, his string, for lack of time to wind it up as he “dodged the cobs,” would be in what seemed most hope­less en­tan­gle­ment; but after a good sleep, though a short one, he al­ways found his moth­er had got it right again. There it was, wound in a most re­spect­able ball, ready for use the mo­ment he should want it!

			“I can’t think how you do it, moth­er,” he would say.

			“I fol­low the thread,” she would an­swer—“just as you do in the mine.” She nev­er had more to say about it; but the less clev­er she was with her words, the more clev­er she was with her hands; and the less his moth­er said, the more Cur­die be­lieved she had to say. But still he had made no dis­cov­ery as to what the gob­lin miners were about.

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				The Cobs’ Creatures

			
			About this time the gen­tle­men whom the king had left be­hind him to watch over the prin­cess had each oc­ca­sion to doubt the testi­mony of his own eyes, for more than strange were the ob­jects to which they would bear wit­ness. They were of one sort—creatures—but so grot­esque and mis­shapen as to be more like a child’s draw­ings upon his slate than any­thing nat­ur­al. They saw them only at night, while on guard about the house. The testi­mony of the man who first re­por­ted hav­ing seen one of them was that, as he was walk­ing slowly round the house, while yet in the shad­ow, he caught sight of a creature stand­ing on its hind legs in the moon­light, with its fore­feet upon a win­dow-ledge, star­ing in at the win­dow. Its body might have been that of a dog or wolf, he thought, but he de­clared on his hon­our that its head was twice the size it ought to have been for the size of its body, and as round as a ball, while the face, which it turned upon him as it fled, was more like one carved by a boy upon the turnip in­side which he is go­ing to put a candle, than any­thing else he could think of. It rushed in­to the garden. He sent an ar­row after it, and thought he must have struck it; for it gave an un­earthly howl, and he could not find his ar­row any more than the beast, al­though he searched all about the place where it van­ished. They laughed at him un­til he was driv­en to hold his tongue, and said he must have taken too long a pull at the ale-jug.

			But be­fore two nights were over he had one to side with him, for he, too, had seen some­thing strange, only quite dif­fer­ent from that re­por­ted by the oth­er. The de­scrip­tion the second man gave of the creature he had seen was yet more grot­esque and un­likely. They were both laughed at by the rest; but night after night an­oth­er came over to their side, un­til at last there was only one left to laugh at all his com­pan­ions. Two nights more passed, and he saw noth­ing; but on the third he came rush­ing from the garden to the oth­er two be­fore the house, in such an agit­a­tion that they de­clared—for it was their turn now—that the band of his hel­met was crack­ing un­der his chin with the rising of his hair in­side it. Run­ning with him in­to that part of the garden which I have already de­scribed, they saw a score of creatures, to not one of which they could give a name, and not one of which was like an­oth­er, hideous and ludicrous at once, gam­bolling on the lawn in the moon­light. The su­per­nat­ur­al or rather sub­nat­ur­al ugli­ness of their faces, the length of legs and necks in some, the ap­par­ent ab­sence of both or either in oth­ers, made the spec­tat­ors, al­though in one con­sent as to what they saw, yet doubt­ful, as I have said, of the evid­ence of their own eyes—and ears as well; for the noises they made, al­though not loud, were as un­couth and var­ied as their forms, and could be de­scribed neither as grunts nor squeaks nor roars nor howls nor barks nor yells nor screams nor croaks nor hisses nor mews nor shrieks, but only as some­thing like all of them mingled in one hor­rible dis­son­ance. Keep­ing in the shade, the watch­ers had a few mo­ments to re­cov­er them­selves be­fore the hideous as­sembly sus­pec­ted their pres­ence; but all at once, as if by com­mon con­sent, they scampered off in the dir­ec­tion of a great rock, and van­ished be­fore the men had come to them­selves suf­fi­ciently to think of fol­low­ing them.

			My read­ers will sus­pect what these were; but I will now give them full in­form­a­tion con­cern­ing them. They were, of course, house­hold an­im­als be­long­ing to the gob­lins, whose an­cest­ors had taken their an­cest­ors many cen­tur­ies be­fore from the up­per re­gions of light in­to the lower re­gions of dark­ness. The ori­gin­al stocks of these hor­rible creatures were very much the same as the an­im­als now seen about farms and homes in the coun­try, with the ex­cep­tion of a few of them, which had been wild creatures, such as foxes, and in­deed wolves and small bears, which the gob­lins, from their pro­cliv­ity to­wards the an­im­al cre­ation, had caught when cubs and tamed. But in the course of time all had un­der­gone even great­er changes than had passed upon their own­ers. They had altered—that is, their des­cend­ants had altered—in­to such creatures as I have not at­temp­ted to de­scribe ex­cept in the vaguest man­ner—the vari­ous parts of their bod­ies as­sum­ing, in an ap­par­ently ar­bit­rary and self-willed man­ner, the most ab­nor­mal de­vel­op­ments. In­deed, so little did any dis­tinct type pre­dom­in­ate in some of the be­wil­der­ing res­ults, that you could only have guessed at any known an­im­al as the ori­gin­al, and even then, what like­ness re­mained would be more one of gen­er­al ex­pres­sion than of defin­able con­form­a­tion. But what in­creased the grue­some­ness ten­fold was that, from con­stant do­mest­ic, or in­deed rather fam­ily as­so­ci­ation with the gob­lins, their coun­ten­ances had grown in grot­esque re­semb­lance to the hu­man.

			No one un­der­stands an­im­als who does not see that every one of them, even amongst the fishes, it may be with a dim­ness and vague­ness in­fin­itely re­mote, yet shad­ows the hu­man: in the case of these the hu­man re­semb­lance had greatly in­creased: while their own­ers had sunk to­wards them, they had ris­en to­wards their own­ers. But the con­di­tions of sub­ter­ranean life be­ing equally un­nat­ur­al for both, while the gob­lins were worse, the creatures had not im­proved by the ap­prox­im­a­tion, and its res­ult would have ap­peared far more ludicrous than con­sol­ing to the warmest lov­er of an­im­al nature. I shall now ex­plain how it was that just then these an­im­als began to show them­selves about the king’s coun­try house.

			The gob­lins, as Cur­die had dis­covered, were min­ing on—at work both day and night, in di­vi­sions, ur­ging the scheme after which he lay in wait. In the course of their tun­nel­ling they had broken in­to the chan­nel of a small stream, but the break be­ing in the top of it, no wa­ter had es­caped to in­ter­fere with their work. Some of the creatures, hov­er­ing as they of­ten did about their mas­ters, had found the hole, and had, with the curi­os­ity which had grown to a pas­sion from the re­straints of their un­nat­ur­al cir­cum­stances, pro­ceeded to ex­plore the chan­nel. The stream was the same which ran out by the seat on which Irene and her king-papa had sat as I have told, and the gob­lin creatures found it jolly fun to get out for a romp on a smooth lawn such as they had nev­er seen in all their poor miser­able lives. But al­though they had par­taken enough of the nature of their own­ers to de­light in an­noy­ing and alarm­ing any of the people whom they met on the moun­tain, they were, of course, in­cap­able of designs of their own, or of in­ten­tion­ally fur­ther­ing those of their mas­ters.

			For sev­er­al nights after the men-at-arms were at length of one mind as to the fact of the vis­its of some hor­rible creatures, wheth­er bod­ily or spec­tral they could not yet say, they watched with spe­cial at­ten­tion that part of the garden where they had last seen them. Per­haps in­deed they gave in con­sequence too little at­ten­tion to the house. But the creatures were too cun­ning to be eas­ily caught; nor were the watch­ers quick-eyed enough to descry the head, or the keen eyes in it, which, from the open­ing whence the stream is­sued, would watch them in turn, ready, the mo­ment they should leave the lawn, to re­port the place clear.

		
	
		
			
				XIV

				That Night Week

			
			Dur­ing the whole of the week Irene had been think­ing every oth­er mo­ment of her prom­ise to the old lady, al­though even now she could not feel quite sure that she had not been dream­ing. Could it really be that an old lady lived up in the top of the house, with pi­geons and a spin­ning-wheel, and a lamp that nev­er went out? She was, how­ever, none the less de­term­ined, on the com­ing Fri­day, to as­cend the three stairs, walk through the pas­sages with the many doors, and try to find the tower in which she had either seen or dreamed her grand­moth­er.

			Her nurse could not help won­der­ing what had come to the child—she would sit so thought­fully si­lent, and even in the midst of a game with her would so sud­denly fall in­to a dreamy mood. But Irene took care to be­tray noth­ing, whatever ef­forts Lootie might make to get at her thoughts. And Lootie had to say to her­self: “What an odd child she is!” and give it up.

			At length the longed-for Fri­day ar­rived, and lest Lootie should be moved to watch her, Irene en­deav­oured to keep her­self as quiet as pos­sible. In the af­ter­noon she asked for her doll’s house, and went on ar­ran­ging and re­arran­ging the vari­ous rooms and their in­hab­it­ants for a whole hour. Then she gave a sigh and threw her­self back in her chair. One of the dolls would not sit, and an­oth­er would not stand, and they were all very tire­some. In­deed, there was one would not even lie down, which was too bad. But it was now get­ting dark, and the dark­er it got the more ex­cited Irene be­came, and the more she felt it ne­ces­sary to be com­posed.

			“I see you want your tea, prin­cess,” said the nurse: “I will go and get it. The room feels close: I will open the win­dow a little. The even­ing is mild: it won’t hurt you.”

			“There’s no fear of that, Lootie,” said Irene, wish­ing she had put off go­ing for the tea till it was dark­er, when she might have made her at­tempt with every ad­vant­age.

			I fancy Lootie was longer in re­turn­ing than she had in­ten­ded; for when Irene, who had been lost in thought, looked up, she saw it was nearly dark, and at the same mo­ment caught sight of a pair of eyes, bright with a green light, glower­ing at her through the open win­dow. The next in­stant some­thing leaped in­to the room. It was like a cat, with legs as long as a horse’s, Irene said, but its body no big­ger and its legs no thick­er than those of a cat. She was too frightened to cry out, but not too frightened to jump from her chair and run from the room.

			It is plain enough to every one of my read­ers what she ought to have done—and in­deed, Irene thought of it her­self; but when she came to the foot of the old stair, just out­side the nurs­ery door, she ima­gined the creature run­ning up those long as­cents after her, and pur­su­ing her through the dark pas­sages—which, after all, might lead to no tower! That thought was too much. Her heart failed her, and, turn­ing from the stair, she rushed along to the hall, whence, find­ing the front door open, she dar­ted in­to the court pur­sued—at least she thought so—by the creature. No one hap­pen­ing to see her, on she ran, un­able to think for fear, and ready to run any­where to elude the aw­ful creature with the stilt-legs. Not dar­ing to look be­hind her, she rushed straight out of the gate and up the moun­tain. It was fool­ish in­deed—thus to run farther and farther from all who could help her, as if she had been seek­ing a fit spot for the gob­lin creature to eat her in his leis­ure; but that is the way fear serves us: it al­ways sides with the thing we are afraid of.

			The prin­cess was soon out of breath with run­ning up­hill; but she ran on, for she fan­cied the hor­rible creature just be­hind her, for­get­ting that, had it been after her such long legs as those must have over­taken her long ago. At last she could run no longer, and fell, un­able even to scream, by the road­side, where she lay for some time half dead with ter­ror. But find­ing noth­ing lay hold of her, and her breath be­gin­ning to come back, she ven­tured at length to get half up and peer anxiously about her. It was now so dark she could see noth­ing. Not a single star was out. She could not even tell in what dir­ec­tion the house lay, and between her and home she fan­cied the dread­ful creature ly­ing ready to pounce upon her. She saw now that she ought to have run up the stairs at once. It was well she did not scream; for, al­though very few of the gob­lins had come out for weeks, a stray idler or two might have heard her. She sat down upon a stone, and nobody but one who had done some­thing wrong could have been more miser­able. She had quite for­got­ten her prom­ise to vis­it her grand­moth­er. A rain­drop fell on her face. She looked up, and for a mo­ment her ter­ror was lost in as­ton­ish­ment. At first she thought the rising moon had left her place, and drawn nigh to see what could be the mat­ter with the little girl, sit­ting alone, without hat or cloak, on the dark bare moun­tain; but she soon saw she was mis­taken, for there was no light on the ground at her feet, and no shad­ow any­where. But a great sil­ver globe was hanging in the air; and as she gazed at the lovely thing, her cour­age re­vived. If she were but in­doors again, she would fear noth­ing, not even the ter­rible creature with the long legs! But how was she to find her way back? What could that light be? Could it be—? No, it couldn’t. But what if it should be—yes—it must be—her great-great-grand­moth­er’s lamp, which guided her pi­geons home through the darkest night! She jumped up: she had but to keep that light in view and she must find the house. Her heart grew strong. Speedily, yet softly, she walked down the hill, hop­ing to pass the watch­ing creature un­seen. Dark as it was, there was little danger now of choos­ing the wrong road. And—which was most strange—the light that filled her eyes from the lamp, in­stead of blind­ing them for a mo­ment to the ob­ject upon which they next fell, en­abled her for a mo­ment to see it, des­pite the dark­ness. By look­ing at the lamp and then drop­ping her eyes, she could see the road for a yard or two in front of her, and this saved her from sev­er­al falls, for the road was very rough. But all at once, to her dis­may, it van­ished, and the ter­ror of the beast, which had left her the mo­ment she began to re­turn, again laid hold of her heart. The same in­stant, how­ever, she caught the light of the win­dows, and knew ex­actly where she was. It was too dark to run, but she made what haste she could, and reached the gate in safety. She found the house door still open, ran through the hall, and, without even look­ing in­to the nurs­ery, bounded straight up the stair, and the next, and the next; then turn­ing to the right, ran through the long av­en­ue of si­lent rooms, and found her way at once to the door at the foot of the tower stair.

			When first the nurse missed her, she fan­cied she was play­ing her a trick, and for some time took no trouble about her; but at last, get­ting frightened, she had be­gun to search; and when the prin­cess entered, the whole house­hold was hith­er and thith­er over the house, hunt­ing for her. A few seconds after she reached the stair of the tower they had even be­gun to search the neg­lected rooms, in which they would nev­er have thought of look­ing had they not already searched every oth­er place they could think of in vain. But by this time she was knock­ing at the old lady’s door.

		
	
		
			
				XV

				Woven and Then Spun

			
			“Come in, Irene,” said the sil­very voice of her grand­moth­er.

			The prin­cess opened the door and peeped in. But the room was quite dark and there was no sound of the spin­ning-wheel. She grew frightened once more, think­ing that, al­though the room was there, the old lady might be a dream after all. Every little girl knows how dread­ful it is to find a room empty where she thought some­body was; but Irene had to fancy for a mo­ment that the per­son she came to find was nowhere at all. She re­membered, how­ever, that at night she spun only in the moon­light, and con­cluded that must be why there was no sweet, bee-like hum­ming: the old lady might be some­where in the dark­ness. Be­fore she had time to think an­oth­er thought, she heard her voice again, say­ing as be­fore: “Come in, Irene.” From the sound, she un­der­stood at once that she was not in the room be­side her. Per­haps she was in her bed­room. She turned across the pas­sage, feel­ing her way to the oth­er door. When her hand fell on the lock, again the old lady spoke:

			“Shut the oth­er door be­hind you, Irene. I al­ways close the door of my work­room when I go to my cham­ber.”

			Irene wondered to hear her voice so plainly through the door: hav­ing shut the oth­er, she opened it and went in. Oh, what a lovely haven to reach from the dark­ness and fear through which she had come! The soft light made her feel as if she were go­ing in­to the heart of the milki­est pearl; while the blue walls and their sil­ver stars for a mo­ment per­plexed her with the fancy that they were in real­ity the sky which she had left out­side a minute ago covered with rain­clouds.

			“I’ve lighted a fire for you, Irene: you’re cold and wet,” said her grand­moth­er.

			Then Irene looked again, and saw that what she had taken for a huge bou­quet of red roses on a low stand against the wall was in fact a fire which burned in the shapes of the love­li­est and red­dest roses, glow­ing gor­geously between the heads and wings of two cher­ubs of shin­ing sil­ver. And when she came near­er, she found that the smell of roses with which the room was filled came from the fire-roses on the hearth. Her grand­moth­er was dressed in the love­li­est pale blue vel­vet, over which her hair, no longer white, but of a rich golden col­our, streamed like a catar­act, here fall­ing in dull gathered heaps, there rush­ing away in smooth shin­ing falls. And ever as she looked, the hair seemed pour­ing down from her head and van­ish­ing in a golden mist ere it reached the floor. It flowed from un­der the edge of a circle of shin­ing sil­ver, set with al­tern­ated pearls and opals. On her dress was no or­na­ment whatever, neither was there a ring on her hand, or a neck­lace or car­canet about her neck. But her slip­pers glimmered with the light of the Milky Way, for they were covered with seed-pearls and opals in one mass. Her face was that of a wo­man of three-and-twenty.

			The prin­cess was so be­wildered with as­ton­ish­ment and ad­mir­a­tion that she could hardly thank her, and drew nigh with timid­ity, feel­ing dirty and un­com­fort­able. The lady was seated on a low chair by the side of the fire, with hands out­stretched to take her, but the prin­cess hung back with a troubled smile.

			“Why, what’s the mat­ter?” asked her grand­moth­er. “You haven’t been do­ing any­thing wrong—I know that by your face, though it is rather miser­able. What’s the mat­ter, my dear?”

			And she still held out her arms.

			“Dear grand­moth­er,” said Irene, “I’m not so sure that I haven’t done some­thing wrong. I ought to have run up to you at once when the long-legged cat came in at the win­dow, in­stead of run­ning out on the moun­tain and mak­ing my­self such a fright.”

			“You were taken by sur­prise, my child, and you are not so likely to do it again. It is when people do wrong things wil­fully that they are the more likely to do them again. Come.”

			And still she held out her arms.

			“But, grand­moth­er, you’re so beau­ti­ful and grand with your crown on; and I am so dirty with mud and rain! I should quite spoil your beau­ti­ful blue dress.”

			With a merry little laugh the lady sprung from her chair, more lightly far than Irene her­self could, caught the child to her bos­om, and, kiss­ing the tear-stained face over and over, sat down with her in her lap.

			“Oh, grand­moth­er! You’ll make your­self such a mess!” cried Irene, cling­ing to her.

			“You darling! do you think I care more for my dress than for my little girl? Be­sides—look here.”

			As she spoke she set her down, and Irene saw to her dis­may that the lovely dress was covered with the mud of her fall on the moun­tain road. But the lady stooped to the fire, and tak­ing from it, by the stalk in her fin­gers, one of the burn­ing roses, passed it once and again and a third time over the front of her dress; and when Irene looked, not a single stain was to be dis­covered.

			“There!” said her grand­moth­er, “you won’t mind com­ing to me now?”

			But Irene again hung back, ey­ing the flam­ing rose which the lady held in her hand.

			“You’re not afraid of the rose—are you?” she said, about to throw it on the hearth again.

			“Oh! don’t, please!” cried Irene. “Won’t you hold it to my frock and my hands and my face? And I’m afraid my feet and my knees want it too.”

			“No,” answered her grand­moth­er, smil­ing a little sadly, as she threw the rose from her; “it is too hot for you yet. It would set your frock in a flame. Be­sides, I don’t want to make you clean to­night. I want your nurse and the rest of the people to see you as you are, for you will have to tell them how you ran away for fear of the long-legged cat. I should like to wash you, but they would not be­lieve you then. Do you see that bath be­hind you?”

			The prin­cess looked, and saw a large oval tub of sil­ver, shin­ing bril­liantly in the light of the won­der­ful lamp.

			“Go and look in­to it,” said the lady.

			Irene went, and came back very si­lent with her eyes shin­ing.

			“What did you see?” asked her grand­moth­er.

			“The sky, and the moon and the stars,” she answered. “It looked as if there was no bot­tom to it.”

			The lady smiled a pleased sat­is­fied smile, and was si­lent also for a few mo­ments. Then she said:

			“Any time you want a bath, come to me. I know you have a bath every morn­ing, but some­times you want one at night, too.”

			“Thank you, grand­moth­er; I will—I will in­deed,” answered Irene, and was again si­lent for some mo­ments think­ing. Then she said: “How was it, grand­moth­er, that I saw your beau­ti­ful lamp—not the light of it only—but the great round sil­very lamp it­self, hanging alone in the great open air, high up? It was your lamp I saw—wasn’t it?”

			“Yes, my child—it was my lamp.”

			“Then how was it? I don’t see a win­dow all round.”

			“When I please I can make the lamp shine through the walls—shine so strong that it melts them away from be­fore the sight, and shows it­self as you saw it. But, as I told you, it is not every­body can see it.”

			“How is it that I can, then? I’m sure I don’t know.”

			“It is a gift born with you. And one day I hope every­body will have it.”

			“But how do you make it shine through the walls?”

			“Ah! that you would not un­der­stand if I were to try ever so much to make you—not yet—not yet. But,” ad­ded the lady, rising, “you must sit in my chair while I get you the present I have been pre­par­ing for you. I told you my spin­ning was for you. It is fin­ished now, and I am go­ing to fetch it. I have been keep­ing it warm un­der one of my brood­ing pi­geons.”

			Irene sat down in the low chair, and her grand­moth­er left her, shut­ting the door be­hind her. The child sat gaz­ing, now at the rose fire, now at the starry walls, now at the sil­ver light; and a great quiet­ness grew in her heart. If all the long-legged cats in the world had come rush­ing at her then she would not have been afraid of them for a mo­ment. How this was she could not tell—she only knew there was no fear in her, and everything was so right and safe that it could not get in.

			She had been gaz­ing at the lovely lamp for some minutes fix­edly: turn­ing her eyes, she found the wall had van­ished, for she was look­ing out on the dark cloudy night. But though she heard the wind blow­ing, none of it blew upon her. In a mo­ment more the clouds them­selves par­ted, or rather van­ished like the wall, and she looked straight in­to the starry herds, flash­ing glor­i­ously in the dark blue. It was but for a mo­ment. The clouds gathered again and shut out the stars; the wall gathered again and shut out the clouds; and there stood the lady be­side her with the love­li­est smile on her face, and a shim­mer­ing ball in her hand, about the size of a pi­geon’s egg.

			“There, Irene; there is my work for you!” she said, hold­ing out the ball to the prin­cess.

			She took it in her hand, and looked at it all over. It sparkled a little, and shone here and there, but not much. It was of a sort of grey-white­ness, some­thing like spun glass.

			“Is this all your spin­ning, grand­moth­er?” she asked.

			“All since you came to the house. There is more there than you think.”

			“How pretty it is! What am I to do with it, please?”

			“That I will now ex­plain to you,” answered the lady, turn­ing from her and go­ing to her cab­in­et. She came back with a small ring in her hand. Then she took the ball from Irene’s, and did some­thing with the ring—Irene could not tell what.

			“Give me your hand,” she said. Irene held up her right hand.

			“Yes, that is the hand I want,” said the lady, and put the ring on the fore­finger of it.

			“What a beau­ti­ful ring!” said Irene. “What is the stone called?”

			“It is a fire-opal.”

			“Please, am I to keep it?”

			“Al­ways.”

			“Oh, thank you, grand­moth­er! It’s pret­ti­er than any­thing I ever saw, ex­cept those—of all col­ours—in your—Please, is that your crown?”

			“Yes, it is my crown. The stone in your ring is of the same sort—only not so good. It has only red, but mine have all col­ours, you see.”

			“Yes, grand­moth­er. I will take such care of it! But—” she ad­ded, hes­it­at­ing.

			“But what?” asked her grand­moth­er.

			“What am I to say when Lootie asks me where I got it?”

			“You will ask her where you got it,” answered the lady smil­ing.

			“I don’t see how I can do that.”

			“You will, though.”

			“Of course I will, if you say so. But, you know, I can’t pre­tend not to know.”

			“Of course not. But don’t trouble your­self about it. You will see when the time comes.”

			So say­ing, the lady turned, and threw the little ball in­to the rose fire.

			“Oh, grand­moth­er!” ex­claimed Irene; “I thought you had spun it for me.”

			“So I did, my child. And you’ve got it.”

			“No; it’s burnt in the fire!”

			The lady put her hand in the fire, brought out the ball, glim­mer­ing as be­fore, and held it to­wards her. Irene stretched out her hand to take it, but the lady turned and, go­ing to her cab­in­et, opened a draw­er, and laid the ball in it.

			“Have I done any­thing to vex you, grand­moth­er?” said Irene pi­ti­fully.

			“No, my darling. But you must un­der­stand that no one ever gives any­thing to an­oth­er prop­erly and really without keep­ing it. That ball is yours.”

			“Oh! I’m not to take it with me! You are go­ing to keep it for me!”

			“You are to take it with you. I’ve fastened the end of it to the ring on your fin­ger.”

			Irene looked at the ring.

			“I can’t see it there, grand­moth­er,” she said.

			“Feel—a little way from the ring—to­wards the cab­in­et,” said the lady.

			“Oh! I do feel it!” ex­claimed the prin­cess. “But I can’t see it,” she ad­ded, look­ing close to her out­stretched hand.

			“No. The thread is too fine for you to see it. You can only feel it. Now you can fancy how much spin­ning that took, al­though it does seem such a little ball.”

			“But what use can I make of it, if it lies in your cab­in­et?”

			“That is what I will ex­plain to you. It would be of no use to you—it wouldn’t be yours at all if it did not lie in my cab­in­et. Now listen. If ever you find your­self in any danger—such, for ex­ample, as you were in this same even­ing—you must take off your ring and put it un­der the pil­low of your bed. Then you must lay your fin­ger, the same that wore the ring, upon the thread, and fol­low the thread wherever it leads you.”

			“Oh, how de­light­ful! It will lead me to you, grand­moth­er, I know!”

			“Yes. But, re­mem­ber, it may seem to you a very round­about way in­deed, and you must not doubt the thread. Of one thing you may be sure, that while you hold it, I hold it too.”

			“It is very won­der­ful!” said Irene thought­fully. Then sud­denly be­com­ing aware, she jumped up, cry­ing:

			“Oh, grand­moth­er! here have I been sit­ting all this time in your chair, and you stand­ing! I beg your par­don.”

			The lady laid her hand on her shoulder, and said:

			“Sit down again, Irene. Noth­ing pleases me bet­ter than to see any­one sit in my chair. I am only too glad to stand so long as any­one will sit in it.”

			“How kind of you!” said the prin­cess, and sat down again.

			“It makes me happy,” said the lady.

			“But,” said Irene, still puzzled, “won’t the thread get in some­body’s way and be broken, if the one end is fast to my ring, and the oth­er laid in your cab­in­et?”

			“You will find all that ar­range it­self. I am afraid it is time for you to go.”

			“Mightn’t I stay and sleep with you to­night, grand­moth­er?”

			“No, not to­night. If I had meant you to stay to­night, I should have giv­en you a bath; but you know every­body in the house is miser­able about you, and it would be cruel to keep them so all night. You must go down­stairs.”

			“I’m so glad, grand­moth­er, you didn’t say ‘Go home,’ for this is my home. Mayn’t I call this my home?”

			“You may, my child. And I trust you will al­ways think it your home. Now come. I must take you back without any­one see­ing you.”

			“Please, I want to ask you one ques­tion more,” said Irene. “Is it be­cause you have your crown on that you look so young?”

			“No, child,” answered her grand­moth­er; “it is be­cause I felt so young this even­ing that I put my crown on. And I thought you would like to see your old grand­moth­er in her best.”

			“Why do you call your­self old? You’re not old, grand­moth­er.”

			“I am very old in­deed. It is so silly of people—I don’t mean you, for you are such a tiny, and couldn’t know bet­ter—but it is so silly of people to fancy that old age means crooked­ness and withered­ness and feeble­ness and sticks and spec­tacles and rheum­at­ism and for­get­ful­ness! It is so silly! Old age has noth­ing whatever to do with all that. The right old age means strength and beauty and mirth and cour­age and clear eyes and strong pain­less limbs. I am older than you are able to think, and—”

			“And look at you, grand­moth­er!” cried Irene, jump­ing up and fling­ing her arms about her neck. “I won’t be so silly again, I prom­ise you. At least—I’m rather afraid to prom­ise—but if I am, I prom­ise to be sorry for it—I do. I wish I were as old as you, grand­moth­er. I don’t think you are ever afraid of any­thing.”

			“Not for long, at least, my child. Per­haps by the time I am two thou­sand years of age, I shall, in­deed, nev­er be afraid of any­thing. But I con­fess I have some­times been afraid about my chil­dren—some­times about you, Irene.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry, grand­moth­er! To­night, I sup­pose, you mean.”

			“Yes—a little to­night; but a good deal when you had all but made up your mind that I was a dream, and no real great-great-grand­moth­er. You must not sup­pose I am blam­ing you for that. I dare say you could not help it.”

			“I don’t know, grand­moth­er,” said the prin­cess, be­gin­ning to cry. “I can’t al­ways do my­self as I should like. And I don’t al­ways try. I’m very sorry any­how.”

			The lady stooped, lif­ted her in her arms, and sat down with her in her chair, hold­ing her close to her bos­om. In a few minutes the prin­cess had sobbed her­self to sleep. How long she slept I do not know. When she came to her­self she was sit­ting in her own high chair at the nurs­ery table, with her doll’s house be­fore her.

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				The Ring

			
			The same mo­ment her nurse came in­to the room, sob­bing. When she saw her sit­ting there she star­ted back with a loud cry of amazement and joy. Then run­ning to her, she caught her in her arms and covered her with kisses.

			“My pre­cious darling prin­cess! where have you been? What has happened to you? We’ve all been cry­ing our eyes out, and search­ing the house from top to bot­tom for you.”

			“Not quite from the top,” thought Irene to her­self; and she might have ad­ded, “not quite to the bot­tom,” per­haps, if she had known all. But the one she would not, and the oth­er she could not say. “Oh, Lootie! I’ve had such a dread­ful ad­ven­ture!” she replied, and told her all about the cat with the long legs, and how she ran out upon the moun­tain, and came back again. But she said noth­ing of her grand­moth­er or her lamp.

			“And there we’ve been search­ing for you all over the house for more than an hour and a half!” ex­claimed the nurse. “But that’s no mat­ter, now we’ve got you! Only, prin­cess, I must say,” she ad­ded, her mood chan­ging, “what you ought to have done was to call for your own Lootie to come and help you, in­stead of run­ning out of the house, and up the moun­tain, in that wild, I must say, fool­ish fash­ion.”

			“Well, Lootie,” said Irene quietly, “per­haps if you had a big cat, all legs, run­ning at you, you might not ex­actly know what was the wisest thing to do at the mo­ment.”

			“I wouldn’t run up the moun­tain, any­how,” re­turned Lootie.

			“Not if you had time to think about it. But when those creatures came at you that night on the moun­tain, you were so frightened your­self that you lost your way home.”

			This put a stop to Lootie’s re­proaches. She had been on the point of say­ing that the long-legged cat must have been a twi­light fancy of the prin­cess’s, but the memory of the hor­rors of that night, and of the talk­ing-to which the king had giv­en her in con­sequence, pre­ven­ted her from say­ing what after all she did not half be­lieve—hav­ing a strong sus­pi­cion that the cat was a gob­lin; for she knew noth­ing of the dif­fer­ence between the gob­lins and their creatures: she coun­ted them all just gob­lins.

			Without an­oth­er word she went and got some fresh tea and bread and but­ter for the prin­cess. Be­fore she re­turned, the whole house­hold, headed by the house­keep­er, burst in­to the nurs­ery to ex­ult over their darling. The gen­tle­men-at-arms fol­lowed, and were ready enough to be­lieve all she told them about the long-legged cat. In­deed, though wise enough to say noth­ing about it, they re­membered, with no little hor­ror, just such a creature amongst those they had sur­prised at their gam­bols upon the prin­cess’s lawn.

			In their own hearts they blamed them­selves for not hav­ing kept bet­ter watch. And their cap­tain gave or­ders that from this night the front door and all the win­dows on the ground floor should be locked im­me­di­ately the sun set, and opened after upon no pre­tence whatever. The men-at-arms re­doubled their vi­gil­ance, and for some time there was no fur­ther cause of alarm.

			When the prin­cess woke the next morn­ing, her nurse was bend­ing over her. “How your ring does glow this morn­ing, prin­cess!—just like a fiery rose!” she said.

			“Does it, Lootie?” re­turned Irene. “Who gave me the ring, Lootie? I know I’ve had it a long time, but where did I get it? I don’t re­mem­ber.”

			“I think it must have been your moth­er gave it you, prin­cess; but really, for as long as you have worn it, I don’t re­mem­ber that ever I heard,” answered her nurse.

			“I will ask my king-papa the next time he comes,” said Irene.
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				Spring­time

			
			The spring so dear to all creatures, young and old, came at last, and be­fore the first few days of it had gone, the king rode through its bud­ding val­leys to see his little daugh­ter. He had been in a dis­tant part of his domin­ions all the winter, for he was not in the habit of stop­ping in one great city, or of vis­it­ing only his fa­vour­ite coun­try houses, but he moved from place to place, that all his people might know him. Wherever he jour­neyed, he kept a con­stant lookout for the ablest and best men to put in­to of­fice; and wherever he found him­self mis­taken, and those he had ap­poin­ted in­cap­able or un­just, he re­moved them at once. Hence you see it was his care of the people that kept him from see­ing his prin­cess so of­ten as he would have liked. You may won­der why he did not take her about with him; but there were sev­er­al reas­ons against his do­ing so, and I sus­pect her great-great-grand­moth­er had had a prin­cip­al hand in pre­vent­ing it. Once more Irene heard the bugle-blast, and once more she was at the gate to meet her fath­er as he rode up on his great white horse.

			After they had been alone for a little while, she thought of what she had re­solved to ask him.

			“Please, king-papa,” she said, “Will you tell me where I got this pretty ring? I can’t re­mem­ber.”

			The king looked at it. A strange beau­ti­ful smile spread like sun­shine over his face, and an an­swer­ing smile, but at the same time a ques­tion­ing one, spread like moon­light over Irene’s. “It was your queen-mamma’s once,” he said.

			“And why isn’t it hers now?” asked Irene.

			“She does not want it now,” said the king, look­ing grave.

			“Why doesn’t she want it now?”

			“Be­cause she’s gone where all those rings are made.”

			“And when shall I see her?” asked the prin­cess.

			“Not for some time yet,” answered the king, and the tears came in­to his eyes.

			Irene did not re­mem­ber her moth­er and did not know why her fath­er looked so, and why the tears came in his eyes; but she put her arms round his neck and kissed him, and asked no more ques­tions.

			The king was much dis­turbed on hear­ing the re­port of the gen­tle­men-at-arms con­cern­ing the creatures they had seen; and I pre­sume would have taken Irene with him that very day, but for what the pres­ence of the ring on her fin­ger as­sured him of. About an hour be­fore he left, Irene saw him go up the old stair; and he did not come down again till they were just ready to start; and she thought with her­self that he had been up to see the old lady. When he went away he left oth­er six gen­tle­men be­hind him, that there might be six of them al­ways on guard.

			And now, in the lovely spring weath­er, Irene was out on the moun­tain the great­er part of the day. In the warm­er hol­lows there were lovely prim­roses, and not so many that she ever got tired of them. As of­ten as she saw a new one open­ing an eye of light in the blind earth, she would clap her hands with glad­ness, and un­like some chil­dren I know, in­stead of pulling it, would touch it as ten­derly as if it had been a new baby, and, hav­ing made its ac­quaint­ance, would leave it as happy as she found it. She treated the plants on which they grew like birds’ nests; every fresh flower was like a new little bird to her. She would pay vis­its to all the flower-nests she knew, re­mem­ber­ing each by it­self. She would go down on her hands and knees be­side one and say: “Good morn­ing! Are you all smelling very sweet this morn­ing? Good­bye!” and then she would go to an­oth­er nest, and say the same. It was a fa­vour­ite amuse­ment with her. There were many flowers up and down, and she loved them all, but the prim­roses were her fa­vour­ites.

			“They’re not too shy, and they’re not a bit for­ward,” she would say to Lootie.

			There were goats too about, over the moun­tain, and when the little kids came she was as pleased with them as with the flowers. The goats be­longed to the miners mostly—a few of them to Cur­die’s moth­er; but there were a good many wild ones that seemed to be­long to nobody. These the gob­lins coun­ted theirs, and it was upon them partly that they lived. They set snares and dug pits for them; and did not scruple to take what tame ones happened to be caught; but they did not try to steal them in any oth­er man­ner, be­cause they were afraid of the dogs the hill-people kept to watch them, for the know­ing dogs al­ways tried to bite their feet. But the gob­lins had a kind of sheep of their own—very queer creatures, which they drove out to feed at night, and the oth­er gob­lin creatures were wise enough to keep good watch over them, for they knew they should have their bones by and by.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				Cur­die’s Clue

			
			Cur­die was as watch­ful as ever, but was al­most get­ting tired of his ill suc­cess. Every oth­er night or so he fol­lowed the gob­lins about, as they went on dig­ging and bor­ing, and get­ting as near them as he could, watched them from be­hind stones and rocks; but as yet he seemed no near­er find­ing out what they had in view. As at first, he al­ways kept hold of the end of his string, while his pick­axe, left just out­side the hole by which he entered the gob­lins’ coun­try from the mine, con­tin­ued to serve as an an­chor and hold fast the oth­er end. The gob­lins, hear­ing no more noise in that quarter, had ceased to ap­pre­hend an im­me­di­ate in­va­sion, and kept no watch.

			One night, after dodging about and listen­ing till he was nearly fall­ing asleep with wear­i­ness, he began to roll up his ball, for he had re­solved to go home to bed. It was not long, how­ever, be­fore he began to feel be­wildered. One after an­oth­er he passed gob­lin houses, caves, that is, oc­cu­pied by gob­lin fam­il­ies, and at length was sure they were many more than he had passed as he came. He had to use great cau­tion to pass un­seen—they lay so close to­geth­er. Could his string have led him wrong? He still fol­lowed wind­ing it, and still it led him in­to more thickly pop­u­lated quar­ters, un­til he be­came quite un­easy, and in­deed ap­pre­hens­ive; for al­though he was not afraid of the cobs, he was afraid of not find­ing his way out. But what could he do? It was of no use to sit down and wait for the morn­ing—the morn­ing made no dif­fer­ence here. It was dark, and al­ways dark; and if his string failed him he was help­less. He might even ar­rive with­in a yard of the mine and nev­er know it. See­ing he could do noth­ing bet­ter he would at least find where the end of his string was, and, if pos­sible, how it had come to play him such a trick. He knew by the size of the ball that he was get­ting pretty near the last of it, when he began to feel a tug­ging and pulling at it. What could it mean? Turn­ing a sharp corner, he thought he heard strange sounds. These grew, as he went on, to a scuff­ling and growl­ing and squeak­ing; and the noise in­creased, un­til, turn­ing a second sharp corner, he found him­self in the midst of it, and the same mo­ment tumbled over a wal­low­ing mass, which he knew must be a knot of the cobs’ creatures. Be­fore he could re­cov­er his feet, he had caught some great scratches on his face and sev­er­al severe bites on his legs and arms. But as he scrambled to get up, his hand fell upon his pick­axe, and be­fore the hor­rid beasts could do him any ser­i­ous harm, he was lay­ing about with it right and left in the dark. The hideous cries which fol­lowed gave him the sat­is­fac­tion of know­ing that he had pun­ished some of them pretty smartly for their rude­ness, and by their scam­per­ing and their re­treat­ing howls, he per­ceived that he had routed them. He stood for a little, weigh­ing his battle-axe in his hand as if it had been the most pre­cious lump of met­al—but in­deed no lump of gold it­self could have been so pre­cious at the time as that com­mon tool—then un­tied the end of the string from it, put the ball in his pock­et, and still stood think­ing. It was clear that the cobs’ creatures had found his axe, had between them car­ried it off, and had so led him he knew not where. But for all his think­ing he could not tell what he ought to do, un­til sud­denly he be­came aware of a glim­mer of light in the dis­tance. Without a mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion he set out for it, as fast as the un­known and rugged way would per­mit. Yet again turn­ing a corner, led by the dim light, he spied some­thing quite new in his ex­per­i­ence of the un­der­ground re­gions—a small ir­reg­u­lar shape of some­thing shin­ing. Go­ing up to it, he found it was a piece of mica, or Mus­covy glass, called sheep-sil­ver in Scot­land, and the light flickered as if from a fire be­hind it. After try­ing in vain for some time to dis­cov­er an en­trance to the place where it was burn­ing, he came at length to a small cham­ber in which an open­ing, high in the wall, re­vealed a glow bey­ond. To this open­ing he man­aged to scramble up, and then he saw a strange sight.

			Be­low sat a little group of gob­lins around a fire, the smoke of which van­ished in the dark­ness far aloft. The sides of the cave were full of shin­ing min­er­als like those of the palace hall; and the com­pany was evid­ently of a su­per­i­or or­der, for every­one wore stones about head, or arms, or waist, shin­ing dull gor­geous col­ours in the light of the fire. Nor had Cur­die looked long be­fore he re­cog­nized the king him­self, and found that he had made his way in­to the in­ner apart­ment of the roy­al fam­ily. He had nev­er had such a good chance of hear­ing some­thing. He crept through the hole as softly as he could, scrambled a good way down the wall to­wards them without at­tract­ing at­ten­tion, and then sat down and listened. The king, evid­ently the queen, and prob­ably the crown prince and the Prime Min­is­ter were talk­ing to­geth­er. He was sure of the queen by her shoes, for as she warmed her feet at the fire, he saw them quite plainly.

			“That will be fun!” said the one he took for the crown prince. It was the first whole sen­tence he heard.

			“I don’t see why you should think it such a grand af­fair!” said his step­moth­er, toss­ing her head back­ward.

			“You must re­mem­ber, my spouse,” in­ter­posed His Majesty, as if mak­ing ex­cuse for his son, “he has got the same blood in him. His moth­er—”

			“Don’t talk to me of his moth­er! You pos­it­ively en­cour­age his un­nat­ur­al fan­cies. Whatever be­longs to that moth­er ought to be cut out of him.”

			“You for­get your­self, my dear!” said the king.

			“I don’t,” said the queen, “nor you either. If you ex­pect me to ap­prove of such coarse tastes, you will find your­self mis­taken. I don’t wear shoes for noth­ing.”

			“You must ac­know­ledge, how­ever,” the king said, with a little groan, “that this at least is no whim of Harelip’s, but a mat­ter of State policy. You are well aware that his grat­i­fic­a­tion comes purely from the pleas­ure of sac­ri­fi­cing him­self to the pub­lic good. Does it not, Harelip?”

			“Yes, fath­er; of course it does. Only it will be nice to make her cry. I’ll have the skin taken off between her toes, and tie them up till they grow to­geth­er. Then her feet will be like oth­er people’s, and there will be no oc­ca­sion for her to wear shoes.”

			“Do you mean to in­sinu­ate I’ve got toes, you un­nat­ur­al wretch?” cried the queen; and she moved an­grily to­wards Harelip. The coun­cil­lor, how­ever, who was betwixt them, leaned for­ward so as to pre­vent her touch­ing him, but only as if to ad­dress the prince.

			“Your Roy­al High­ness,” he said, “pos­sibly re­quires to be re­minded that you have got three toes your­self—one on one foot, two on the oth­er.”

			“Ha! ha! ha!” shouted the queen tri­umphantly.

			The coun­cil­lor, en­cour­aged by this mark of fa­vour, went on.

			“It seems to me, Your Roy­al High­ness, it would greatly en­dear you to your fu­ture people, prov­ing to them that you are not the less one of them­selves that you had the mis­for­tune to be born of a sun-moth­er, if you were to com­mand upon your­self the com­par­at­ively slight op­er­a­tion which, in a more ex­ten­ded form, you so wisely med­it­ate with re­gard to your fu­ture prin­cess.”

			“Ha! ha! ha!” laughed the queen louder than be­fore, and the king and the min­is­ter joined in the laugh. Harelip growled, and for a few mo­ments the oth­ers con­tin­ued to ex­press their en­joy­ment of his dis­com­fit­ure.

			The queen was the only one Cur­die could see with any dis­tinct­ness. She sat side­ways to him, and the light of the fire shone full upon her face. He could not con­sider her hand­some. Her nose was cer­tainly broad­er at the end than its ex­treme length, and her eyes, in­stead of be­ing ho­ri­zont­al, were set up like two per­pen­dic­u­lar eggs, one on the broad, the oth­er on the small end. Her mouth was no big­ger than a small but­ton­hole un­til she laughed, when it stretched from ear to ear—only, to be sure, her ears were very nearly in the middle of her cheeks.

			Anxious to hear everything they might say, Cur­die ven­tured to slide down a smooth part of the rock just un­der him, to a pro­jec­tion be­low, upon which he thought to rest. But wheth­er he was not care­ful enough, or the pro­jec­tion gave way, down he came with a rush on the floor of the cav­ern, bring­ing with him a great rum­bling shower of stones.

			The gob­lins jumped from their seats in more an­ger than con­sterna­tion, for they had nev­er yet seen any­thing to be afraid of in the palace. But when they saw Cur­die with his pick in his hand their rage was mingled with fear, for they took him for the first of an in­va­sion of miners. The king not­with­stand­ing drew him­self up to his full height of four feet, spread him­self to his full breadth of three and a half, for he was the hand­somest and squarest of all the gob­lins, and strut­ting up to Cur­die, planted him­self with out­spread feet be­fore him, and said with dig­nity:

			“Pray what right have you in my palace?”

			“The right of ne­ces­sity, Your Majesty,” answered Cur­die. “I lost my way and did not know where I was wan­der­ing to.”

			“How did you get in?”

			“By a hole in the moun­tain.”

			“But you are a miner! Look at your pick­axe!”

			Cur­die did look at it, an­swer­ing:

			“I came upon it ly­ing on the ground a little way from here. I tumbled over some wild beasts who were play­ing with it. Look, Your Majesty.” And Cur­die showed him how he was scratched and bit­ten.

			The king was pleased to find him be­have more po­litely than he had ex­pec­ted from what his people had told him con­cern­ing the miners, for he at­trib­uted it to the power of his own pres­ence; but he did not there­fore feel friendly to the in­truder.

			“You will ob­lige me by walk­ing out of my domin­ions at once,” he said, well know­ing what a mock­ery lay in the words.

			“With pleas­ure, if Your Majesty will give me a guide,” said Cur­die.

			“I will give you a thou­sand,” said the king with a scoff­ing air of mag­ni­fi­cent lib­er­al­ity.

			“One will be quite suf­fi­cient,” said Cur­die.

			But the king uttered a strange shout, half hal­loo, half roar, and in rushed gob­lins till the cave was swarm­ing. He said some­thing to the first of them which Cur­die could not hear, and it was passed from one to an­oth­er till in a mo­ment the farthest in the crowd had evid­ently heard and un­der­stood it. They began to gath­er about him in a way he did not rel­ish, and he re­treated to­wards the wall. They pressed upon him.

			“Stand back,” said Cur­die, grasp­ing his pick­axe tight­er by his knee.

			They only grinned and pressed closer. Cur­die be­thought him­self and began to rhyme.

			
				
					“Ten, twenty, thirty—
					

					You’re all so very dirty!
					

					Twenty, thirty, forty—
					

					You’re all so thick and snorty!
					

					“Thirty, forty, fifty—
					

					You’re all so puff-and-snifty!
					

					Forty, fifty, sixty—
					

					Beast and man so mixty!
				

				
					Fifty, sixty, sev­enty—
					

					Mixty, maxty, leaventy!
					

					Sixty, sev­enty, eighty—
					

					All your cheeks so slaty!
				

				
					Sev­enty, eighty, ninety,
					

					All your hands so flinty!
					

					Eighty, ninety, hun­dred,
					

					Al­to­geth­er dun­dred!”
				

			

			The gob­lins fell back a little when he began, and made hor­rible grim­aces all through the rhyme, as if eat­ing some­thing so dis­agree­able that it set their teeth on edge and gave them the creeps; but wheth­er it was that the rhym­ing words were most of them no words at all, for, a new rhyme be­ing con­sidered the more ef­fic­a­cious, Cur­die had made it on the spur of the mo­ment, or wheth­er it was that the pres­ence of the king and queen gave them cour­age, I can­not tell; but the mo­ment the rhyme was over they crowded on him again, and out shot a hun­dred long arms, with a mul­ti­tude of thick nail­less fin­gers at the ends of them, to lay hold upon him. Then Cur­die heaved up his axe. But be­ing as gentle as cour­ageous and not wish­ing to kill any of them, he turned the end which was square and blunt like a ham­mer, and with that came down a great blow on the head of the gob­lin nearest him. Hard as the heads of all gob­lins are, he thought he must feel that. And so he did, no doubt; but he only gave a hor­rible cry, and sprung at Cur­die’s throat. Cur­die, how­ever, drew back in time, and just at that crit­ic­al mo­ment re­membered the vul­ner­able part of the gob­lin body. He made a sud­den rush at the king and stamped with all his might on His Majesty’s feet. The king gave a most un­kingly howl and al­most fell in­to the fire. Cur­die then rushed in­to the crowd, stamp­ing right and left. The gob­lins drew back, howl­ing on every side as he ap­proached, but they were so crowded that few of those he at­tacked could es­cape his tread; and the shriek­ing and roar­ing that filled the cave would have ap­palled Cur­die but for the good hope it gave him. They were tum­bling over each oth­er in heaps in their eager­ness to rush from the cave, when a new as­sail­ant sud­denly faced him—the queen, with flam­ing eyes and ex­pan­ded nos­trils, her hair stand­ing half up from her head, rushed at him. She trus­ted in her shoes: they were of gran­ite—hol­lowed like French sabots. Cur­die would have en­dured much rather than hurt a wo­man, even if she was a gob­lin; but here was an af­fair of life and death: for­get­ting her shoes, he made a great stamp on one of her feet. But she in­stantly re­turned it with very dif­fer­ent ef­fect, caus­ing him fright­ful pain, and al­most dis­abling him. His only chance with her would have been to at­tack the gran­ite shoes with his pick­axe, but be­fore he could think of that she had caught him up in her arms and was rush­ing with him across the cave. She dashed him in­to a hole in the wall, with a force that al­most stunned him. But al­though he could not move, he was not too far gone to hear her great cry, and the rush of mul­ti­tudes of soft feet, fol­lowed by the sounds of some­thing heaved up against the rock; after which came a mul­ti­tudin­ous pat­ter of stones fall­ing near him. The last had not ceased when he grew very faint, for his head had been badly cut, and at last in­sens­ible.

			When he came to him­self there was per­fect si­lence about him, and ut­ter dark­ness, but for the merest glim­mer in one tiny spot. He crawled to it, and found that they had heaved a slab against the mouth of the hole, past the edge of which a poor little gleam found its way from the fire. He could not move it a hair­breadth, for they had piled a great heap of stones against it. He crawled back to where he had been ly­ing, in the faint hope of find­ing his pick­axe. But after a vain search he was at last com­pelled to ac­know­ledge him­self in an evil plight. He sat down and tried to think, but soon fell fast asleep.

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				Gob­lin Coun­sels

			
			He must have slept a long time, for when he awoke he felt won­der­fully re­stored—in­deed al­most well—and very hungry. There were voices in the out­er cave.

			Once more, then, it was night; for the gob­lins slept dur­ing the day and went about their af­fairs dur­ing the night.

			In the uni­ver­sal and con­stant dark­ness of their dwell­ing they had no reas­on to prefer the one ar­range­ment to the oth­er; but from aver­sion to the sun-people they chose to be busy when there was least chance of their be­ing met either by the miners be­low, when they were bur­row­ing, or by the people of the moun­tain above, when they were feed­ing their sheep or catch­ing their goats. And in­deed it was only when the sun was away that the out­side of the moun­tain was suf­fi­ciently like their own dis­mal re­gions to be en­dur­able to their mole eyes, so thor­oughly had they be­come un­ac­cus­tomed to any light bey­ond that of their own fires and torches.

			Cur­die listened, and soon found that they were talk­ing of him­self.

			“How long will it take?” asked Harelip.

			“Not many days, I should think,” answered the king. “They are poor feeble creatures, those sun-people, and want to be al­ways eat­ing. We can go a week at a time without food, and be all the bet­ter for it; but I’ve been told they eat two or three times every day! Can you be­lieve it? They must be quite hol­low in­side—not at all like us, nine-tenths of whose bulk is sol­id flesh and bone. Yes—I judge a week of star­va­tion will do for him.”

			“If I may be al­lowed a word,” in­ter­posed the queen—“and I think I ought to have some voice in the mat­ter—”

			“The wretch is en­tirely at your dis­pos­al, my spouse,” in­ter­rup­ted the king. “He is your prop­erty. You caught him your­self. We should nev­er have done it.”

			The queen laughed. She seemed in far bet­ter hu­mour than the night be­fore.

			“I was about to say,” she re­sumed, “that it does seem a pity to waste so much fresh meat.”

			“What are you think­ing of, my love?” said the king. “The very no­tion of starving him im­plies that we are not go­ing to give him any meat, either salt or fresh.”

			“I’m not such a stu­pid as that comes to,” re­turned Her Majesty. “What I mean is that by the time he is starved there will hardly be a pick­ing upon his bones.”

			The king gave a great laugh.

			“Well, my spouse, you may have him when you like,” he said. “I don’t fancy him for my part. I am pretty sure he is tough eat­ing.”

			“That would be to hon­our in­stead of pun­ish his in­solence,” re­turned the queen. “But why should our poor creatures be de­prived of so much nour­ish­ment? Our little dogs and cats and pigs and small bears would en­joy him very much.”

			“You are the best of house­keep­ers, my lovely queen!” said her hus­band. “Let it be so by all means. Let us have our people in, and get him out and kill him at once. He de­serves it. The mis­chief he might have brought upon us, now that he had pen­et­rated so far as our most re­tired cit­adel, is in­cal­cul­able. Or rather let us tie him hand and foot, and have the pleas­ure of see­ing him torn to pieces by full torch­light in the great hall.”

			“Bet­ter and bet­ter!” cried the queen and the prince to­geth­er, both of them clap­ping their hands. And the prince made an ugly noise with his harelip, just as if he had in­ten­ded to be one at the feast.

			“But,” ad­ded the queen, be­think­ing her­self, “he is so trouble­some. For poor creatures as they are, there is some­thing about those sun-people that is very trouble­some. I can­not ima­gine how it is that with such su­per­i­or strength and skill and un­der­stand­ing as ours, we per­mit them to ex­ist at all. Why do we not des­troy them en­tirely, and use their cattle and graz­ing lands at our pleas­ure? Of course we don’t want to live in their hor­rid coun­try! It is far too glar­ing for our quieter and more re­fined tastes. But we might use it as a sort of out­house, you know. Even our creatures’ eyes might get used to it, and if they did grow blind that would be of no con­sequence, provided they grew fat as well. But we might even keep their great cows and oth­er creatures, and then we should have a few more lux­ur­ies, such as cream and cheese, which at present we only taste oc­ca­sion­ally, when our brave men have suc­ceeded in car­ry­ing some off from their farms.”

			“It is worth think­ing of,” said the king; “and I don’t know why you should be the first to sug­gest it, ex­cept that you have a pos­it­ive geni­us for con­quest. But still, as you say, there is some­thing very trouble­some about them; and it would be bet­ter, as I un­der­stand you to sug­gest, that we should starve him for a day or two first, so that he may be a little less frisky when we take him out.”

			
				
					“Once there was a gob­lin
					

					Liv­ing in a hole;
					

					Busy he was cob­blin’
					

					A shoe without a sole.
				

				
					By came a bird­ie:
					

					‘Gob­lin, what do you do?’
					

					‘Cobble at a stur­die
					

					Up­per leath­er shoe.’
				

				
					‘What’s the good o’ that, Sir?’
					

					Said the little bird.
					

					‘Why it’s very Pat, Sir—
					

					Plain without a word.
				

				
					‘Where ’tis all a hole, Sir,
					

					Nev­er can be holes:
					

					Why should their shoes have soles, Sir,
					

					When they’ve got no souls?’ ”
				

			

			“What’s that hor­rible noise?” cried the queen, shud­der­ing from pot-met­al head to gran­ite shoes.

			“I de­clare,” said the king with sol­emn in­dig­na­tion, “it’s the sun-creature in the hole!”

			“Stop that dis­gust­ing noise!” cried the crown prince vali­antly, get­ting up and stand­ing in front of the heap of stones, with his face to­wards Cur­die’s pris­on. “Do now, or I’ll break your head.”

			“Break away,” shouted Cur­die, and began singing again:

			
				
					“Once there was a gob­lin,
					

					Liv­ing in a hole—”
				

			

			“I really cannot bear it,” said the queen. “If I could only get at his hor­rid toes with my slip­pers again!”

			“I think we had bet­ter go to bed,” said the king.

			“It’s not time to go to bed,” said the queen.

			“I would if I was you,” said Cur­die.

			“Im­per­tin­ent wretch!” said the queen, with the ut­most scorn in her voice.

			“An im­possible if,” said His Majesty with dig­nity.

			“Quite,” re­turned Cur­die, and began singing again:

			
				
					“Go to bed,
					

					Gob­lin, do.
					

					Help the queen
					

					Take off her shoe.
				

				
					If you do,
					

					It will dis­close
					

					A hor­rid set
					

					Of sprout­ing toes.”
				

			

			“What a lie!” roared the queen in a rage.

			“By the way, that re­minds me,” said the king, “that for as long as we have been mar­ried, I have nev­er seen your feet, queen. I think you might take off your shoes when you go to bed! They pos­it­ively hurt me some­times.”

			“I will do as I like,” re­tor­ted the queen sulkily.

			“You ought to do as your own hubby wishes you,” said the king.

			“I will not,” said the queen.

			“Then I in­sist upon it,” said the king.

			Ap­par­ently His Majesty ap­proached the queen for the pur­pose of fol­low­ing the ad­vice giv­en by Cur­die, for the lat­ter heard a scuffle, and then a great roar from the king.

			“Will you be quiet, then?” said the queen wickedly.

			“Yes, yes, queen. I only meant to coax you.”

			“Hands off!” cried the queen tri­umphantly. “I’m go­ing to bed. You may come when you like. But as long as I am queen I will sleep in my shoes. It is my roy­al priv­ilege. Harelip, go to bed.”

			“I’m go­ing,” said Harelip sleepily.

			“So am I,” said the king.

			“Come along, then,” said the queen; “and mind you are good, or I’ll—”

			“Oh, no, no, no!” screamed the king in the most sup­plic­at­ing of tones.

			Cur­die heard only a muttered reply in the dis­tance; and then the cave was quite still.

			They had left the fire burn­ing, and the light came through bright­er than be­fore. Cur­die thought it was time to try again if any­thing could be done. But he found he could not get even a fin­ger through the chink between the slab and the rock. He gave a great rush with his shoulder against the slab, but it yiel­ded no more than if it had been part of the rock. All he could do was to sit down and think again.

			By and by he came to the res­ol­u­tion to pre­tend to be dy­ing, in the hope they might take him out be­fore his strength was too much ex­hausted to let him have a chance. Then, for the creatures, if he could but find his axe again, he would have no fear of them; and if it were not for the queen’s hor­rid shoes, he would have no fear at all.

			Mean­time, un­til they should come again at night, there was noth­ing for him to do but forge new rhymes, now his only weapons. He had no in­ten­tion of us­ing them at present, of course; but it was well to have a stock, for he might live to want them, and the man­u­fac­ture of them would help to while away the time.

		
	
		
			
				XX

				Irene’s Clue

			
			That same morn­ing early, the prin­cess woke in a ter­rible fright. There was a hideous noise in her room—creatures snarling and hiss­ing and rock­et­ing about as if they were fight­ing. The mo­ment she came to her­self, she re­membered some­thing she had nev­er thought of again—what her grand­moth­er told her to do when she was frightened. She im­me­di­ately took off her ring and put it un­der her pil­low. As she did so she fan­cied she felt a fin­ger and thumb take it gently from un­der her palm. “It must be my grand­moth­er!” she said to her­self, and the thought gave her such cour­age that she stopped to put on her dainty little slip­pers be­fore run­ning from the room. While do­ing this she caught sight of a long cloak of sky-blue, thrown over the back of a chair by the bed­side. She had nev­er seen it be­fore but it was evid­ently wait­ing for her. She put it on, and then, feel­ing with the fore­finger of her right hand, soon found her grand­moth­er’s thread, which she pro­ceeded at once to fol­low, ex­pect­ing it would lead her straight up the old stair. When she reached the door she found it went down and ran along the floor, so that she had al­most to crawl in or­der to keep a hold of it. Then, to her sur­prise, and some­what to her dis­may, she found that in­stead of lead­ing her to­wards the stair it turned in quite the op­pos­ite dir­ec­tion. It led her through cer­tain nar­row pas­sages to­wards the kit­chen, turn­ing aside ere she reached it, and guid­ing her to a door which com­mu­nic­ated with a small back yard. Some of the maids were already up, and this door was stand­ing open. Across the yard the thread still ran along the ground, un­til it brought her to a door in the wall which opened upon the moun­tain­side. When she had passed through, the thread rose to about half her height, and she could hold it with ease as she walked. It led her straight up the moun­tain.

			The cause of her alarm was less fright­ful than she sup­posed. The cook’s great black cat, pur­sued by the house­keep­er’s ter­ri­er, had bounced against her bed­room door, which had not been prop­erly fastened, and the two had burst in­to the room to­geth­er and com­menced a battle roy­al. How the nurse came to sleep through it was a mys­tery, but I sus­pect the old lady had some­thing to do with it.

			It was a clear warm morn­ing. The wind blew de­li­ciously over the moun­tain­side. Here and there she saw a late prim­rose but she did not stop to call upon them. The sky was mottled with small clouds.

			The sun was not yet up, but some of their fluffy edges had caught his light, and hung out or­ange and gold-col­oured fringes upon the air. The dew lay in round drops upon the leaves, and hung like tiny dia­mond ear­rings from the blades of grass about her path.

			“How lovely that bit of gos­samer is!” thought the prin­cess, look­ing at a long un­du­lat­ing line that shone at some dis­tance from her up the hill. It was not the time for gos­samers though; and Irene soon dis­covered that it was her own thread she saw shin­ing on be­fore her in the light of the morn­ing. It was lead­ing her she knew not whith­er; but she had nev­er in her life been out be­fore sun­rise, and everything was so fresh and cool and lively and full of some­thing com­ing, that she felt too happy to be afraid of any­thing.

			After lead­ing her up a good dis­tance, the thread turned to the left, and down the path upon which she and Lootie had met Cur­die. But she nev­er thought of that, for now in the morn­ing light, with its far out­look over the coun­try, no path could have been more open and airy and cheer­ful. She could see the road al­most to the ho­ri­zon, along which she had so of­ten watched her king-papa and his troop come shin­ing, with the bugle-blast cleav­ing the air be­fore them; and it was like a com­pan­ion to her. Down and down the path went, then up, and then down and then up again, get­ting rugged and more rugged as it went; and still along the path went the sil­very thread, and still along the thread went Irene’s little rosy-tipped fore­finger. By and by she came to a little stream that jab­bered and prattled down the hill, and up the side of the stream went both path and thread. And still the path grew rough­er and steep­er, and the moun­tain grew wilder, till Irene began to think she was go­ing a very long way from home; and when she turned to look back she saw that the level coun­try had van­ished and the rough bare moun­tain had closed in about her. But still on went the thread, and on went the prin­cess. Everything around her was get­ting bright­er and bright­er as the sun came near­er; till at length his first rays all at once alighted on the top of a rock be­fore her, like some golden creature fresh from the sky. Then she saw that the little stream ran out of a hole in that rock, that the path did not go past the rock, and that the thread was lead­ing her straight up to it. A shud­der ran through her from head to foot when she found that the thread was ac­tu­ally tak­ing her in­to the hole out of which the stream ran. It ran out bab­bling joy­ously, but she had to go in.

			She did not hes­it­ate. Right in­to the hole she went, which was high enough to let her walk without stoop­ing. For a little way there was a brown glim­mer, but at the first turn it all but ceased, and be­fore she had gone many paces she was in total dark­ness. Then she began to be frightened in­deed. Every mo­ment she kept feel­ing the thread back­wards and for­wards, and as she went farther and farther in­to the dark­ness of the great hol­low moun­tain, she kept think­ing more and more about her grand­moth­er, and all that she had said to her, and how kind she had been, and how beau­ti­ful she was, and all about her lovely room, and the fire of roses, and the great lamp that sent its light through stone walls. And she be­came more and more sure that the thread could not have gone there of it­self, and that her grand­moth­er must have sent it. But it tried her dread­fully when the path went down very steep, and es­pe­cially when she came to places where she had to go down rough stairs, and even some­times a lad­der. Through one nar­row pas­sage after an­oth­er, over lumps of rock and sand and clay, the thread guided her, un­til she came to a small hole through which she had to creep. Find­ing no change on the oth­er side, “Shall I ever get back?” she thought, over and over again, won­der­ing at her­self that she was not ten times more frightened, and of­ten feel­ing as if she were only walk­ing in the story of a dream. Some­times she heard the noise of wa­ter, a dull gurg­ling in­side the rock. By and by she heard the sounds of blows, which came near­er and near­er; but again they grew duller, and al­most died away. In a hun­dred dir­ec­tions she turned, obed­i­ent to the guid­ing thread.

			At last she spied a dull red shine, and came up to the mica win­dow, and thence away and round about, and right, in­to a cav­ern, where glowed the red em­bers of a fire. Here the thread began to rise. It rose as high as her head and high­er still. What should she do if she lost her hold? She was pulling it down: She might break it! She could see it far up, glow­ing as red as her fire-opal in the light of the em­bers.

			But presently she came to a huge heap of stones, piled in a slope against the wall of the cav­ern. On these she climbed, and soon re­covered the level of the thread only how­ever to find, the next mo­ment, that it van­ished through the heap of stones, and left her stand­ing on it, with her face to the sol­id rock. For one ter­rible mo­ment she felt as if her grand­moth­er had for­saken her. The thread which the spiders had spun far over the seas, which her grand­moth­er had sat in the moon­light and spun again for her, which she had tempered in the rose-fire and tied to her opal ring, had left her—had gone where she could no longer fol­low it—had brought her in­to a hor­rible cav­ern, and there left her! She was for­saken in­deed!

			“When shall I wake?” she said to her­self in an agony, but the same mo­ment knew that it was no dream. She threw her­self upon the heap, and began to cry. It was well she did not know what creatures, one of them with stone shoes on her feet, were ly­ing in the next cave. But neither did she know who was on the oth­er side of the slab.

			At length the thought struck her that at least she could fol­low the thread back­wards, and thus get out of the moun­tain, and home. She rose at once, and found the thread. But the in­stant she tried to feel it back­wards, it van­ished from her touch. For­wards, it led her hand up to the heap of stones—back­wards it seemed nowhere. Neither could she see it as be­fore in the light of the fire. She burst in­to a wail­ing cry, and again threw her­self down on the stones.

		
	
		
			
				XXI

				The Es­cape

			
			As the prin­cess lay and sobbed she kept feel­ing the thread mech­an­ic­ally, fol­low­ing it with her fin­ger many times up to the stones in which it dis­ap­peared. By and by she began, still mech­an­ic­ally, to poke her fin­ger in after it between the stones as far as she could. All at once it came in­to her head that she might re­move some of the stones and see where the thread went next. Al­most laugh­ing at her­self for nev­er hav­ing thought of this be­fore, she jumped to her feet. Her fear van­ished; once more she was cer­tain her grand­moth­er’s thread could not have brought her there just to leave her there; and she began to throw away the stones from the top as fast as she could, some­times two or three at a hand­ful, some­times tak­ing both hands to lift one. After clear­ing them away a little, she found that the thread turned and went straight down­wards. Hence, as the heap sloped a good deal, grow­ing of course wider to­wards its base, she had to throw away a mul­ti­tude of stones to fol­low the thread. But this was not all, for she soon found that the thread, after go­ing straight down for a little way, turned first side­ways in one dir­ec­tion, then side­ways in an­oth­er, and then shot, at vari­ous angles, hith­er and thith­er in­side the heap, so that she began to be afraid that to clear the thread she must re­move the whole huge gath­er­ing. She was dis­mayed at the very idea, but, los­ing no time, set to work with a will; and with aching back, and bleed­ing fin­gers and hands, she worked on, sus­tained by the pleas­ure of see­ing the heap slowly di­min­ish and be­gin to show it­self on the op­pos­ite side of the fire. An­oth­er thing which helped to keep up her cour­age was that, as of­ten as she un­covered a turn of the thread, in­stead of ly­ing loose upon the stone, it tightened up; this made her sure that her grand­moth­er was at the end of it some­where.

			She had got about halfway down when she star­ted, and nearly fell with fright. Close to her ears as it seemed, a voice broke out singing:

			
				
					“Jab­ber, both­er, smash!
					

					You’ll have it all in a crash.
					

					Jab­ber, smash, both­er!
					

					You’ll have the worst of the poth­er.
					

					Smash, both­er, jab­ber!—”
				

			

			Here Cur­die stopped, either be­cause he could not find a rhyme to “jab­ber,” or be­cause he re­membered what he had for­got­ten when he woke up at the sound of Irene’s la­bours, that his plan was to make the gob­lins think he was get­ting weak. But he had uttered enough to let Irene know who he was.

			“It’s Cur­die!” she cried joy­fully.

			“Hush! hush!” came Cur­die’s voice again from some­where. “Speak softly.”

			“Why, you were singing loud!” said Irene.

			“Yes. But they know I am here, and they don’t know you are. Who are you?”

			“I’m Irene,” answered the prin­cess. “I know who you are quite well. You’re Cur­die.”

			“Why, how ever did you come here, Irene?”

			“My great-great-grand­moth­er sent me; and I think I’ve found out why. You can’t get out, I sup­pose?”

			“No, I can’t. What are you do­ing?”

			“Clear­ing away a huge heap of stones.”

			“There’s a prin­cess!” ex­claimed Cur­die, in a tone of de­light, but still speak­ing in little more than a whis­per. “I can’t think how you got here, though.”

			“My grand­moth­er sent me after her thread.”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” said Cur­die; “but so you’re there, it doesn’t much mat­ter.”

			“Oh, yes, it does!” re­turned Irene. “I should nev­er have been here but for her.”

			“You can tell me all about it when we get out, then. There’s no time to lose now,” said Cur­die.

			And Irene went to work, as fresh as when she began.

			“There’s such a lot of stones!” she said. “It will take me a long time to get them all away.”

			“How far on have you got?” asked Cur­die.

			“I’ve got about the half away, but the oth­er half is ever so much big­ger.”

			“I don’t think you will have to move the lower half. Do you see a slab laid up against the wall?”

			Irene looked, and felt about with her hands, and soon per­ceived the out­lines of the slab.

			“Yes,” she answered, “I do.”

			“Then, I think,” re­joined Cur­die, “when you have cleared the slab about halfway down, or a bit more, I shall be able to push it over.”

			“I must fol­low my thread,” re­turned Irene, “whatever I do.”

			“What do you mean?” ex­claimed Cur­die.

			“You will see when you get out,” answered the prin­cess, and went on harder than ever.

			But she was soon sat­is­fied that what Cur­die wanted done and what the thread wanted done were one and the same thing. For she not only saw that by fol­low­ing the turns of the thread she had been clear­ing the face of the slab, but that, a little more than halfway down, the thread went through the chink between the slab and the wall in­to the place where Cur­die was con­fined, so that she could not fol­low it any farther un­til the slab was out of her way. As soon as she found this, she said in a right joy­ous whis­per:

			“Now, Cur­die, I think if you were to give a great push, the slab would tumble over.”

			“Stand quite clear of it, then,” said Cur­die, “and let me know when you are ready.”

			Irene got off the heap, and stood on one side of it. “Now, Cur­die!” she cried.

			Cur­die gave a great rush with his shoulder against it. Out tumbled the slab on the heap, and out crept Cur­die over the top of it.

			“You’ve saved my life, Irene!” he whispered.

			“Oh, Cur­die! I’m so glad! Let’s get out of this hor­rid place as fast as we can.”

			“That’s easi­er said than done,” re­turned he.

			“Oh, no, it’s quite easy,” said Irene. “We have only to fol­low my thread. I am sure that it’s go­ing to take us out now.”

			She had already be­gun to fol­low it over the fallen slab in­to the hole, while Cur­die was search­ing the floor of the cav­ern for his pick­axe.

			“Here it is!” he cried. “No, it is not,” he ad­ded, in a dis­ap­poin­ted tone. “What can it be, then? I de­clare it’s a torch. That is jolly! It’s bet­ter al­most than my pick­axe. Much bet­ter if it wer­en’t for those stone shoes!” he went on, as he lighted the torch by blow­ing the last em­bers of the ex­pir­ing fire.

			When he looked up, with the lighted torch cast­ing a glare in­to the great dark­ness of the huge cav­ern, he caught sight of Irene dis­ap­pear­ing in the hole out of which he had him­self just come.

			“Where are you go­ing there?” he cried. “That’s not the way out. That’s where I couldn’t get out.”

			“I know that,” whispered Irene. “But this is the way my thread goes, and I must fol­low it.”

			“What non­sense the child talks!” said Cur­die to him­self. “I must fol­low her, though, and see that she comes to no harm. She will soon find she can’t get out that way, and then she will come with me.”

			So he crept over the slab once more in­to the hole with his torch in his hand. But when he looked about in it, he could see her nowhere. And now he dis­covered that al­though the hole was nar­row, it was much longer than he had sup­posed; for in one dir­ec­tion the roof came down very low, and the hole went off in a nar­row pas­sage, of which he could not see the end. The prin­cess must have crept in there. He got on his knees and one hand, hold­ing the torch with the oth­er, and crept after her. The hole twis­ted about, in some parts so low that he could hardly get through, in oth­ers so high that he could not see the roof, but every­where it was nar­row—far too nar­row for a gob­lin to get through, and so I pre­sume they nev­er thought that Cur­die might. He was be­gin­ning to feel very un­com­fort­able lest some­thing should have be­fallen the prin­cess, when he heard her voice al­most close to his ear, whis­per­ing:

			“Aren’t you com­ing, Cur­die?”

			And when he turned the next corner there she stood wait­ing for him.

			“I knew you couldn’t go wrong in that nar­row hole, but now you must keep by me, for here is a great wide place,” she said.

			“I can’t un­der­stand it,” said Cur­die, half to him­self, half to Irene.

			“Nev­er mind,” she re­turned. “Wait till we get out.”

			Cur­die, ut­terly as­ton­ished that she had already got so far, and by a path he had known noth­ing of, thought it bet­ter to let her do as she pleased. “At all events,” he said again to him­self, “I know noth­ing about the way, miner as I am; and she seems to think she does know some­thing about it, though how she should passes my com­pre­hen­sion. So she’s just as likely to find her way as I am, and as she in­sists on tak­ing the lead, I must fol­low. We can’t be much worse off than we are, any­how.” Reas­on­ing thus, he fol­lowed her a few steps, and came out in an­oth­er great cav­ern, across which Irene walked in a straight line, as con­fid­ently as if she knew every step of the way. Cur­die went on after her, flash­ing his torch about, and try­ing to see some­thing of what lay around them. Sud­denly he star­ted back a pace as the light fell upon some­thing close by which Irene was passing. It was a plat­form of rock raised a few feet from the floor and covered with sheep­skins, upon which lay two hor­rible fig­ures asleep, at once re­cog­nized by Cur­die as the king and queen of the gob­lins. He lowered his torch in­stantly lest the light should awake them. As he did so it flashed upon his pick­axe, ly­ing by the side of the queen, whose hand lay close by the handle of it.

			“Stop one mo­ment,” he whispered. “Hold my torch, and don’t let the light on their faces.”

			Irene shuddered when she saw the fright­ful creatures, whom she had passed without ob­serving them, but she did as he re­ques­ted, and turn­ing her back, held the torch low in front of her. Cur­die drew his pick­axe care­fully away, and as he did so spied one of her feet, pro­ject­ing from un­der the skins. The great clumsy gran­ite shoe, ex­posed thus to his hand, was a tempta­tion not to be res­isted. He laid hold of it, and, with cau­tious ef­forts, drew it off. The mo­ment he suc­ceeded, he saw to his as­ton­ish­ment that what he had sung in ig­nor­ance, to an­noy the queen, was ac­tu­ally true: she had six hor­rible toes. Over­joyed at his suc­cess, and see­ing by the huge bump in the sheep­skins where the oth­er foot was, he pro­ceeded to lift them gently, for, if he could only suc­ceed in car­ry­ing away the oth­er shoe as well, he would be no more afraid of the gob­lins than of so many flies. But as he pulled at the second shoe the queen gave a growl and sat up in bed. The same in­stant the king awoke also and sat up be­side her.

			“Run, Irene!” cried Cur­die, for though he was not now in the least afraid for him­self, he was for the prin­cess.

			Irene looked once round, saw the fear­ful creatures awake, and like the wise prin­cess she was, dashed the torch on the ground and ex­tin­guished it, cry­ing out:

			“Here, Cur­die, take my hand.”

			He dar­ted to her side, for­get­ting neither the queen’s shoe nor his pick­axe, and caught hold of her hand, as she sped fear­lessly where her thread guided her. They heard the queen give a great bel­low; but they had a good start, for it would be some time be­fore they could get torches lighted to pur­sue them. Just as they thought they saw a gleam be­hind them, the thread brought them to a very nar­row open­ing, through which Irene crept eas­ily, and Cur­die with dif­fi­culty.

			“Now,” said Cur­die; “I think we shall be safe.”

			“Of course we shall,” re­turned Irene. “Why do you think so?” asked Cur­die.

			“Be­cause my grand­moth­er is tak­ing care of us.”

			“That’s all non­sense,” said Cur­die. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“Then if you don’t know what I mean, what right have you to call it non­sense?” asked the prin­cess, a little of­fen­ded.

			“I beg your par­don, Irene,” said Cur­die; “I did not mean to vex you.”

			“Of course not,” re­turned the prin­cess. “But why do you think we shall be safe?”

			“Be­cause the king and queen are far too stout to get through that hole.”

			“There might be ways round,” said the prin­cess.

			“To be sure there might: we are not out of it yet,” ac­know­ledged Cur­die.

			“But what do you mean by the king and queen?” asked the prin­cess. “I should nev­er call such creatures as those a king and a queen.”

			“Their own people do, though,” answered Cur­die.

			The prin­cess asked more ques­tions, and Cur­die, as they walked leis­urely along, gave her a full ac­count, not only of the char­ac­ter and habits of the gob­lins, so far as he knew them, but of his own ad­ven­tures with them, be­gin­ning from the very night after that in which he had met her and Lootie upon the moun­tain. When he had fin­ished, he begged Irene to tell him how it was that she had come to his res­cue. So Irene too had to tell a long story, which she did in rather a round­about man­ner, in­ter­rup­ted by many ques­tions con­cern­ing things she had not ex­plained. But her tale, as he did not be­lieve more than half of it, left everything as un­ac­count­able to him as be­fore, and he was nearly as much per­plexed as to what he must think of the prin­cess. He could not be­lieve that she was de­lib­er­ately telling stor­ies, and the only con­clu­sion he could come to was that Lootie had been play­ing the child tricks, in­vent­ing no end of lies to fright­en her for her own pur­poses.

			“But how ever did Lootie come to let you go in­to the moun­tains alone?” he asked.

			“Lootie knows noth­ing about it. I left her fast asleep—at least I think so. I hope my grand­moth­er won’t let her get in­to trouble, for it wasn’t her fault at all, as my grand­moth­er very well knows.”

			“But how did you find your way to me?” per­sisted Cur­die.

			“I told you already,” answered Irene; “by keep­ing my fin­ger upon my grand­moth­er’s thread, as I am do­ing now.”

			“You don’t mean you’ve got the thread there?”

			“Of course I do. I have told you so ten times already. I have hardly—ex­cept when I was re­mov­ing the stones—taken my fin­ger off it. There!” she ad­ded, guid­ing Cur­die’s hand to the thread, “you feel it your­self—don’t you?”

			“I feel noth­ing at all,” replied Cur­die. “Then what can be the mat­ter with your fin­ger? I feel it per­fectly. To be sure it is very thin, and in the sun­light looks just like the thread of a spider, though there are many of them twis­ted to­geth­er to make it—but for all that I can’t think why you shouldn’t feel it as well as I do.”

			Cur­die was too po­lite to say he did not be­lieve there was any thread there at all. What he did say was:

			“Well, I can make noth­ing of it.”

			“I can, though, and you must be glad of that, for it will do for both of us.”

			“We’re not out yet,” said Cur­die.

			“We soon shall be,” re­turned Irene con­fid­ently. And now the thread went down­wards, and led Irene’s hand to a hole in the floor of the cav­ern, whence came a sound of run­ning wa­ter which they had been hear­ing for some time.

			“It goes in­to the ground now, Cur­die,” she said, stop­ping.

			He had been listen­ing to an­oth­er sound, which his prac­tised ear had caught long ago, and which also had been grow­ing louder. It was the noise the gob­lin-miners made at their work, and they seemed to be at no great dis­tance now. Irene heard it the mo­ment she stopped.

			“What is that noise?” she asked. “Do you know, Cur­die?”

			“Yes. It is the gob­lins dig­ging and bur­row­ing,” he answered.

			“And you don’t know what they do it for?”

			“No; I haven’t the least idea. Would you like to see them?” he asked, wish­ing to have an­oth­er try after their secret.

			“If my thread took me there, I shouldn’t much mind; but I don’t want to see them, and I can’t leave my thread. It leads me down in­to the hole, and we had bet­ter go at once.”

			“Very well. Shall I go in first?” said Cur­die.

			“No; bet­ter not. You can’t feel the thread,” she answered, step­ping down through a nar­row break in the floor of the cav­ern. “Oh!” she cried, “I am in the wa­ter. It is run­ning strong—but it is not deep, and there is just room to walk. Make haste, Cur­die.”

			He tried, but the hole was too small for him to get in.

			“Go on a little bit,” he said, shoul­der­ing his pick­axe.

			In a few mo­ments he had cleared a lar­ger open­ing and fol­lowed her. They went on, down and down with the run­ning wa­ter, Cur­die get­ting more and more afraid it was lead­ing them to some ter­rible gulf in the heart of the moun­tain. In one or two places he had to break away the rock to make room be­fore even Irene could get through—at least without hurt­ing her­self. But at length they spied a glim­mer of light, and in a minute more they were al­most blinded by the full sun­light, in­to which they emerged. It was some little time be­fore the prin­cess could see well enough to dis­cov­er that they stood in her own garden, close by the seat on which she and her king-papa had sat that af­ter­noon. They had come out by the chan­nel of the little stream. She danced and clapped her hands with de­light.

			“Now, Cur­die!” she cried, “won’t you be­lieve what I told you about my grand­moth­er and her thread?”

			For she had felt all the time that Cur­die was not be­liev­ing what she told him.

			“There!—don’t you see it shin­ing on be­fore us?” she ad­ded.

			“I don’t see any­thing,” per­sisted Cur­die.

			“Then you must be­lieve without see­ing,” said the prin­cess; “for you can’t deny it has brought us out of the moun­tain.”

			“I can’t deny we are out of the moun­tain, and I should be very un­grate­ful in­deed to deny that you had brought me out of it.”

			“I couldn’t have done it but for the thread,” per­sisted Irene.

			“That’s the part I don’t un­der­stand.”

			“Well, come along, and Lootie will get you some­thing to eat. I am sure you must want it very much.”

			“In­deed I do. But my fath­er and moth­er will be so anxious about me, I must make haste—first up the moun­tain to tell my moth­er, and then down in­to the mine again to let my fath­er know.”

			“Very well, Cur­die; but you can’t get out without com­ing this way, and I will take you through the house, for that is nearest.”

			They met no one by the way, for, in­deed, as be­fore, the people were here and there and every­where search­ing for the prin­cess. When they got in Irene found that the thread, as she had half ex­pec­ted, went up the old stair­case, and a new thought struck her. She turned to Cur­die and said:

			“My grand­moth­er wants me. Do come up with me and see her. Then you will know that I have been telling you the truth. Do come—to please me, Cur­die. I can’t bear you should think what I say is not true.”

			“I nev­er doubted you be­lieved what you said,” re­turned Cur­die. “I only thought you had some fancy in your head that was not cor­rect.”

			“But do come, dear Cur­die.”

			The little miner could not with­stand this ap­peal, and though he felt shy in what seemed to him a huge grand house, he yiel­ded, and fol­lowed her up the stair.

		
	
		
			
				XXII

				The Old Lady and Cur­die

			
			Up the stair then they went, and the next and the next, and through the long rows of empty rooms, and up the little tower stair, Irene grow­ing hap­pi­er and hap­pi­er as she as­cen­ded. There was no an­swer when she knocked at length at the door of the work­room, nor could she hear any sound of the spin­ning-wheel, and once more her heart sank with­in her, but only for one mo­ment, as she turned and knocked at the oth­er door.

			“Come in,” answered the sweet voice of her grand­moth­er, and Irene opened the door and entered, fol­lowed by Cur­die.

			“You darling!” cried the lady, who was seated by a fire of red roses mingled with white. “I’ve been wait­ing for you, and in­deed get­ting a little anxious about you, and be­gin­ning to think wheth­er I had not bet­ter go and fetch you my­self.”

			As she spoke she took the little prin­cess in her arms and placed her upon her lap. She was dressed in white now, and look­ing if pos­sible more lovely than ever.

			“I’ve brought Cur­die, grand­moth­er. He wouldn’t be­lieve what I told him and so I’ve brought him.”

			“Yes—I see him. He is a good boy, Cur­die, and a brave boy. Aren’t you glad you’ve got him out?”

			“Yes, grand­moth­er. But it wasn’t very good of him not to be­lieve me when I was telling him the truth.”

			“People must be­lieve what they can, and those who be­lieve more must not be hard upon those who be­lieve less. I doubt if you would have be­lieved it all your­self if you hadn’t seen some of it.”

			“Ah! yes, grand­moth­er, I dare say. I’m sure you are right. But he’ll be­lieve now.”

			“I don’t know that,” replied her grand­moth­er.

			“Won’t you, Cur­die?” said Irene, look­ing round at him as she asked the ques­tion. He was stand­ing in the middle of the floor, star­ing, and look­ing strangely be­wildered. This she thought came of his as­ton­ish­ment at the beauty of the lady.

			“Make a bow to my grand­moth­er, Cur­die,” she said.

			“I don’t see any grand­moth­er,” answered Cur­die rather gruffly.

			“Don’t see my grand­moth­er, when I’m sit­ting in her lap?” ex­claimed the prin­cess.

			“No, I don’t,” re­it­er­ated Cur­die, in an of­fen­ded tone.

			“Don’t you see the lovely fire of roses—white ones amongst them this time?” asked Irene, al­most as be­wildered as he.

			“No, I don’t,” answered Cur­die, al­most sulkily.

			“Nor the blue bed? Nor the rose-col­oured coun­ter­pane?—Nor the beau­ti­ful light, like the moon, hanging from the roof?”

			“You’re mak­ing game of me, Your Roy­al High­ness; and after what we have come through to­geth­er this day, I don’t think it is kind of you,” said Cur­die, feel­ing very much hurt.

			“Then what do you see?” asked Irene, who per­ceived at once that for her not to be­lieve him was at least as bad as for him not to be­lieve her.

			“I see a big, bare, gar­ret-room—like the one in moth­er’s cot­tage, only big enough to take the cot­tage it­self in, and leave a good mar­gin all round,” answered Cur­die.

			“And what more do you see?”

			“I see a tub, and a heap of musty straw, and a withered apple, and a ray of sun­light com­ing through a hole in the middle of the roof and shin­ing on your head, and mak­ing all the place look a curi­ous dusky brown. I think you had bet­ter drop it, prin­cess, and go down to the nurs­ery, like a good girl.”

			“But don’t you hear my grand­moth­er talk­ing to me?” asked Irene, al­most cry­ing.

			“No. I hear the coo­ing of a lot of pi­geons. If you won’t come down, I will go without you. I think that will be bet­ter any­how, for I’m sure nobody who met us would be­lieve a word we said to them. They would think we made it all up. I don’t ex­pect any­body but my own fath­er and moth­er to be­lieve me. They know I wouldn’t tell a story.”

			“And yet you won’t be­lieve me, Cur­die?” ex­pos­tu­lated the prin­cess, now fairly cry­ing with vex­a­tion and sor­row at the gulf between her and Cur­die.

			“No. I can’t, and I can’t help it,” said Cur­die, turn­ing to leave the room.

			“What shall I do, grand­moth­er?” sobbed the prin­cess, turn­ing her face round upon the lady’s bos­om, and shak­ing with sup­pressed sobs.

			“You must give him time,” said her grand­moth­er; “and you must be con­tent not to be be­lieved for a while. It is very hard to bear; but I have had to bear it, and shall have to bear it many a time yet. I will take care of what Cur­die thinks of you in the end. You must let him go now.”

			“You’re not com­ing, are you?” asked Cur­die.

			“No, Cur­die; my grand­moth­er says I must let you go. Turn to the right when you get to the bot­tom of all the stairs, and that will take you to the hall where the great door is.”

			“Oh! I don’t doubt I can find my way—without you, prin­cess, or your old gran­nie’s thread either,” said Cur­die quite rudely.

			“Oh, Cur­die! Cur­die!”

			“I wish I had gone home at once. I’m very much ob­liged to you, Irene, for get­ting me out of that hole, but I wish you hadn’t made a fool of me af­ter­wards.”

			He said this as he opened the door, which he left open, and, without an­oth­er word, went down the stair. Irene listened with dis­may to his de­part­ing foot­steps. Then turn­ing again to the lady:

			“What does it all mean, grand­moth­er?” she sobbed, and burst in­to fresh tears.

			“It means, my love, that I did not mean to show my­self. Cur­die is not yet able to be­lieve some things. See­ing is not be­liev­ing—it is only see­ing. You re­mem­ber I told you that if Lootie were to see me, she would rub her eyes, for­get the half she saw, and call the oth­er half non­sense.”

			“Yes; but I should have thought Cur­die—”

			“You are right. Cur­die is much farther on than Lootie, and you will see what will come of it. But in the mean­time you must be con­tent, I say, to be mis­un­der­stood for a while. We are all very anxious to be un­der­stood, and it is very hard not to be. But there is one thing much more ne­ces­sary.”

			“What is that, grand­moth­er?”

			“To un­der­stand oth­er people.”

			“Yes, grand­moth­er. I must be fair—for if I’m not fair to oth­er people, I’m not worth be­ing un­der­stood my­self. I see. So as Cur­die can’t help it, I will not be vexed with him, but just wait.”

			“There’s my own dear child,” said her grand­moth­er, and pressed her close to her bos­om.

			“Why wer­en’t you in your work­room when we came up, grand­moth­er?” asked Irene, after a few mo­ments’ si­lence.

			“If I had been there, Cur­die would have seen me well enough. But why should I be there rather than in this beau­ti­ful room?”

			“I thought you would be spin­ning.”

			“I’ve nobody to spin for just at present. I nev­er spin without know­ing for whom I am spin­ning.”

			“That re­minds me—there is one thing that puzzles me,” said the prin­cess: “how are you to get the thread out of the moun­tain again? Surely you won’t have to make an­oth­er for me? That would be such a trouble!”

			The lady set her down and rose and went to the fire. Put­ting in her hand, she drew it out again and held up the shin­ing ball between her fin­ger and thumb.

			“I’ve got it now, you see,” she said, com­ing back to the prin­cess, “all ready for you when you want it.”

			Go­ing to her cab­in­et, she laid it in the same draw­er as be­fore.

			“And here is your ring,” she ad­ded, tak­ing it from the little fin­ger of her left hand and put­ting it on the fore­finger of Irene’s right hand.

			“Oh, thank you, grand­moth­er! I feel so safe now!”

			“You are very tired, my child,” the lady went on. “Your hands are hurt with the stones, and I have coun­ted nine bruises on you. Just look what you are like.”

			And she held up to her a little mir­ror which she had brought from the cab­in­et. The prin­cess burst in­to a merry laugh at the sight. She was so draggled with the stream and dirty with creep­ing through nar­row places, that if she had seen the re­flec­tion without know­ing it was a re­flec­tion, she would have taken her­self for some gipsy child whose face was washed and hair combed about once in a month. The lady laughed too, and lift­ing her again upon her knee, took off her cloak and night­gown. Then she car­ried her to the side of the room. Irene wondered what she was go­ing to do with her, but asked no ques­tions—only start­ing a little when she found that she was go­ing to lay her in the large sil­ver bath; for as she looked in­to it, again she saw no bot­tom, but the stars shin­ing miles away, as it seemed, in a great blue gulf. Her hands closed in­vol­un­tar­ily on the beau­ti­ful arms that held her, and that was all.

			The lady pressed her once more to her bos­om, say­ing:

			“Do not be afraid, my child.”

			“No, grand­moth­er,” answered the prin­cess, with a little gasp; and the next in­stant she sank in the clear cool wa­ter.

			When she opened her eyes, she saw noth­ing but a strange lovely blue over and be­neath and all about her. The lady, and the beau­ti­ful room, had van­ished from her sight, and she seemed ut­terly alone. But in­stead of be­ing afraid, she felt more than happy—per­fectly bliss­ful. And from some­where came the voice of the lady, singing a strange sweet song, of which she could dis­tin­guish every word; but of the sense she had only a feel­ing—no un­der­stand­ing. Nor could she re­mem­ber a single line after it was gone. It van­ished, like the po­etry in a dream, as fast as it came. In after years, how­ever, she would some­times fancy that snatches of melody sud­denly rising in her brain must be little phrases and frag­ments of the air of that song; and the very fancy would make her hap­pi­er, and abler to do her duty.

			How long she lay in the wa­ter she did not know. It seemed a long time—not from wear­i­ness but from pleas­ure. But at last she felt the beau­ti­ful hands lay hold of her, and through the gurg­ling wa­ter she was lif­ted out in­to the lovely room. The lady car­ried her to the fire, and sat down with her in her lap, and dried her ten­derly with the soft­est tow­el. It was so dif­fer­ent from Lootie’s dry­ing. When the lady had done, she stooped to the fire, and drew from it her night­gown, as white as snow.

			“How de­li­cious!” ex­claimed the prin­cess. “It smells of all the roses in the world, I think.”

			When she stood up on the floor she felt as if she had been made over again. Every bruise and all wear­i­ness were gone, and her hands were soft and whole as ever.

			“Now I am go­ing to put you to bed for a good sleep,” said her grand­moth­er.

			“But what will Lootie be think­ing? And what am I to say to her when she asks me where I have been?”

			“Don’t trouble your­self about it. You will find it all come right,” said her grand­moth­er, and laid her in­to the blue bed, un­der the rosy coun­ter­pane.

			“There is just one thing more,” said Irene. “I am a little anxious about Cur­die. As I brought him in­to the house, I ought to have seen him safe on his way home.”

			“I took care of all that,” answered the lady. “I told you to let him go, and there­fore I was bound to look after him. Nobody saw him, and he is now eat­ing a good din­ner in his moth­er’s cot­tage far up in the moun­tain.”

			“Then I will go to sleep,” said Irene, and in a few minutes she was fast asleep.

		
	
		
			
				XXIII

				Cur­die and His Moth­er

			
			Cur­die went up the moun­tain neither whist­ling nor singing, for he was vexed with Irene for tak­ing him in, as he called it; and he was vexed with him­self for hav­ing spoken to her so an­grily. His moth­er gave a cry of joy when she saw him, and at once set about get­ting him some­thing to eat, ask­ing him ques­tions all the time, which he did not an­swer so cheer­fully as usu­al. When his meal was ready, she left him to eat it, and hur­ried to the mine to let his fath­er know he was safe. When she came back, she found him fast asleep upon her bed; nor did he wake un­til his fath­er came home in the even­ing.

			“Now, Cur­die,” his moth­er said, as they sat at sup­per, “tell us the whole story from be­gin­ning to end, just as it all happened.”

			Cur­die obeyed, and told everything to the point where they came out upon the lawn in the garden of the king’s house.

			“And what happened after that?” asked his moth­er. “You haven’t told us all. You ought to be very happy at hav­ing got away from those demons, and in­stead of that I nev­er saw you so gloomy. There must be some­thing more. Be­sides, you do not speak of that lovely child as I should like to hear you. She saved your life at the risk of her own, and yet some­how you don’t seem to think much of it.”

			“She talked such non­sense!” answered Cur­die, “and told me a pack of things that wer­en’t a bit true; and I can’t get over it.”

			“What were they?” asked his fath­er. “Your moth­er may be able to throw some light upon them.”

			Then Cur­die made a clean breast of it, and told them everything.

			They all sat si­lent for some time, pon­der­ing the strange tale. At last Cur­die’s moth­er spoke.

			“You con­fess, my boy,” she said, “there is some­thing about the whole af­fair you do not un­der­stand?”

			“Yes, of course, moth­er,” he answered. “I can­not un­der­stand how a child know­ing noth­ing about the moun­tain, or even that I was shut up in it, should come all that way alone, straight to where I was; and then, after get­ting me out of the hole, lead me out of the moun­tain too, where I should not have known a step of the way if it had been as light as in the open air.”

			“Then you have no right to say what she told you was not true. She did take you out, and she must have had some­thing to guide her: why not a thread as well as a rope, or any­thing else? There is some­thing you can­not ex­plain, and her ex­plan­a­tion may be the right one.”

			“It’s no ex­plan­a­tion at all, moth­er; and I can’t be­lieve it.”

			“That may be only be­cause you do not un­der­stand it. If you did, you would prob­ably find it was an ex­plan­a­tion, and be­lieve it thor­oughly. I don’t blame you for not be­ing able to be­lieve it, but I do blame you for fancy­ing such a child would try to de­ceive you. Why should she? De­pend upon it, she told you all she knew. Un­til you had found a bet­ter way of ac­count­ing for it all, you might at least have been more spar­ing of your judge­ment.”

			“That is what some­thing in­side me has been say­ing all the time,” said Cur­die, hanging down his head. “But what do you make of the grand­moth­er? That is what I can’t get over. To take me up to an old gar­ret, and try to per­suade me against the sight of my own eyes that it was a beau­ti­ful room, with blue walls and sil­ver stars, and no end of things in it, when there was noth­ing there but an old tub and a withered apple and a heap of straw and a sun­beam! It was too bad! She might have had some old wo­man there at least to pass for her pre­cious grand­moth­er!”

			“Didn’t she speak as if she saw those oth­er things her­self, Cur­die?”

			“Yes. That’s what both­ers me. You would have thought she really meant and be­lieved that she saw every one of the things she talked about. And not one of them there! It was too bad, I say.”

			“Per­haps some people can see things oth­er people can’t see, Cur­die,” said his moth­er very gravely. “I think I will tell you some­thing I saw my­self once—only Per­haps you won’t be­lieve me either!”

			“Oh, moth­er, moth­er!” cried Cur­die, burst­ing in­to tears; “I don’t de­serve that, surely!”

			“But what I am go­ing to tell you is very strange,” per­sisted his moth­er; “and if hav­ing heard it you were to say I must have been dream­ing, I don’t know that I should have any right to be vexed with you, though I know at least that I was not asleep.”

			“Do tell me, moth­er. Per­haps it will help me to think bet­ter of the prin­cess.”

			“That’s why I am temp­ted to tell you,” replied his moth­er. “But first, I may as well men­tion that, ac­cord­ing to old whis­pers, there is some­thing more than com­mon about the king’s fam­ily; and the queen was of the same blood, for they were cous­ins of some de­gree. There were strange stor­ies told con­cern­ing them—all good stor­ies—but strange, very strange. What they were I can­not tell, for I only re­mem­ber the faces of my grand­moth­er and my moth­er as they talked to­geth­er about them. There was won­der and awe—not fear—in their eyes, and they whispered, and nev­er spoke aloud. But what I saw my­self was this: Your fath­er was go­ing to work in the mine one night, and I had been down with his sup­per. It was soon after we were mar­ried, and not very long be­fore you were born. He came with me to the mouth of the mine, and left me to go home alone, for I knew the way al­most as well as the floor of our own cot­tage. It was pretty dark, and in some parts of the road where the rocks over­hung nearly quite dark. But I got along per­fectly well, nev­er think­ing of be­ing afraid, un­til I reached a spot you know well enough, Cur­die, where the path has to make a sharp turn out of the way of a great rock on the left-hand side. When I got there, I was sud­denly sur­roun­ded by about half a dozen of the cobs, the first I had ever seen, al­though I had heard tell of them of­ten enough. One of them blocked up the path, and they all began tor­ment­ing and teas­ing me in a way it makes me shud­der to think of even now.”

			“If I had only been with you!” cried fath­er and son in a breath.

			The moth­er gave a funny little smile, and went on.

			“They had some of their hor­rible creatures with them too, and I must con­fess I was dread­fully frightened. They had torn my clothes very much, and I was afraid they were go­ing to tear my­self to pieces, when sud­denly a great white soft light shone upon me. I looked up. A broad ray, like a shin­ing road, came down from a large globe of sil­very light, not very high up, in­deed not quite so high as the ho­ri­zon—so it could not have been a new star or an­oth­er moon or any­thing of that sort. The cobs dropped per­se­cut­ing me, and looked dazed, and I thought they were go­ing to run away, but presently they began again. The same mo­ment, how­ever, down the path from the globe of light came a bird, shin­ing like sil­ver in the sun. It gave a few rap­id flaps first, and then, with its wings straight out, shot, slid­ing down the slope of the light. It looked to me just like a white pi­geon. But whatever it was, when the cobs caught sight of it com­ing straight down upon them, they took to their heels and scampered away across the moun­tain, leav­ing me safe, only much frightened. As soon as it had sent them off, the bird went glid­ing again up the light, and the mo­ment it reached the globe the light dis­ap­peared, just as if a shut­ter had been closed over a win­dow, and I saw it no more. But I had no more trouble with the cobs that night or ever after.”

			“How strange!” ex­claimed Cur­die.

			“Yes, it was strange; but I can’t help be­liev­ing it, wheth­er you do or not,” said his moth­er.

			“It’s ex­actly as your moth­er told it to me the very next morn­ing,” said his fath­er.

			“You don’t think I’m doubt­ing my own moth­er?” cried Cur­die. “There are oth­er people in the world quite as well worth be­liev­ing as your own moth­er,” said his moth­er. “I don’t know that she’s so much the fit­ter to be be­lieved that she hap­pens to be your moth­er, Mr. Cur­die. There are moth­ers far more likely to tell lies than the little girl I saw talk­ing to the prim­roses a few weeks ago. If she were to lie I should be­gin to doubt my own word.”

			“But prin­cesses have told lies as well as oth­er people,” said Cur­die.

			“Yes, but not prin­cesses like that child. She’s a good girl, I am cer­tain, and that’s more than be­ing a prin­cess. De­pend upon it you will have to be sorry for be­hav­ing so to her, Cur­die. You ought at least to have held your tongue.”

			“I am sorry now,” answered Cur­die.

			“You ought to go and tell her so, then.”

			“I don’t see how I could man­age that. They wouldn’t let a miner boy like me have a word with her alone; and I couldn’t tell her be­fore that nurse of hers. She’d be ask­ing ever so many ques­tions, and I don’t know how many the little prin­cess would like me to an­swer. She told me that Lootie didn’t know any­thing about her com­ing to get me out of the moun­tain. I am cer­tain she would have pre­ven­ted her some­how if she had known it. But I may have a chance be­fore long, and mean­time I must try to do some­thing for her. I think, fath­er, I have got on the track at last.”

			“Have you, in­deed, my boy?” said Peter. “I am sure you de­serve some suc­cess; you have worked very hard for it. What have you found out?”

			“It’s dif­fi­cult, you know, fath­er, in­side the moun­tain, es­pe­cially in the dark, and not know­ing what turns you have taken, to tell the lie of things out­side.”

			“Im­possible, my boy, without a chart, or at least a com­pass,” re­turned his fath­er.

			“Well, I think I have nearly dis­covered in what dir­ec­tion the cobs are min­ing. If I am right, I know some­thing else that I can put to it, and then one and one will make three.”

			“They very of­ten do, Cur­die, as we miners ought to be very well aware. Now tell us, my boy, what the two things are, and see wheth­er we can guess at the same third as you.”

			“I don’t see what that has to do with the prin­cess,” in­ter­posed his moth­er.

			“I will soon let you see that, moth­er. Per­haps you may think me fool­ish, but un­til I am sure there, is noth­ing in my present fancy, I am more de­term­ined than ever to go on with my ob­ser­va­tions. Just as we came to the chan­nel by which we got out, I heard the miners at work some­where near—I think down be­low us. Now since I began to watch them, they have mined a good half-mile, in a straight line; and so far as I am aware, they are work­ing in no oth­er part of the moun­tain. But I nev­er could tell in what dir­ec­tion they were go­ing. When we came out in the king’s garden, how­ever, I thought at once wheth­er it was pos­sible they were work­ing to­wards the king’s house; and what I want to do to­night is to make sure wheth­er they are or not. I will take a light with me—”

			“Oh, Cur­die,” cried his moth­er, “then they will see you.”

			“I’m no more afraid of them now than I was be­fore,” re­joined Cur­die, “now that I’ve got this pre­cious shoe. They can’t make an­oth­er such in a hurry, and one bare foot will do for my pur­pose. Wo­man as she may be, I won’t spare her next time. But I shall be care­ful with my light, for I don’t want them to see me. I won’t stick it in my hat.”

			“Go on, then, and tell us what you mean to do.”

			“I mean to take a bit of pa­per with me and a pen­cil, and go in at the mouth of the stream by which we came out. I shall mark on the pa­per as near as I can the angle of every turn­ing I take un­til I find the cobs at work, and so get a good idea in what dir­ec­tion they are go­ing. If it should prove to be nearly par­al­lel with the stream, I shall know it is to­wards the king’s house they are work­ing.”

			“And what if you should? How much wiser will you be then?”

			“Wait a minute, moth­er dear. I told you that when I came upon the roy­al fam­ily in the cave, they were talk­ing of their prince—Harelip, they called him—mar­ry­ing a sun-wo­man—that means one of us—one with toes to her feet. Now in the speech one of them made that night at their great gath­er­ing, of which I heard only a part, he said that peace would be se­cured for a gen­er­a­tion at least by the pledge the prince would hold for the good be­ha­viour of her re­l­at­ives: that’s what he said, and he must have meant the sun-wo­man the prince was to marry. I am quite sure the king is much too proud to wish his son to marry any but a prin­cess, and much too know­ing to fancy that his hav­ing a peas­ant wo­man for a wife would be of any great ad­vant­age to them.”

			“I see what you are driv­ing at now,” said his moth­er.

			“But,” said his fath­er, “our king would dig the moun­tain to the plain be­fore he would have his prin­cess the wife of a cob, if he were ten times a prince.”

			“Yes; but they think so much of them­selves!” said his moth­er. “Small creatures al­ways do. The ban­tam is the proudest cock in my little yard.”

			“And I fancy,” said Cur­die, “if they once got her, they would tell the king they would kill her ex­cept he con­sen­ted to the mar­riage.”

			“They might say so,” said his fath­er, “but they wouldn’t kill her; they would keep her alive for the sake of the hold it gave them over our king. Whatever he did to them, they would threaten to do the same to the prin­cess.”

			“And they are bad enough to tor­ment her just for their own amuse­ment—I know that,” said his moth­er.

			“Any­how, I will keep a watch on them, and see what they are up to,” said Cur­die. “It’s too hor­rible to think of. I dar­en’t let my­self do it. But they shan’t have her—at least if I can help it. So, moth­er dear—my clue is all right—will you get me a bit of pa­per and a pen­cil and a lump of pease pud­ding, and I will set out at once. I saw a place where I can climb over the wall of the garden quite eas­ily.”

			“You must mind and keep out of the way of the men on the watch,” said his moth­er.

			“That I will. I don’t want them to know any­thing about it. They would spoil it all. The cobs would only try some oth­er plan—they are such ob­stin­ate creatures! I shall take good care, moth­er. They won’t kill and eat me either, if they should come upon me. So you needn’t mind them.”

			His moth­er got him what he had asked for, and Cur­die set out. Close be­side the door by which the prin­cess left the garden for the moun­tain stood a great rock, and by climb­ing it Cur­die got over the wall. He tied his clue to a stone just in­side the chan­nel of the stream, and took his pick­axe with him. He had not gone far be­fore he en­countered a hor­rid creature com­ing to­wards the mouth. The spot was too nar­row for two of al­most any size or shape, and be­sides Cur­die had no wish to let the creature pass. Not be­ing able to use his pick­axe, how­ever, he had a severe struggle with him, and it was only after re­ceiv­ing many bites, some of them bad, that he suc­ceeded in killing him with his pock­etknife. Hav­ing dragged him out, he made haste to get in again be­fore an­oth­er should stop up the way.

			I need not fol­low him farther in this night’s ad­ven­tures. He re­turned to his break­fast, sat­is­fied that the gob­lins were min­ing in the dir­ec­tion of the palace—on so low a level that their in­ten­tion must, he thought, be to bur­row un­der the walls of the king’s house, and rise up in­side it—in or­der, he fully be­lieved, to lay hands on the little prin­cess, and carry her off for a wife to their hor­rid Harelip.

		
	
		
			
				XXIV

				Irene Be­haves Like a Prin­cess

			
			When the prin­cess awoke from the sweetest of sleeps, she found her nurse bend­ing over her, the house­keep­er look­ing over the nurse’s shoulder, and the laun­dry-maid look­ing over the house­keep­er’s. The room was full of wo­men-ser­vants; and the gen­tle­men-at-arms, with a long column of ser­vants be­hind them, were peep­ing, or try­ing to peep in at the door of the nurs­ery.

			“Are those hor­rid creatures gone?” asked the prin­cess, re­mem­ber­ing first what had ter­ri­fied her in the morn­ing.

			“You naughty, naughty little prin­cess!” cried Lootie.

			Her face was very pale, with red streaks in it, and she looked as if she were go­ing to shake her; but Irene said noth­ing—only waited to hear what should come next.

			“How could you get un­der the clothes like that, and make us all fancy you were lost! And keep it up all day too! You are the most ob­stin­ate child! It’s any­thing but fun to us, I can tell you!”

			It was the only way the nurse could ac­count for her dis­ap­pear­ance.

			“I didn’t do that, Lootie,” said Irene, very quietly.

			“Don’t tell stor­ies!” cried her nurse quite rudely.

			“I shall tell you noth­ing at all,” said Irene.

			“That’s just as bad,” said the nurse.

			“Just as bad to say noth­ing at all as to tell stor­ies?” ex­claimed the prin­cess. “I will ask my papa about that. He won’t say so. And I don’t think he will like you to say so.”

			“Tell me dir­ectly what you mean by it!” screamed the nurse, half wild with an­ger at the prin­cess and fright at the pos­sible con­sequences to her­self.

			“When I tell you the truth, Lootie,” said the prin­cess, who some­how did not feel at all angry, “you say to me ‘Don’t tell stor­ies’: it seems I must tell stor­ies be­fore you will be­lieve me.”

			“You are very rude, prin­cess,” said the nurse.

			“You are so rude, Lootie, that I will not speak to you again till you are sorry. Why should I, when I know you will not be­lieve me?” re­turned the prin­cess. For she did know per­fectly well that if she were to tell Lootie what she had been about, the more she went on to tell her, the less would she be­lieve her.

			“You are the most pro­vok­ing child!” cried her nurse. “You de­serve to be well pun­ished for your wicked be­ha­viour.”

			“Please, Mrs. House­keep­er,” said the prin­cess, “will you take me to your room, and keep me till my king-papa comes? I will ask him to come as soon as he can.”

			Every­one stared at these words. Up to this mo­ment they had all re­garded her as little more than a baby.

			But the house­keep­er was afraid of the nurse, and sought to patch mat­ters up, say­ing:

			“I am sure, prin­cess, nur­sie did not mean to be rude to you.”

			“I do not think my papa would wish me to have a nurse who spoke to me as Lootie does. If she thinks I tell lies, she had bet­ter either say so to my papa, or go away. Sir Wal­ter, will you take charge of me?”

			“With the greatest of pleas­ure, prin­cess,” answered the cap­tain of the gen­tle­men-at-arms, walk­ing with his great stride in­to the room.

			The crowd of ser­vants made eager way for him, and he bowed low be­fore the little prin­cess’s bed. “I shall send my ser­vant at once, on the fast­est horse in the stable, to tell your king-papa that Your Roy­al High­ness de­sires his pres­ence. When you have chosen one of these un­der-ser­vants to wait upon you, I shall or­der the room to be cleared.”

			“Thank you very much, Sir Wal­ter,” said the prin­cess, and her eye glanced to­wards a rosy-cheeked girl who had lately come to the house as a scull­ery-maid.

			But when Lootie saw the eyes of her dear prin­cess go­ing in search of an­oth­er in­stead of her, she fell upon her knees by the bed­side, and burst in­to a great cry of dis­tress.

			“I think, Sir Wal­ter,” said the prin­cess, “I will keep Lootie. But I put my­self un­der your care; and you need not trouble my king-papa un­til I speak to you again. Will you all please to go away? I am quite safe and well, and I did not hide my­self for the sake either of amus­ing my­self, or of troub­ling my people. Lootie, will you please to dress me.”

		
	
		
			
				XXV

				Cur­die Comes to Grief

			
			Everything was for some time quiet above ground. The king was still away in a dis­tant part of his domin­ions. The men-at-arms kept watch­ing about the house. They had been con­sid­er­ably as­ton­ished by find­ing at the foot of the rock in the garden the hideous body of the gob­lin creature killed by Cur­die; but they came to the con­clu­sion that it had been slain in the mines, and had crept out there to die; and ex­cept an oc­ca­sion­al glimpse of a live one they saw noth­ing to cause alarm. Cur­die kept watch­ing in the moun­tain, and the gob­lins kept bur­row­ing deep­er in­to the earth. As long as they went deep­er there was, Cur­die judged, no im­me­di­ate danger.

			To Irene the sum­mer was as full of pleas­ure as ever, and for a long time, al­though she of­ten thought of her grand­moth­er dur­ing the day, and of­ten dreamed about her at night, she did not see her. The kids and the flowers were as much her de­light as ever, and she made as much friend­ship with the miners’ chil­dren she met on the moun­tain as Lootie would per­mit; but Lootie had very fool­ish no­tions con­cern­ing the dig­nity of a prin­cess, not un­der­stand­ing that the truest prin­cess is just the one who loves all her broth­ers and sis­ters best, and who is most able to do them good by be­ing humble to­wards them. At the same time she was con­sid­er­ably altered for the bet­ter in her be­ha­viour to the prin­cess. She could not help see­ing that she was no longer a mere child, but wiser than her age would ac­count for. She kept fool­ishly whis­per­ing to the ser­vants, how­ever—some­times that the prin­cess was not right in her mind, some­times that she was too good to live, and oth­er non­sense of the same sort.

			All this time Cur­die had to be sorry, without a chance of con­fess­ing, that he had be­haved so un­kindly to the prin­cess. This per­haps made him the more di­li­gent in his en­deav­ours to serve her. His moth­er and he of­ten talked on the sub­ject, and she com­for­ted him, and told him she was sure he would some day have the op­por­tun­ity he so much de­sired.

			Here I should like to re­mark, for the sake of princes and prin­cesses in gen­er­al, that it is a low and con­tempt­ible thing to re­fuse to con­fess a fault, or even an er­ror. If a true prin­cess has done wrong, she is al­ways un­easy un­til she has had an op­por­tun­ity of throw­ing the wrong­ness away from her by say­ing: “I did it; and I wish I had not; and I am sorry for hav­ing done it.” So you see there is some ground for sup­pos­ing that Cur­die was not a miner only, but a prince as well. Many such in­stances have been known in the world’s his­tory.

			At length, how­ever, he began to see signs of a change in the pro­ceed­ings of the gob­lin ex­cav­at­ors: they were go­ing no deep­er, but had com­menced run­ning on a level; and he watched them, there­fore, more closely than ever. All at once, one night, com­ing to a slope of very hard rock, they began to as­cend along the in­clined plane of its sur­face. Hav­ing reached its top, they went again on a level for a night or two, after which they began to as­cend once more, and kept on at a pretty steep angle. At length Cur­die judged it time to trans­fer his ob­ser­va­tion to an­oth­er quarter, and the next night he did not go to the mine at all; but, leav­ing his pick­axe and clue at home, and tak­ing only his usu­al lumps of bread and pease pud­ding, went down the moun­tain to the king’s house. He climbed over the wall, and re­mained in the garden the whole night, creep­ing on hands and knees from one spot to the oth­er, and ly­ing at full length with his ear to the ground, listen­ing. But he heard noth­ing ex­cept the tread of the men-at-arms as they marched about, whose ob­ser­va­tion, as the night was cloudy and there was no moon, he had little dif­fi­culty in avoid­ing. For sev­er­al fol­low­ing nights he con­tin­ued to haunt the garden and listen, but with no suc­cess.

			At length, early one even­ing, wheth­er it was that he had got care­less of his own safety, or that the grow­ing moon had be­come strong enough to ex­pose him, his watch­ing came to a sud­den end. He was creep­ing from be­hind the rock where the stream ran out, for he had been listen­ing all round it in the hope it might con­vey to his ear some in­dic­a­tion of the where­abouts of the gob­lin miners, when just as he came in­to the moon­light on the lawn, a whizz in his ear and a blow upon his leg startled him. He in­stantly squat­ted in the hope of elud­ing fur­ther no­tice. But when he heard the sound of run­ning feet, he jumped up to take the chance of es­cape by flight. He fell, how­ever, with a keen shoot of pain, for the bolt of a cross­bow had wounded his leg, and the blood was now stream­ing from it. He was in­stantly laid hold of by two or three of the men-at-arms. It was use­less to struggle, and he sub­mit­ted in si­lence.

			“It’s a boy!” cried sev­er­al of them to­geth­er, in a tone of amazement. “I thought it was one of those demons. What are you about here?”

			“Go­ing to have a little rough us­age, ap­par­ently,” said Cur­die, laugh­ing, as the men shook him.

			“Im­per­tin­ence will do you no good. You have no busi­ness here in the king’s grounds, and if you don’t give a true ac­count of your­self, you shall fare as a thief.”

			“Why, what else could he be?” said one.

			“He might have been after a lost kid, you know,” sug­ges­ted an­oth­er.

			“I see no good in try­ing to ex­cuse him. He has no busi­ness here, any­how.”

			“Let me go away, then, if you please,” said Cur­die.

			“But we don’t please—not ex­cept you give a good ac­count of your­self.”

			“I don’t feel quite sure wheth­er I can trust you,” said Cur­die.

			“We are the king’s own men-at-arms,” said the cap­tain cour­teously, for he was taken with Cur­die’s ap­pear­ance and cour­age.

			“Well, I will tell you all about it—if you will prom­ise to listen to me and not do any­thing rash.”

			“I call that cool!” said one of the party, laugh­ing. “He will tell us what mis­chief he was about, if we prom­ise to do as pleases him.”

			“I was about no mis­chief,” said Cur­die.

			But ere he could say more he turned faint, and fell sense­less on the grass. Then first they dis­covered that the bolt they had shot, tak­ing him for one of the gob­lin creatures, had wounded him.

			They car­ried him in­to the house and laid him down in the hall. The re­port spread that they had caught a rob­ber, and the ser­vants crowded in to see the vil­lain. Amongst the rest came the nurse. The mo­ment she saw him she ex­claimed with in­dig­na­tion:

			“I de­clare it’s the same young ras­cal of a miner that was rude to me and the prin­cess on the moun­tain. He ac­tu­ally wanted to kiss the prin­cess. I took good care of that—the wretch! And he was prowl­ing about, was he? Just like his im­pudence!” The prin­cess be­ing fast asleep, she could mis­rep­res­ent at her pleas­ure.

			When he heard this, the cap­tain, al­though he had con­sid­er­able doubt of its truth, re­solved to keep Cur­die a pris­on­er un­til they could search in­to the af­fair. So, after they had brought him round a little, and at­ten­ded to his wound, which was rather a bad one, they laid him, still ex­hausted from the loss of blood, upon a mat­tress in a dis­used room—one of those already so of­ten men­tioned—and locked the door, and left him. He passed a troubled night, and in the morn­ing they found him talk­ing wildly. In the even­ing he came to him­self, but felt very weak, and his leg was ex­ceed­ingly pain­ful. Won­der­ing where he was, and see­ing one of the men-at-arms in the room, he began to ques­tion him and soon re­called the events of the pre­ced­ing night. As he was him­self un­able to watch any more, he told the sol­dier all he knew about the gob­lins, and begged him to tell his com­pan­ions, and stir them up to watch with ten­fold vi­gil­ance; but wheth­er it was that he did not talk quite co­her­ently, or that the whole thing ap­peared in­cred­ible, cer­tainly the man con­cluded that Cur­die was only rav­ing still, and tried to coax him in­to hold­ing his tongue. This, of course, an­noyed Cur­die dread­fully, who now felt in his turn what it was not to be be­lieved, and the con­sequence was that his fever re­turned, and by the time when, at his per­sist­ent en­treat­ies, the cap­tain was called, there could be no doubt that he was rav­ing. They did for him what they could, and prom­ised everything he wanted, but with no in­ten­tion of ful­fil­ment. At last he went to sleep, and when at length his sleep grew pro­found and peace­ful, they left him, locked the door again, and with­drew, in­tend­ing to re­vis­it him early in the morn­ing.

		
	
		
			
				XXVI

				The Gob­lin-Miners

			
			That same night sev­er­al of the ser­vants were hav­ing a chat to­geth­er be­fore go­ing to bed.

			“What can that noise be?” said one of the house­maids, who had been listen­ing for a mo­ment or two.

			“I’ve heard it the last two nights,” said the cook. “If there were any about the place, I should have taken it for rats, but my Tom keeps them far enough.”

			“I’ve heard, though,” said the scull­ery-maid, “that rats move about in great com­pan­ies some­times. There may be an army of them in­vad­ing us. I’ve heard the noises yes­ter­day and today too.”

			“It’ll be grand fun, then, for my Tom and Mrs. House­keep­er’s Bob,” said the cook. “They’ll be friends for once in their lives, and fight on the same side. I’ll en­gage Tom and Bob to­geth­er will put to flight any num­ber of rats.”

			“It seems to me,” said the nurse, “that the noises are much too loud for that. I have heard them all day, and my prin­cess has asked me sev­er­al times what they could be. Some­times they sound like dis­tant thun­der, and some­times like the noises you hear in the moun­tain from those hor­rid miners un­der­neath.”

			“I shouldn’t won­der,” said the cook, “if it was the miners after all. They may have come on some hole in the moun­tain through which the noises reach to us. They are al­ways bor­ing and blast­ing and break­ing, you know.”

			As he spoke, there came a great rolling rumble be­neath them, and the house quivered. They all star­ted up in af­fright, and rush­ing to the hall found the gen­tle­men-at-arms in con­sterna­tion also. They had sent to wake their cap­tain, who said from their de­scrip­tion that it must have been an earth­quake, an oc­cur­rence which, al­though very rare in that coun­try, had taken place al­most with­in the cen­tury; and then went to bed again, strange to say, and fell fast asleep without once think­ing of Cur­die, or as­so­ci­at­ing the noises they had heard with what he had told them. He had not be­lieved Cur­die. If he had, he would at once have thought of what he had said, and would have taken pre­cau­tions. As they heard noth­ing more, they con­cluded that Sir Wal­ter was right, and that the danger was over for per­haps an­oth­er hun­dred years. The fact, as dis­covered af­ter­wards, was that the gob­lins had, in work­ing up a second slop­ing face of stone, ar­rived at a huge block which lay un­der the cel­lars of the house, with­in the line of the found­a­tions.

			It was so round that when they suc­ceeded, after hard work, in dis­lodging it without blast­ing, it rolled thun­der­ing down the slope with a bound­ing, jar­ring roll, which shook the found­a­tions of the house. The gob­lins were them­selves dis­mayed at the noise, for they knew, by care­ful spy­ing and meas­ur­ing, that they must now be very near, if not un­der the king’s house, and they feared giv­ing an alarm. They, there­fore, re­mained quiet for a while, and when they began to work again, they no doubt thought them­selves very for­tu­nate in com­ing upon a vein of sand which filled a wind­ing fis­sure in the rock on which the house was built. By scoop­ing this away they came out in the king’s wine cel­lar.

			No soon­er did they find where they were, than they scur­ried back again, like rats in­to their holes, and run­ning at full speed to the gob­lin palace, an­nounced their suc­cess to the king and queen with shouts of tri­umph.

			In a mo­ment the gob­lin roy­al fam­ily and the whole gob­lin people were on their way in hot haste to the king’s house, each eager to have a share in the glory of car­ry­ing off that same night the Prin­cess Irene.

			The queen went stump­ing along in one shoe of stone and one of skin.

			This could not have been pleas­ant, and my read­ers may won­der that, with such skil­ful work­men about her, she had not yet re­placed the shoe car­ried off by Cur­die. As the king, how­ever, had more than one ground of ob­jec­tion to her stone shoes, he no doubt took ad­vant­age of the dis­cov­ery of her toes, and threatened to ex­pose her de­form­ity if she had an­oth­er made. I pre­sume he in­sisted on her be­ing con­tent with skin shoes, and al­lowed her to wear the re­main­ing gran­ite one on the present oc­ca­sion only be­cause she was go­ing out to war.

			They soon ar­rived in the king’s wine cel­lar, and re­gard­less of its huge ves­sels, of which they did not know the use, pro­ceeded at once, but as quietly as they could, to force the door that led up­wards.

		
	
		
			
				XXVII

				The Gob­lins in the King’s House

			
			When Cur­die fell asleep he began at once to dream. He thought he was as­cend­ing the moun­tain­side from the mouth of the mine, whist­ling and singing “Ring, dod, bang!” when he came upon a wo­man and child who had lost their way; and from that point he went on dream­ing everything that had happened to him since he thus met the prin­cess and Lootie; how he had watched the gob­lins, how he had been taken by them, how he had been res­cued by the prin­cess; everything, in­deed, un­til he was wounded, cap­tured, and im­prisoned by the men-at-arms. And now he thought he was ly­ing wide awake where they had laid him, when sud­denly he heard a great thun­der­ing sound.

			“The cobs are com­ing!” he said. “They didn’t be­lieve a word I told them! The cobs’ll be car­ry­ing off the prin­cess from un­der their stu­pid noses! But they shan’t! that they shan’t!”

			He jumped up, as he thought, and began to dress, but, to his dis­may, found that he was still ly­ing in bed.

			“Now then, I will!” he said. “Here goes! I am up now!”

			But yet again he found him­self snug in bed. Twenty times he tried, and twenty times he failed; for in fact he was not awake, only dream­ing that he was. At length in an agony of des­pair, fancy­ing he heard the gob­lins all over the house, he gave a great cry. Then there came, as he thought, a hand upon the lock of his door. It opened, and, look­ing up, he saw a lady with white hair, car­ry­ing a sil­ver box in her hand, enter the room. She came to his bed, he thought, stroked his head and face with cool, soft hands, took the dress­ing from his leg, rubbed it with some­thing that smelt like roses, and then waved her hands over him three times. At the last wave of her hands everything van­ished, he felt him­self sink­ing in­to the pro­found­est slum­ber, and re­membered noth­ing more un­til he awoke in earn­est.

			The set­ting moon was throw­ing a feeble light through the case­ment, and the house was full of up­roar. There was soft heavy mul­ti­tudin­ous stamp­ing, a clash­ing and clanging of weapons, the voices of men and the cries of wo­men, mixed with a hideous bel­low­ing, which soun­ded vic­tori­ous. The cobs were in the house! He sprang from his bed, hur­ried on some of his clothes, not for­get­ting his shoes, which were armed with nails; then spy­ing an old hunt­ing-knife, or short sword, hanging on the wall, he caught it, and rushed down the stairs, guided by the sounds of strife, which grew louder and louder.

			When he reached the ground floor he found the whole place swarm­ing.

			All the gob­lins of the moun­tain seemed gathered there. He rushed amongst them, shout­ing:

			
				
					“One, two,
					

					Hit and hew!
					

					Three, four,
					

					Blast and bore!”
				

			

			and with every rhyme he came down a great stamp upon a foot, cut­ting at the same time their faces—ex­ecut­ing, in­deed, a sword dance of the wild­est de­scrip­tion. Away scattered the gob­lins in every dir­ec­tion—in­to closets, up stairs, in­to chim­neys, up on rafters, and down to the cel­lars. Cur­die went on stamp­ing and slash­ing and singing, but saw noth­ing of the people of the house un­til he came to the great hall, in which, the mo­ment he entered it, arose a great gob­lin shout. The last of the men-at-arms, the cap­tain him­self, was on the floor, bur­ied be­neath a wal­low­ing crowd of gob­lins. For, while each knight was busy de­fend­ing him­self as well as he could, by stabs in the thick bod­ies of the gob­lins, for he had soon found their heads all but in­vul­ner­able, the queen had at­tacked his legs and feet with her hor­rible gran­ite shoe, and he was soon down; but the cap­tain had got his back to the wall and stood out longer. The gob­lins would have torn them all to pieces, but the king had giv­en or­ders to carry them away alive, and over each of them, in twelve groups, was stand­ing a knot of gob­lins, while as many as could find room were sit­ting upon their pros­trate bod­ies.

			Cur­die burst in dan­cing and gyr­at­ing and stamp­ing and singing like a small in­carn­ate whirl­wind.

			
				
					“Where ’tis all a hole, sir,
					

					Nev­er can be holes:
					

					Why should their shoes have soles, sir,
					

					When they’ve got no souls?
				

				
					But she upon her foot, sir,
					

					Has a gran­ite shoe:
					

					The strongest leath­er boot, sir,
					

					Six would soon be through.”
				

			

			The queen gave a howl of rage and dis­may; and be­fore she re­covered her pres­ence of mind, Cur­die, hav­ing be­gun with the group nearest him, had el­ev­en of the knights on their legs again.

			“Stamp on their feet!” he cried as each man rose, and in a few minutes the hall was nearly empty, the gob­lins run­ning from it as fast as they could, howl­ing and shriek­ing and limp­ing, and cower­ing every now and then as they ran to cuddle their wounded feet in their hard hands, or to pro­tect them from the fright­ful stamp-stamp of the armed men.

			And now Cur­die ap­proached the group which, in trust­ing in the queen and her shoe, kept their guard over the pros­trate cap­tain. The king sat on the cap­tain’s head, but the queen stood in front, like an in­furi­ated cat, with her per­pen­dic­u­lar eyes gleam­ing green, and her hair stand­ing half up from her hor­rid head. Her heart was quak­ing, how­ever, and she kept mov­ing about her skin-shod foot with nervous ap­pre­hen­sion. When Cur­die was with­in a few paces, she rushed at him, made one tre­mend­ous stamp at his op­pos­ing foot, which hap­pily he with­drew in time, and caught him round the waist, to dash him on the marble floor. But just as she caught him, he came down with all the weight of his iron-shod shoe upon her skin-shod foot, and with a hideous howl she dropped him, squat­ted on the floor, and took her foot in both her hands. Mean­while the rest rushed on the king and the body­guard, sent them fly­ing, and lif­ted the pros­trate cap­tain, who was all but pressed to death. It was some mo­ments be­fore he re­covered breath and con­scious­ness.

			“Where’s the prin­cess?” cried Cur­die, again and again.

			No one knew, and off they all rushed in search of her.

			Through every room in the house they went, but nowhere was she to be found. Neither was one of the ser­vants to be seen. But Cur­die, who had kept to the lower part of the house, which was now quiet enough, began to hear a con­fused sound as of a dis­tant hub­bub, and set out to find where it came from. The noise grew as his sharp ears guided him to a stair and so to the wine cel­lar. It was full of gob­lins, whom the but­ler was sup­ply­ing with wine as fast as he could draw it.

			While the queen and her party had en­countered the men-at-arms, Harelip with an­oth­er com­pany had gone off to search the house. They cap­tured every­one they met, and when they could find no more, they hur­ried away to carry them safe to the cav­erns be­low. But when the but­ler, who was amongst them, found that their path lay through the wine cel­lar, he be­thought him­self of per­suad­ing them to taste the wine, and, as he had hoped, they no soon­er tasted than they wanted more. The routed gob­lins, on their way be­low, joined them, and when Cur­die entered they were all, with out­stretched hands, in which were ves­sels of every de­scrip­tion from sauce pan to sil­ver cup, press­ing around the but­ler, who sat at the tap of a huge cask, filling and filling. Cur­die cast one glance around the place be­fore com­men­cing his at­tack, and saw in the farthest corner a ter­ri­fied group of the do­mest­ics un­watched, but cower­ing without cour­age to at­tempt their es­cape. Amongst them was the ter­ror-stricken face of Lootie; but nowhere could he see the prin­cess. Seized with the hor­rible con­vic­tion that Harelip had already car­ried her off, he rushed amongst them, un­able for wrath to sing any more, but stamp­ing and cut­ting with great­er fury than ever.

			“Stamp on their feet; stamp on their feet!” he shouted, and in a mo­ment the gob­lins were dis­ap­pear­ing through the hole in the floor like rats and mice.

			They could not van­ish so fast, how­ever, but that many more gob­lin feet had to go limp­ing back over the un­der­ground ways of the moun­tain that morn­ing.

			Presently, how­ever, they were re­in­forced from above by the king and his party, with the re­doubt­able queen at their head. Find­ing Cur­die again busy amongst her un­for­tu­nate sub­jects, she rushed at him once more with the rage of des­pair, and this time gave him a bad bruise on the foot. Then a reg­u­lar stamp­ing fight got up between them, Cur­die, with the point of his hunt­ing-knife, keep­ing her from clasp­ing her mighty arms about him, as he watched his op­por­tun­ity of get­ting once more a good stamp at her skin-shod foot. But the queen was more wary as well as more agile than hitherto.

			The rest mean­time, find­ing their ad­versary thus matched for the mo­ment, paused in their head­long hurry, and turned to the shiv­er­ing group of wo­men in the corner. As if de­term­ined to emu­late his fath­er and have a sun-wo­man of some sort to share his fu­ture throne, Harelip rushed at them, caught up Lootie, and sped with her to the hole. She gave a great shriek, and Cur­die heard her, and saw the plight she was in. Gath­er­ing all his strength, he gave the queen a sud­den cut across the face with his weapon, came down, as she star­ted back, with all his weight on the prop­er foot, and sprung to Lootie’s res­cue. The prince had two de­fence­less feet, and on both of them Cur­die stamped just as he reached the hole. He dropped his bur­den and rolled shriek­ing in­to the earth. Cur­die made one stab at him as he dis­ap­peared, caught hold of the sense­less Lootie, and hav­ing dragged her back to the corner, there moun­ted guard over her, pre­par­ing once more to en­counter the queen.

			Her face stream­ing with blood, and her eyes flash­ing green light­ning through it, she came on with her mouth open and her teeth grin­ning like a ti­ger’s, fol­lowed by the king and her body­guard of the thick­est gob­lins. But the same mo­ment in rushed the cap­tain and his men, and ran at them stamp­ing furi­ously. They dared not en­counter such an on­set. Away they scur­ried, the queen fore­most. Of course, the right thing would have been to take the king and queen pris­on­ers, and hold them host­ages for the prin­cess, but they were so anxious to find her that no one thought of de­tain­ing them un­til it was too late.

			Hav­ing thus res­cued the ser­vants, they set about search­ing the house once more. None of them could give the least in­form­a­tion con­cern­ing the prin­cess. Lootie was al­most silly with ter­ror, and, al­though scarcely able to walk would not leave Cur­die’s side for a single mo­ment. Again he al­lowed the oth­ers to search the rest of the house—where, ex­cept a dis­mayed gob­lin lurk­ing here and there, they found no one—while he re­ques­ted Lootie to take him to the prin­cess’s room. She was as sub­missive and obed­i­ent as if he had been the king.

			He found the bed­clothes tossed about, and most of them on the floor, while the prin­cess’s gar­ments were scattered all over the room, which was in the greatest con­fu­sion. It was only too evid­ent that the gob­lins had been there, and Cur­die had no longer any doubt that she had been car­ried off at the very first of the in­road. With a pang of des­pair he saw how wrong they had been in not se­cur­ing the king and queen and prince; but he de­term­ined to find and res­cue the prin­cess as she had found and res­cued him, or meet the worst fate to which the gob­lins could doom him.

		
	
		
			
				XXVIII

				Cur­die’s Guide

			
			Just as the con­sol­a­tion of this re­solve dawned upon his mind and he was turn­ing away for the cel­lar to fol­low the gob­lins in­to their hole, some­thing touched his hand. It was the slight­est touch, and when he looked he could see noth­ing. Feel­ing and peer­ing about in the grey of the dawn, his fin­gers came upon a tight thread. He looked again, and nar­rowly, but still could see noth­ing. It flashed upon him that this must be the prin­cess’s thread. Without say­ing a word, for he knew no one would be­lieve him any more than he had be­lieved the prin­cess, he fol­lowed the thread with his fin­ger, con­trived to give Lootie the slip, and was soon out of the house and on the moun­tain­side—sur­prised that, if the thread were in­deed the grand­moth­er’s mes­sen­ger, it should have led the prin­cess, as he sup­posed it must, in­to the moun­tain, where she would be cer­tain to meet the gob­lins rush­ing back en­raged from their de­feat. But he hur­ried on in the hope of over­tak­ing her first. When he ar­rived, how­ever, at the place where the path turned off for the mine, he found that the thread did not turn with it, but went straight up the moun­tain. Could it be that the thread was lead­ing him home to his moth­er’s cot­tage? Could the prin­cess be there? He bounded up the moun­tain like one of its own goats, and be­fore the sun was up the thread had brought him in­deed to his moth­er’s door. There it van­ished from his fin­gers, and he could not find it, search as he might.

			The door was on the latch, and he entered. There sat his moth­er by the fire, and in her arms lay the prin­cess, fast asleep.

			“Hush, Cur­die!” said his moth­er. “Do not wake her. I’m so glad you’re come! I thought the cobs must have got you again!”

			With a heart full of de­light, Cur­die sat down at a corner of the hearth, on a stool op­pos­ite his moth­er’s chair, and gazed at the prin­cess, who slept as peace­fully as if she had been in her own bed. All at once she opened her eyes and fixed them on him.

			“Oh, Cur­die! you’re come!” she said quietly. “I thought you would!”

			Cur­die rose and stood be­fore her with down­cast eyes.

			“Irene,” he said, “I am very sorry I did not be­lieve you.”

			“Oh, nev­er mind, Cur­die!” answered the prin­cess. “You couldn’t, you know. You do be­lieve me now, don’t you?”

			“I can’t help it now. I ought to have helped it be­fore.”

			“Why can’t you help it now?”

			“Be­cause, just as I was go­ing in­to the moun­tain to look for you, I got hold of your thread, and it brought me here.”

			“Then you’ve come from my house, have you?”

			“Yes, I have.”

			“I didn’t know you were there.”

			“I’ve been there two or three days, I be­lieve.”

			“And I nev­er knew it! Then per­haps you can tell me why my grand­moth­er has brought me here? I can’t think. Some­thing woke me—I didn’t know what, but I was frightened, and I felt for the thread, and there it was! I was more frightened still when it brought me out on the moun­tain, for I thought it was go­ing to take me in­to it again, and I like the out­side of it best. I sup­posed you were in trouble again, and I had to get you out. But it brought me here in­stead; and, oh, Cur­die! your moth­er has been so kind to me—just like my own grand­moth­er!”

			Here Cur­die’s moth­er gave the prin­cess a hug, and the prin­cess turned and gave her a sweet smile, and held up her mouth to kiss her.

			“Then you didn’t see the cobs?” asked Cur­die.

			“No; I haven’t been in­to the moun­tain, I told you, Cur­die.”

			“But the cobs have been in­to your house—all over it—and in­to your bed­room, mak­ing such a row!”

			“What did they want there? It was very rude of them.”

			“They wanted you—to carry you off in­to the moun­tain with them, for a wife to their prince Harelip.”

			“Oh, how dread­ful!” cried the prin­cess, shud­der­ing.

			“But you needn’t be afraid, you know. Your grand­moth­er takes care of you.”

			“Ah! you do be­lieve in my grand­moth­er, then? I’m so glad! She made me think you would some day.”

			All at once Cur­die re­membered his dream, and was si­lent, think­ing.

			“But how did you come to be in my house, and me not know it?” asked the prin­cess.

			Then Cur­die had to ex­plain everything—how he had watched for her sake, how he had been wounded and shut up by the sol­diers, how he heard the noises and could not rise, and how the beau­ti­ful old lady had come to him, and all that fol­lowed.

			“Poor Cur­die! to lie there hurt and ill, and me nev­er to know it!” ex­claimed the prin­cess, strok­ing his rough hand. “I would have come and nursed you, if they had told me.”

			“I didn’t see you were lame,” said his moth­er.

			“Am I, moth­er? Oh—yes—I sup­pose I ought to be! I de­clare I’ve nev­er thought of it since I got up to go down amongst the cobs!”

			“Let me see the wound,” said his moth­er.

			He pulled down his stock­ing—when be­hold, ex­cept a great scar, his leg was per­fectly sound!

			Cur­die and his moth­er gazed in each oth­er’s eyes, full of won­der, but Irene called out:

			“I thought so, Cur­die! I was sure it wasn’t a dream. I was sure my grand­moth­er had been to see you. Don’t you smell the roses? It was my grand­moth­er healed your leg, and sent you to help me.”

			“No, Prin­cess Irene,” said Cur­die; “I wasn’t good enough to be al­lowed to help you: I didn’t be­lieve you. Your grand­moth­er took care of you without me.”

			“She sent you to help my people, any­how. I wish my king-papa would come. I do want so to tell him how good you have been!”

			“But,” said the moth­er, “we are for­get­ting how frightened your people must be. You must take the prin­cess home at once, Cur­die—or at least go and tell them where she is.”

			“Yes, moth­er. Only I’m dread­fully hungry. Do let me have some break­fast first. They ought to have listened to me, and then they wouldn’t have been taken by sur­prise as they were.”

			“That is true, Cur­die; but it is not for you to blame them much. You re­mem­ber?”

			“Yes, moth­er, I do. Only I must really have some­thing to eat.”

			“You shall, my boy—as fast as I can get it,” said his moth­er, rising and set­ting the prin­cess on her chair.

			But be­fore his break­fast was ready, Cur­die jumped up so sud­denly as to startle both his com­pan­ions.

			“Moth­er, moth­er!” he cried, “I was for­get­ting. You must take the prin­cess home your­self. I must go and wake my fath­er.”

			Without a word of ex­plan­a­tion, he rushed to the place where his fath­er was sleep­ing. Hav­ing thor­oughly roused him with what he told him he dar­ted out of the cot­tage.

		
	
		
			
				XXIX

				Ma­son­work

			
			He had all at once re­membered the res­ol­u­tion of the gob­lins to carry out their second plan upon the fail­ure of the first. No doubt they were already busy, and the mine was there­fore in the greatest danger of be­ing flooded and rendered use­less—not to speak of the lives of the miners.

			When he reached the mouth of the mine, after rous­ing all the miners with­in reach, he found his fath­er and a good many more just en­ter­ing. They all hur­ried to the gang by which he had found a way in­to the gob­lin coun­try. There the foresight of Peter had already col­lec­ted a great many blocks of stone, with ce­ment, ready for build­ing up the weak place—well enough known to the gob­lins. Al­though there was not room for more than two to be ac­tu­ally build­ing at once, they man­aged, by set­ting all the rest to work in pre­par­ing the ce­ment and passing the stones, to fin­ish in the course of the day a huge but­tress filling the whole gang, and sup­por­ted every­where by the live rock. Be­fore the hour when they usu­ally dropped work, they were sat­is­fied the mine was se­cure.

			They had heard gob­lin ham­mers and pick­axes busy all the time, and at length fan­cied they heard sounds of wa­ter they had nev­er heard be­fore. But that was oth­er­wise ac­coun­ted for when they left the mine, for they stepped out in­to a tre­mend­ous storm which was ra­ging all over the moun­tain. The thun­der was bel­low­ing, and the light­ning lan­cing out of a huge black cloud which lay above it and hung down its edges of thick mist over its sides. The light­ning was break­ing out of the moun­tain, too, and flash­ing up in­to the cloud. From the state of the brooks, now swollen in­to ra­ging tor­rents, it was evid­ent that the storm had been storm­ing all day.

			The wind was blow­ing as if it would blow him off the moun­tain, but, anxious about his moth­er and the prin­cess, Cur­die dar­ted up through the thick of the tem­pest. Even if they had not set out be­fore the storm came on, he did not judge them safe, for in such a storm even their poor little house was in danger. In­deed he soon found that but for a huge rock against which it was built, and which pro­tec­ted it both from the blasts and the wa­ters, it must have been swept if it was not blown away; for the two tor­rents in­to which this rock par­ted the rush of wa­ter be­hind it united again in front of the cot­tage—two roar­ing and dan­ger­ous streams, which his moth­er and the prin­cess could not pos­sibly have passed. It was with great dif­fi­culty that he forced his way through one of them, and up to the door.

			The mo­ment his hand fell on the latch, through all the up­roar of winds and wa­ters came the joy­ous cry of the prin­cess:

			“There’s Cur­die! Cur­die! Cur­die!”

			She was sit­ting wrapped in blankets on the bed, his moth­er try­ing for the hun­dredth time to light the fire which had been drowned by the rain that came down the chim­ney. The clay floor was one mass of mud, and the whole place looked wretched. But the faces of the moth­er and the prin­cess shone as if their troubles only made them the mer­ri­er. Cur­die burst out laugh­ing at the sight of them.

			“I nev­er had such fun!” said the prin­cess, her eyes twink­ling and her pretty teeth shin­ing. “How nice it must be to live in a cot­tage on the moun­tain!”

			“It all de­pends on what kind your in­side house is,” said the moth­er.

			“I know what you mean,” said Irene. “That’s the kind of thing my grand­moth­er says.”

			By the time Peter re­turned the storm was nearly over, but the streams were so fierce and so swollen that it was not only out of the ques­tion for the prin­cess to go down the moun­tain, but most dan­ger­ous for Peter even or Cur­die to make the at­tempt in the gath­er­ing dark­ness.

			“They will be dread­fully frightened about you,” said Peter to the prin­cess, “but we can­not help it. We must wait till the morn­ing.”

			With Cur­die’s help, the fire was lighted at last, and the moth­er set about mak­ing their sup­per; and after sup­per they all told the prin­cess stor­ies till she grew sleepy. Then Cur­die’s moth­er laid her in Cur­die’s bed, which was in a tiny little gar­ret-room. As soon as she was in bed, through a little win­dow low down in the roof she caught sight of her grand­moth­er’s lamp shin­ing far away be­neath, and she gazed at the beau­ti­ful sil­very globe un­til she fell asleep.

		
	
		
			
				XXX

				The King and the Kiss

			
			The next morn­ing the sun rose so bright that Irene said the rain had washed his face and let the light out clean. The tor­rents were still roar­ing down the side of the moun­tain, but they were so much smal­ler as not to be dan­ger­ous in the day­light. After an early break­fast, Peter went to his work and Cur­die and his moth­er set out to take the prin­cess home. They had dif­fi­culty in get­ting her dry across the streams, and Cur­die had again and again to carry her, but at last they got safe on the broad­er part of the road, and walked gently down to­wards the king’s house. And what should they see as they turned the last corner but the last of the king’s troop rid­ing through the gate!

			“Oh, Cur­die!” cried Irene, clap­ping her hands right joy­fully, “my king-papa is come.”

			The mo­ment Cur­die heard that, he caught her up in his arms, and set off at full speed, cry­ing:

			“Come on, moth­er dear! The king may break his heart be­fore he knows that she is safe.”

			Irene clung round his neck and he ran with her like a deer. When he entered the gate in­to the court, there sat the king on his horse, with all the people of the house about him, weep­ing and hanging their heads. The king was not weep­ing, but his face was white as a dead man’s, and he looked as if the life had gone out of him. The men-at-arms he had brought with him sat with hor­ror-stricken faces, but eyes flash­ing with rage, wait­ing only for the word of the king to do some­thing—they did not know what, and nobody knew what.

			The day be­fore, the men-at-arms be­long­ing to the house, as soon as they were sat­is­fied the prin­cess had been car­ried away, rushed after the gob­lins in­to the hole, but found that they had already so skil­fully block­aded the nar­row­est part, not many feet be­low the cel­lar, that without miners and their tools they could do noth­ing. Not one of them knew where the mouth of the mine lay, and some of those who had set out to find it had been over­taken by the storm and had not even yet re­turned. Poor Sir Wal­ter was es­pe­cially filled with shame, and al­most hoped the king would or­der his head to be cut off, for to think of that sweet little face down amongst the gob­lins was un­en­dur­able.

			When Cur­die ran in at the gate with the prin­cess in his arms, they were all so ab­sorbed in their own misery and awed by the king’s pres­ence and grief, that no one ob­served his ar­rival. He went straight up to the king, where he sat on his horse.

			“Papa! papa!” the prin­cess cried, stretch­ing out her arms to him; “here I am!”

			The king star­ted. The col­our rushed to his face. He gave an in­ar­tic­u­late cry. Cur­die held up the prin­cess, and the king bent down and took her from his arms. As he clasped her to his bos­om, the big tears went drop­ping down his cheeks and his beard. And such a shout arose from all the bystand­ers that the startled horses pranced and capered, and the ar­mour rang and clattered, and the rocks of the moun­tain echoed back the noises. The prin­cess greeted them all as she nestled in her fath­er’s bos­om, and the king did not set her down un­til she had told them all the story. But she had more to tell about Cur­die than about her­self, and what she did tell about her­self none of them could un­der­stand—ex­cept the king and Cur­die, who stood by the king’s knee strok­ing the neck of the great white horse. And still as she told what Cur­die had done, Sir Wal­ter and oth­ers ad­ded to what she told, even Lootie join­ing in the praises of his cour­age and en­ergy.

			Cur­die held his peace, look­ing quietly up in the king’s face. And his moth­er stood on the out­skirts of the crowd listen­ing with de­light, for her son’s deeds were pleas­ant in her ears, un­til the prin­cess caught sight of her.

			“And there is his moth­er, king-papa!” she said. “See—there. She is such a nice moth­er, and has been so kind to me!”

			They all par­ted asun­der as the king made a sign to her to come for­ward. She obeyed, and he gave her his hand, but could not speak.

			“And now, king-papa,” the prin­cess went on, “I must tell you an­oth­er thing. One night long ago Cur­die drove the gob­lins away and brought Lootie and me safe from the moun­tain. And I prom­ised him a kiss when we got home, but Lootie wouldn’t let me give it him. I don’t want you to scold Lootie, but I want you to tell her that a prin­cess must do as she prom­ises.”

			“In­deed she must, my child—ex­cept it be wrong,” said the king. “There, give Cur­die a kiss.”

			And as he spoke he held her to­wards him.

			The prin­cess reached down, threw her arms round Cur­die’s neck, and kissed him on the mouth, say­ing: “There, Cur­die! There’s the kiss I prom­ised you!”

			Then they all went in­to the house, and the cook rushed to the kit­chen and the ser­vants to their work. Lootie dressed Irene in her shiningest clothes, and the king put off his ar­mour, and put on purple and gold; and a mes­sen­ger was sent for Peter and all the miners, and there was a great and a grand feast, which con­tin­ued long after the prin­cess was put to bed.

		
	
		
			
				XXXI

				The Sub­ter­ranean Wa­ters

			
			The king’s harp­er, who al­ways formed a part of his es­cort, was chant­ing a bal­lad which he made as he went on play­ing on his in­stru­ment—about the prin­cess and the gob­lins, and the prowess of Cur­die, when all at once he ceased, with his eyes on one of the doors of the hall. Thereupon the eyes of the king and his guests turned thith­er­ward also. The next mo­ment, through the open door­way came the prin­cess Irene. She went straight up to her fath­er, with her right hand stretched out a little side­ways, and her fore­finger, as her fath­er and Cur­die un­der­stood, feel­ing its way along the in­vis­ible thread. The king took her on his knee, and she said in his ear:

			“King-papa, do you hear that noise?”

			“I hear noth­ing,” said the king.

			“Listen,” she said, hold­ing up her fore­finger.

			The king listened, and a great still­ness fell upon the com­pany. Each man, see­ing that the king listened, listened also, and the harp­er sat with his harp between his arms, and his fin­ger si­lent upon the strings.

			“I do hear a noise,” said the king at length—“a noise as of dis­tant thun­der. It is com­ing near­er and near­er. What can it be?”

			They all heard it now, and each seemed ready to start to his feet as he listened. Yet all sat per­fectly still. The noise came rap­idly near­er.

			“What can it be?” said the king again.

			“I think it must be an­oth­er storm com­ing over the moun­tain,” said Sir Wal­ter.

			Then Cur­die, who at the first word of the king had slipped from his seat, and laid his ear to the ground, rose up quickly, and ap­proach­ing the king said, speak­ing very fast:

			“Please, Your Majesty, I think I know what it is. I have no time to ex­plain, for that might make it too late for some of us. Will Your Majesty give or­ders that every­body leave the house as quickly as pos­sible and get up the moun­tain?”

			The king, who was the wisest man in the king­dom, knew well there was a time when things must be done and ques­tions left till af­ter­wards. He had faith in Cur­die, and rose in­stantly, with Irene in his arms. “Every man and wo­man fol­low me,” he said, and strode out in­to the dark­ness.

			Be­fore he had reached the gate, the noise had grown to a great thun­der­ing roar, and the ground trembled be­neath their feet, and be­fore the last of them had crossed the court, out after them from the great hall door came a huge rush of tur­bid wa­ter, and al­most swept them away. But they got safe out of the gate and up the moun­tain, while the tor­rent went roar­ing down the road in­to the val­ley be­neath.

			Cur­die had left the king and the prin­cess to look after his moth­er, whom he and his fath­er, one on each side, caught up when the stream over­took them and car­ried safe and dry.

			When the king had got out of the way of the wa­ter, a little up the moun­tain, he stood with the prin­cess in his arms, look­ing back with amazement on the is­su­ing tor­rent, which glimmered fierce and foamy through the night. There Cur­die re­joined them.

			“Now, Cur­die,” said the king, “what does it mean? Is this what you ex­pec­ted?”

			“It is, Your Majesty,” said Cur­die; and pro­ceeded to tell him about the second scheme of the gob­lins, who, fancy­ing the miners of more im­port­ance to the up­per world than they were, had re­solved, if they should fail in car­ry­ing off the king’s daugh­ter, to flood the mine and drown the miners. Then he ex­plained what the miners had done to pre­vent it. The gob­lins had, in pur­su­ance of their design, let loose all the un­der­ground reser­voirs and streams, ex­pect­ing the wa­ter to run down in­to the mine, which was lower than their part of the moun­tain, for they had, as they sup­posed, not know­ing of the sol­id wall close be­hind, broken a pas­sage through in­to it. But the read­i­est out­let the wa­ter could find had turned out to be the tun­nel they had made to the king’s house, the pos­sib­il­ity of which cata­strophe had not oc­curred to the young miner un­til he had laid his ear to the floor of the hall.

			What was then to be done? The house ap­peared in danger of fall­ing, and every mo­ment the tor­rent was in­creas­ing.

			“We must set out at once,” said the king. “But how to get at the horses!”

			“Shall I see if we can man­age that?” said Cur­die.

			“Do,” said the king.

			Cur­die gathered the men-at-arms, and took them over the garden wall, and so to the stables. They found their horses in ter­ror; the wa­ter was rising fast around them, and it was quite time they were got out. But there was no way to get them out, ex­cept by rid­ing them through the stream, which was now pour­ing from the lower win­dows as well as the door. As one horse was quite enough for any man to man­age through such a tor­rent, Cur­die got on the king’s white char­ger and, lead­ing the way, brought them all in safety to the rising ground.

			“Look, look, Cur­die!” cried Irene, the mo­ment that, hav­ing dis­moun­ted, he led the horse up to the king.

			Cur­die did look, and saw, high in the air, some­where about the top of the king’s house, a great globe of light shin­ing like the purest sil­ver.

			“Oh!” he cried in some con­sterna­tion, “that is your grand­moth­er’s lamp! We must get her out. I will go an find her. The house may fall, you know.”

			“My grand­moth­er is in no danger,” said Irene, smil­ing.

			“Here, Cur­die, take the prin­cess while I get on my horse,” said the king.

			Cur­die took the prin­cess again, and both turned their eyes to the globe of light. The same mo­ment there shot from it a white bird, which, des­cend­ing with out­stretched wings, made one circle round the king an Cur­die and the prin­cess, and then glided up again. The light and the pi­geon van­ished to­geth­er.

			“Now, Cur­die!” said the prin­cess, as he lif­ted her to her fath­er’s arms, “you see my grand­moth­er knows all about it, and isn’t frightened. I be­lieve she could walk through that wa­ter and it wouldn’t wet her a bit.”

			“But, my child,” said the king, “you will be cold if you haven’t some­thing more on. Run, Cur­die, my boy, and fetch any­thing you can lay your hands on, to keep the prin­cess warm. We have a long ride be­fore us.”

			Cur­die was gone in a mo­ment, and soon re­turned with a great rich fur, and the news that dead gob­lins were toss­ing about in the cur­rent through the house. They had been caught in their own snare; in­stead of the mine they had flooded their own coun­try, whence they were now swept up drowned. Irene shuddered, but the king held her close to his bos­om. Then he turned to Sir Wal­ter, and said:

			“Bring Cur­die’s fath­er and moth­er here.”

			“I wish,” said the king, when they stood be­fore him, “to take your son with me. He shall enter my body­guard at once, and wait fur­ther pro­mo­tion.”

			Peter and his wife, over­come, only mur­mured al­most in­aud­ible thanks. But Cur­die spoke aloud.

			“Please, Your Majesty,” he said, “I can­not leave my fath­er and moth­er.”

			“That’s right, Cur­die!” cried the prin­cess. “I wouldn’t if I was you.”

			The king looked at the prin­cess and then at Cur­die with a glow of sat­is­fac­tion on his coun­ten­ance.

			“I too think you are right, Cur­die,” he said, “and I will not ask you again. But I shall have a chance of do­ing some­thing for you some time.”

			“Your Majesty has already al­lowed me to serve you,” said Cur­die.

			“But, Cur­die,” said his moth­er, “why shouldn’t you go with the king? We can get on very well without you.”

			“But I can’t get on very well without you,” said Cur­die. “The king is very kind, but I could not be half the use to him that I am to you. Please, Your Majesty, if you wouldn’t mind giv­ing my moth­er a red pet­ti­coat! I should have got her one long ago, but for the gob­lins.”

			“As soon as we get home,” said the king, “Irene and I will search out the warmest one to be found, and send it by one of the gen­tle­men.”

			“Yes, that we will, Cur­die!” said the prin­cess. “And next sum­mer we’ll come back and see you wear it, Cur­die’s moth­er,” she ad­ded. “Shan’t we, king-papa?”

			“Yes, my love; I hope so,” said the king.

			Then turn­ing to the miners, he said:

			“Will you do the best you can for my ser­vants to­night? I hope they will be able to re­turn to the house to­mor­row.”

			The miners with one voice prom­ised their hos­pit­al­ity. Then the king com­manded his ser­vants to mind whatever Cur­die should say to them, and after shak­ing hands with him and his fath­er and moth­er, the king and the prin­cess and all their com­pany rode away down the side of the new stream, which had already de­voured half the road, in­to the starry night.

		
	
		
			
				XXXII

				The Last Chapter

			
			All the rest went up the moun­tain, and sep­ar­ated in groups to the homes of the miners. Cur­die and his fath­er and moth­er took Lootie with them. And the whole way a light, of which all but Lootie un­der­stood the ori­gin, shone upon their path. But when they looked round they could see noth­ing of the sil­very globe.

			For days and days the wa­ter con­tin­ued to rush from the doors and win­dows of the king’s house, and a few gob­lin bod­ies were swept out in­to the road.

			Cur­die saw that some­thing must be done. He spoke to his fath­er and the rest of the miners, and they at once pro­ceeded to make an­oth­er out­let for the wa­ters. By set­ting all hands to the work, tun­nel­ling here and build­ing there, they soon suc­ceeded; and hav­ing also made a little tun­nel to drain the wa­ter away from un­der the king’s house, they were soon able to get in­to the wine cel­lar, where they found a mul­ti­tude of dead gob­lins—among the rest the queen, with the skin-shoe gone, and the stone one fast to her ankle—for the wa­ter had swept away the bar­ri­cade, which pre­ven­ted the men-at-arms from fol­low­ing the gob­lins, and had greatly widened the pas­sage. They built it se­curely up, and then went back to their la­bours in the mine.

			A good many of the gob­lins with their creatures es­caped from the in­und­a­tion out upon the moun­tain. But most of them soon left that part of the coun­try, and most of those who re­mained grew milder in char­ac­ter, and in­deed be­came very much like the Scotch brownies. Their skulls be­came softer as well as their hearts, and their feet grew harder, and by de­grees they be­came friendly with the in­hab­it­ants of the moun­tain and even with the miners. But the lat­ter were mer­ci­less to any of the cobs’ creatures that came in their way, un­til at length they all but dis­ap­peared.

			The rest of the his­tory of The Prin­cess and Cur­die must be kept for an­oth­er volume.
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