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				“En cor gen­til dom­nei per mort no passa.”

			

		
	
		
			To

			Sarah Read McAdams

			In Grat­it­ude and Af­fec­tion

		
	
		
			
				“The com­plic­a­tion of opin­ions and ideas, of af­fec­tions and habits, which promp­ted the che­va­lier to de­vote him­self to the ser­vice of a lady, and by which he strove to prove to her his love, and to mer­it hers in re­turn, was ex­pressed, in the lan­guage of the Troubadours, by a single word, by the word dom­nei, a de­riv­a­tion of domna, which may be re­garded as an al­ter­a­tion of the Lat­in dom­ina, lady, mis­tress.”

				C. C. Faur­i­el, His­tory of Provençal Po­etry
			

		
	
		
			A Preface

			It would be ab­sorb­ing to dis­cov­er the present fem­in­ine at­ti­tude to­ward the pro­found­est com­pli­ment ever paid wo­men by the heart and mind of men in league—the wor­ship­ping de­vo­tion con­ceived by Pla­to and el­ev­ated to a liv­ing faith in me­di­ev­al France. Through that renais­sance of a sub­lim­ated pas­sion dom­nei was re­garded as a throne of ala­baster by the chosen fig­ures of its ser­vice: Meli­cent, at Bel­leg­arde, wait­ing for her mar­riage with King Theodoret, held close an im­age of Perion made of sub­stance that time was power­less to des­troy; and which, in a life of sin­gu­lar vi­ol­ence, where blood hung scar­let be­fore men’s eyes like a tapestry, burned in a sil­ver flame un­troubled by the fate of her body. It was, to her, a ma­gic that kept her in­vi­ol­able, per­petu­ally, in spite of ma­raud­ing fin­gers, a rose in the blanched per­fec­tion of its early flower­ing.

			The clearest pos­sible case for that re­li­gion was that it trans­muted the in­di­vidu­al sub­ject of its ad­or­a­tion in­to the death­less splendor of a Madonna unique and yet di­vis­ible in a mirage of earthly love­li­ness. It was heav­en come to Aquitaine, to the Courts of Love, in shapes of vivid fra­grant beauty, with de­lect­able hair ly­ing gold on white sam­ite worked in bor­ders of blue petals. It chose not ab­strac­tions for its faith, but the most de­sir­able of all ac­tu­al—yes, worldly—in­cent­ives: the sis­ter, it might be, of Count Em­m­er­ick of Poict­esme. And, ap­proach­ing beatitude not so much through a sym­bol of agony as by the fra­gile grace of a wo­man, rais­ing Meli­cent to the stars, it fused, more com­pletely than in any oth­er as­pir­a­tion, the spir­it and the flesh.

			How­ever, in its con­tact, its lov­ers’ de­light, it was no more than a slow clasp­ing and un­clasp­ing of the hands; the spir­it and flesh, merged, be­came spir­itu­al; the height of stars was not a fig­ment. … Here, since the con­cep­tion of dom­nei has so ut­terly van­ished, the break between the ages im­pass­able, the sym­pathy born of un­der­stand­ing is in­ter­rup­ted. Hardly a wo­man, today, would value a sigh the pas­sion which turned a man stead­fastly away that he might be with her forever bey­ond the parched forest of death. Now such emo­tion is held strictly to the gains, the ac­count­ab­il­ity, of life’s im­me­di­ate span; wo­men have left their cloudy mag­ni­fi­cence for a foot­ing on earth; but—at least in warm grace­ful youth—their dreams are still of a Perion de la Forêt. These, clear-eyed, they dis­avow; yet their secret de­sire, the most Elysi­an of all hopes, to burn at once with the body and the soul, mocks what they find.

			That vis­ion, dom­in­at­ing Mr. Ca­bell’s pages, the re­cord of his re­vealed ideal­ism, brings spe­cially to Dom­nei a beauty finely es­cap­ing the dusty con­fu­sion of any present. It is a book laid in a pur­ity, a serenity, of space above the va­pors, the bigotry and en­gendered spite, of dogma and creed. True to yes­ter­day, it will be faith­ful of to­mor­row; for, in the evol­u­tion of hu­man­ity, not ne­ces­sar­ily the turn of a wheel up­ward, cer­tain qual­it­ies have re­mained at the cen­ter, un­dis­turbed. And, of these, none is more fixed than an ab­stract love.

			Dif­fer­ent in men than in wo­men, it is, for the former, an in­stinct, a need, to serve rather than be served: their de­sire is for a shin­ing im­age su­per­i­or, at best, to both lust and ma­ter­nity. This con­scious­ness, grown so dim that it is scarcely per­cept­ible, yet still alive, is not ex­tin­guished with youth, but lingers hope­less of sat­is­fac­tion through the in­con­gru­ous years of middle age. There is nev­er a man, gif­ted to any de­gree with ima­gin­a­tion, but etern­ally searches for an ul­ti­mate love­li­ness not dis­ap­pear­ing in the circle of his em­brace—the in­stinct­ively Pla­ton­ic ges­ture to­ward the only im­mor­tal­ity con­ceiv­able in terms of ec­stasy.

			A truth, now, in very low es­teem! With the so­lid­i­fic­a­tion of so­ci­ety, of prop­erty, the bond of fam­ily has been tre­mend­ously ex­al­ted, the mere fact of par­ent­hood de­clared the last sanc­tity. To­geth­er with this, nat­ur­ally, the per­sist­ent er­rantry of men, so vul­garly mis­un­der­stood, has be­come only a rep­re­hens­ible para­dox. The en­tire shelf of James Branch Ca­bell’s books, ded­ic­ated to an un­quench­able mas­cu­line ideal­ism, has, as well, a para­dox­ic­al place in an age of ma­ter­i­al sen­ti­ment­al­ity. Com­pared with the nov­els of the mo­ment, Dom­nei is an isol­ated, a hero­ic frag­ment of a vastly deep­er and high­er struc­ture. And, of its many as­pects, it is not im­possible that the highest, rising over even its heav­enly vis­ion, is the rare, the simple, forti­tude of its state­ment.

			Whatever dis­sent the philo­sophy of Perion and Meli­cent may breed, no one can fail to ad­mire the steady cour­age with which it is up­held. Aside from its spe­cial pre­oc­cu­pa­tion, such in­de­pend­ence in the face of pon­der­able threat, such ac­cep­ted isol­a­tion, has a rare sta­bil­ity in a world treach­er­ous with men­tal quick­sands and eva­sions. This is a val­or not drawn from in­sens­ib­il­ity, but from the sharpest pos­sible re­cog­ni­tion of all the evil and Cyc­lopean forces in ex­ist­ence, and a de­lib­er­ate en­gage­ment of them on their own ground. Noth­ing more, in that dir­ec­tion, can be asked of Mr. Ca­bell, of any­one. While about the story it­self, the soul of Meli­cent, the form and in­cid­ent­al writ­ing, it is no longer ne­ces­sary to speak.

			The pages have the rich sparkle of a past like stained glass called to life: the Con­fra­tern­ity of St. Méd­ard present­ing their masque of Her­cules; the claret colored walls ad­orned with gold cinque­foils of De­met­ri­os’ court; his pa­vil­ion with por­ti­coes of An­dalus­i­an cop­per; Theodoret’s cap­it­al, Megar­is, ruddy with bon­fires; the free port of Nar­enta with its sails spread for the land of pa­gans; the lichen-in­crus­ted glade in the Forest of Columbiers; gar­dens with the walks sprinkled with cro­cus and ver­mil­ion and powdered mica … all are at once real and bright with un­real­ity, rayed with the splendor of an an­tiquity built from webs and films of ima­gined won­der. The past is, at its mo­ment, the present, and that lost is value­less. Dis­tilled by time, only an im­per­ish­able ro­mantic con­cep­tion re­mains; a vis­ion, where it is sig­ni­fic­ant, an­im­ated by the feel­ings, the men and wo­men, which only, at heart, are change­less.

			They, the sur­charged fig­ures of Dom­nei, move vividly through their stone gal­ler­ies and closes, in pro­ces­sion, and—a far more dif­fi­cult ac­com­plish­ment—alone. The lute of the Bish­op of Mon­tors, play­ing as he rides in scar­let, sounds its Provençal re­frain; the old man Theodoret, a king, sits shab­bily between a prie-dieu and the tar­nished hangings of his bed; Mélusine, with the pale frosty hair of a child, spins the mel­an­choly of de­par­ted pas­sion; Ahas­uer­us the Jew buys Meli­cent for a hun­dred and two minae and enters her room past mid­night for his act of ab­neg­a­tion. And at the end, look­ing, per­haps, for a mor­tal wo­man, Perion finds, in a flesh not un­scarred by years, the rose bey­ond de­struc­tion, the high sil­ver flame of im­mor­tal hap­pi­ness.

			So much, then, everything in the in­ner ques­tion­ing of be­ings con­demned to a glimpse of re­mote per­fec­tion, as though the sky had opened on a city of pure bliss, tran­spires in Dom­nei; while the fact that it is laid in Poict­esme sharpens the thrust of its il­lu­sion. It is by that much the easi­er of entry; it bor­ders—rather than on the clam­or of mills—on the reaches men ex­plore, leav­ing’ wear­i­ness and de­jec­tion for fancy—a geo­graphy for lonely sens­ib­il­it­ies be­trayed by chance in­to the blind traps, the is­sue­less bar­rens, of ex­ist­ence.

			
				Joseph Hergesheimer.

			
		
	
		
			
				Critical Comment

				
					
						And Nor­man Nic­olas at hearté meant
						

						(Pardie!) some subtle oc­cu­pa­tion
						

						In mak­ing of his Tale of Meli­cent,
						

						That stub­bornly de­siréd Perion.
						

						For which he putteth life in for­feit­ure,
						

						What per­ils for to rol­len up and down,
						

						So long pro­cess, so many a sly cautel,
						

						For to ob­tain a silly dam­osel!
					

					Thomas Up­cliffe
				

			
			
				Nic­olas de Caen, one of the most em­in­ent of the early French writers of ro­mance, was born at Caen in Nor­mandy early in the 15th cen­tury, and was liv­ing in 1470. Little is known of his life, apart from the fact that a por­tion of his youth was spent in Eng­land, where he was con­nec­ted in some minor ca­pa­city with the house­hold of the Queen Dow­ager, Joan of Nav­arre. In later life, from the fact that two of his works are ded­ic­ated to Isa­bella of Por­tugal, third wife to Philip the Good, Duke of Bur­gundy, it is con­jec­tured that Nic­olas was at­tached to the court of that prince. … Nic­olas de Caen was not greatly es­teemed nor highly praised by his con­tem­por­ar­ies, or by writers of the cen­tury fol­low­ing, but lat­terly has re­ceived the re­cog­ni­tion due to his un­usu­al qual­it­ies of in­ven­tion and con­duct of nar­rat­ive, to­geth­er with his con­sid­er­able know­ledge of men and man­ners, and oc­ca­sion­al re­mark­able mod­ern­ity of thought. His books, there­fore, apart from the in­terest at­tached to them as spe­ci­mens of early French ro­mance, and in spite of the dif­fi­culties and crudit­ies of the un­formed lan­guage in which they are writ­ten, are still read­able, and are rich in in­struct­ive de­tail con­cern­ing the age that gave them birth. … Many ro­mances are at­trib­uted to Nic­olas de Caen. Mod­ern cri­ti­cism has se­lec­ted four only as un­doubtedly his. These are—(1) Les Aven­tures d’Ad­hel­mar de Noin­tel, a met­ric­al ro­mance, plainly of youth­ful com­pos­i­tion, con­tain­ing some sev­en thou­sand verses; (2) Le Roy Amaury, well known to Eng­lish stu­dents in Wat­son’s spir­ited trans­la­tion; (3) Le Ro­man de Lusig­nan, a re-hand­ling of the Me­lusina myth, most of which is wholly lost; (4) Le Dizain des Reines, a col­lec­tion of quasi-his­tor­ic­al nov­el­lino in­ter­spersed with lyr­ics. Six oth­er ro­mances are known to have been writ­ten by Nic­olas, but these have per­ished; and he is cred­ited with the au­thor­ship of Le Co­cu Rouge, in­cluded by Hin­sauf, and of sev­er­al Ovidi­an trans­la­tions or im­it­a­tions still un­pub­lished. The Satires formerly at­trib­uted to him Bülg has shown to be spuri­ous com­pos­i­tions of 17th cen­tury ori­gin.

				
					—E. Noel Cod­man, Hand­book of Lit­er­ary Pi­on­eers.

				
			

			
				
					Nic­olas de Caen est un re­présent­ant agré­able, naïf, et ex­pres­sif de cet âge que nous ai­mons à nous re­présenter de loin comme l’âge d’or du bon vieux temps … Nic­olas croy­ait à son Roy et à sa Dame, il croy­ait sur­tout à son Dieu. Nic­olas sen­tait que le monde était semé à chaque pas d’ob­scur­ités et d’em­bûches, et que l’in­con­nu était par­tout; par­tout aus­si était le pro­tec­teur in­vis­ible et le sou­tien; à chaque souffle qui frémis­sait, Nic­olas croy­ait le sen­tir comme der­rière le rideau. Le ciel par-des­sus ce Nic­olas de Caen était ouvert, peuplé en chaque point de fig­ures vivantes, de pat­rons at­ten­tifs et mani­festes, d’une in­voc­a­tion dir­ecte. Le plus in­trépide guer­ri­er al­ors mar­cha­it dans un mélange habituel de crainte et de con­fi­ance, comme un tout petit en­fant. A cette vue, les es­prits les plus éman­cipés d’au­jourd’hui ne saur­aient s’em­pêch­er de cri­er, en tem­pérant leur souri­re par le re­spect: Sanc­ta sim­pli­citas!
				

				
					—Paul Verville, No­tice sur la vie de Nic­olas de Caen.

				
			

		
	
		
			The Argument

			
				
					“Of how, through Wo­man-Wor­ship, knaves com­pound
					

					With hon­oure; Kings reck not of their do­maine;
					

					Proud Pontiffs sigh; & War-men world-renownd,
					

					Toe win one Wo­man, all things else dis­daine:
					

					Since Meli­cent doth in her­selfe con­tayne
					

					All this world’s Riches that may farre be found.
				

				
					“If Saphyres ye de­sire, her eies are plaine;
					

					If Ru­bies, loe, hir lips be Rubyes sound;
					

					If Pearles, hir teeth be Pearles, both pure & round;
					

					If Yvor­ie, her fore­head Yvory weene;
					

					If Gold, her locks with finest Gold abound;
					

					If Sil­ver, her faire hands have Sil­ver’s sheen.
				

				
					“Yet that which fayrest is, but Few be­holde,
					

					Her Soul ad­ornd with ver­tues man­i­fold.”
				

				Sir Wil­li­am Al­lonby
			

		
	
		
			
				Domnei

				A Com­edy of Wo­man-Wor­ship

			
		
	
		
			The ro­mance of Lusig­nan of that for­got­ten maker in the French tongue, messire Nic­olas de Caen. Here be­gins the tale which they of Poict­esme nar­rate con­cern­ing dame Meli­cent, that was daugh­ter to the great count Manuel.

		
	
		
			
				
					
						Part
						I
					

					Perion

				
				
					
						How Perion, that stal­wart was and gay,
						

						Treade­th with sor­row on a hol­i­day,
						

						Since Meli­cent anon must wed a king:
						

						How in his heart he hath vain love-long­ing,
						

						For which he putteth life in for­feit­ure,
						

						And would no longer in such wise en­dure;
						

						For writh­ing Perion in Venus’ fire
						

						So bur­neth that he di­eth for de­sire.
					

				

			
		
	
		
			
				I

				How Perion Was Un­masked

			
			Perion af­ter­ward re­membered the two weeks spent at Bel­leg­arde as in re­cov­ery from ill­ness a per­son might re­mem­ber some long fever dream which was all of an in­tol­er­able elvish bright­ness and of in­cess­ant laughter every­where. They made a deal of him in Count Em­m­er­ick’s pleas­ant home: day by day the out­law was thrust in­to re­la­tions of mirth with no­ble­men, proud ladies, and even with a king; and was all the while half light­headed through his sin­gu­lar know­ledge as to how pre­cari­ously the self-styled Vicomte de Puysange now bal­anced him­self, as it were, upon a gil­ded step­ping-stone from in­famy to ob­li­vi­on.

			Now that King Theodoret had with­drawn his sin­is­ter pres­ence, young Perion spent some sev­en hours of every day alone, to all in­tent, with Dame Meli­cent. There might be merry people with­in a stone’s throw, about this re­cre­ation or an­oth­er, but these two seemed to watch aloofly, as roy­al per­sons do the antics of their hired comedi­ans, without any con­des­cen­sion in­to open in­terest. They were to­geth­er; and the jostle of earthly hap­pen­ings might hope, at most, to af­ford them mat­ter for in­curi­ous com­ment.

			They sat, as Perion thought, for the last time to­geth­er, part of an audi­ence be­fore which the Con­fra­tern­ity of St. Méd­ard was en­act­ing a masque of The Birth of Her­cules. The Bish­op of Mon­tors had re­turned to Bel­leg­arde that even­ing with his broth­er, Count Gui, and the pleas­ure-lov­ing pre­l­ate had brought these mirth-makers in his train. Clad in scar­let, he rode be­fore them play­ing upon a lute—un­cler­ic­al con­duct which shocked his pre­ciser broth­er and sur­prised nobody.

			In such cir­cum­stances Perion began to speak with an odd pur­pose, be­cause his reas­on was bedrugged by the beauty and pur­ity of Meli­cent, and per­haps a little by the slow and clutch­ing mu­sic to whose pro­gress the chor­us of Theban vir­gins was dan­cing. When he had made an end of harsh whis­per­ing, Meli­cent sat for a while in scru­pu­lous ap­praise­ment of the rushes. The mu­sic was so sweet it seemed to Perion he must go mad un­less she spoke with­in the mo­ment.

			Then Meli­cent said:

			“You tell me you are not the Vicomte de Puysange. You tell me you are, in­stead, the late King Hel­mas’ ser­vit­or, sus­pec­ted of his murder. You are the fel­low that stole the roy­al jew­els—the out­law for whom half Christen­dom is search­ing—”

			Thus Meli­cent began to speak at last; and still he could not in­ter­cept those huge and tender eyes whose purple made the thought of heav­en com­pre­hens­ible.

			The man replied:

			“I am that widely houn­ded Perion of the Forest. The true vicomte is the wounded ras­cal over whose de­li­ri­um we mar­velled only last Tues­day. Yes, at the door of your home I at­tacked him, fought him—hah, but fairly, ma­dame!—and stole his bril­liant gar­ments and with them his pa­pers. Then in my des­per­ate ne­ces­sity I dared to mas­quer­ade. For I know enough about dan­cing to es­tim­ate that to dance upon air must ne­ces­sar­ily prove to every­body a dis­gust­ing per­form­ance, but pree­m­in­ently un­pleas­ing to the main act­or. Two weeks of safety till the Tranchemer sailed I there­fore val­ued at a per­haps pre­pos­ter­ous rate. To­night, as I have said, the ship lies at an­chor off Man­neville.”

			Meli­cent said an odd thing, ask­ing, “Oh, can it be you are a less despic­able per­son than you are striv­ing to ap­pear!”

			“Rather, I am a more un­mit­ig­ated fool than even I sus­pec­ted, since when af­fairs were in a prom­ising train I have elec­ted to blurt out, of all things, the na­ked and dis­taste­ful truth. Pro­claim it now; and see the late Vicomte de Puysange lugged out of this hall and after ap­pro­pri­ate tor­ture hanged with­in the month.” And with that Perion laughed.

			There­after he was si­lent. As the masque went, Am­phitry­on had newly re­turned from war­fare, and was singing un­der Al­cmena’s win­dow in the terms of an au­bade, a wak­ing-song. “Rei glor­i­os, verais lums e clard­atz—” Am­phitry­on had be­gun. Dame Meli­cent heard him through.

			And after many ages, as it seemed to Perion, the soft and bril­liant and ex­quis­ite mouth was pricked to mo­tion.

			“You have af­fron­ted, by an in­cred­ible im­pos­ture and bey­ond the reach of mercy, every listen­er in this hall. You have in­jured me most deeply of all per­sons here. Yet it is to me alone that you con­fess.”

			Perion leaned for­ward. You are to un­der­stand that, through the in­cur­rent ne­ces­sit­ies of every cir­cum­stance, each of them spoke in whis­pers, even now. It was curi­ous to note the can­did mirth on either side. Mer­cury was mak­ing his adieux to Al­cmena’s wait­ing-wo­man in the middle of a jig.

			“But you,” sneered Perion, “are mer­ci­ful in all things. Rogue that I am, I dare to build on this no­tori­ous fact. I am snared in a hard golden trap, I can­not get a guide to Man­neville, I can­not even pro­cure a horse from Count Em­m­er­ick’s stables without arous­ing fatal sus­pi­cions; and I must be at Man­neville by dawn or else be hanged. There­fore I dare stake all upon one throw; and you must either save or hang me with un­washed hands. As surely as God reigns, my fu­ture rests with you. And as I am per­fectly aware, you could not live com­fort­ably with a gnat’s death upon your con­science. Eh, am I not a seasoned ras­cal?”

			“Do not re­mind me now that you are vile,” said Meli­cent. “Ah, no, not now!”

			“Lackey, im­post­or, and thief!” he sternly answered. “There you have the cata­logue of all my right­ful titles. And be­sides, it pleases me, for a reas­on I can­not en­tirely fathom, to be un­par­don­ably can­did and to fling my des­tiny in­to your lap. To­night, as I have said, the Tranchemer lies off Man­neville; keep coun­sel, get me a horse if you will, and to­mor­row I am em­barked for des­per­ate ser­vice un­der the har­ried Kais­er of the Greeks, and for throat-cut­tings from which I am not likely ever to re­turn. Speak, and I hang be­fore the month is up.”

			Dame Meli­cent looked at him now, and with­in the mo­ment Perion was re­paid, and boun­ti­fully, for every folly and mis­deed of his en­tire life.

			“What harm have I ever done you, Messire de la Forêt, that you should shame me in this fash­ion? Un­til to­night I was not un­happy in the be­lief I was loved by you. I may say that now without pal­ter­ing, since you are not the man I thought some day to love. You are but the rind of him. And you would force me to cheat justice, to be­come a hunted thief’s ac­com­plice, or else to murder you!”

			“It comes to that, ma­dame.”

			“Then I must help you pre­serve your life by any sorry stratagems you may de­vise. I shall not hinder you. I will pro­cure you a guide to Man­neville. I will even for­give you all save one of­fence, since doubt­less heav­en made you the foul thing you are.” The girl was in a hot and splen­did rage. “For you love me. Wo­men know. You love me. You!”

			“Un­doubtedly, ma­dame.”

			“Look in­to my face! and say what hor­rid writ of in­famy you fan­cied was ap­par­ent there, that my nails may des­troy it.”

			“I am all base,” he answered, “and yet not so pro­foundly base as you sup­pose. Nay, be­lieve me, I had nev­er hoped to win even such scorn­ful kind­ness as you might ac­cord your lap­dog. I have but dared to peep at heav­en while I might, and only as lost Dives peeped. Ig­noble as I am, I nev­er dreamed to squire an an­gel down to­ward the mire and filth which is hence­for­ward my in­ev­it­able ken­nel.”

			“The masque is done,” said Meli­cent, “and yet you talk, and talk, and talk, and mim­ic truth so cun­ningly—Well, I will send some trusty per­son to you. And now, for God’s sake!—nay, for the fiend’s love who is your pat­ron!—let me not ever see you again, Messire de la Forêt.”

		
	
		
			
				II

				How the Vicomte Was Very Gay

			
			There was dan­cing af­ter­ward and a sump­tu­ous sup­per. The Vicomte de Puysange was gen­er­ally ac­coun­ted that even­ing the most ex­cel­lent of com­pany. He mingled af­fably with the rev­el­lers and found a pros­per­ous an­swer for every jest they broke upon the pro­jec­ted mar­riage of Dame Meli­cent and King Theodoret; and mean­while hugged the re­flec­tion that half the realm was hunt­ing Perion de la Forêt in the more cus­tom­ary haunts of ras­cal­ity. The springs of Perion’s tur­bu­lent mirth were that to­mor­row every per­son in the room would dis­cov­er how im­pudently every per­son had been tricked, and that Meli­cent de­lib­er­ated even now, and could not but ad­mire, the hunted out­law’s in­solence, how­ever much she loathed its per­pet­rat­or; and over this thought in par­tic­u­lar Perion laughed like a mad­man.

			“You are very gay to­night, Messire de Puysange,” said the Bish­op of Mon­tors.

			This re­mark­able young man, it is ne­ces­sary to re­peat, had reached Bel­leg­arde that even­ing, com­ing from Brun­belois. It was he (as you have heard) who had ar­ranged the match with Theodoret. The bish­op him­self loved his cous­in Meli­cent; but, now that he was in holy or­ders and pos­ses­sion of her had be­come im­possible, he had can­nily re­solved to util­ise her beauty, as he did everything else, to­ward his own prefer­ment.

			“Oh, sir,” replied Perion, “you who are so fine a poet must surely know that gay rhymes with today as patly as sor­row goes with to­mor­row.”

			“Yet your gay laughter, Messire de Puysange, is after all but breath: and breath also”—the bish­op’s sharp eyes fixed Perion’s—“has a hack­neyed rhyme.”

			“In­deed, it is the grim rhyme that rounds off and si­lences all our rhym­ing,” Perion as­sen­ted. “I must laugh, then, without rhyme or reas­on.”

			Still the young pre­l­ate talked rather oddly. “But,” said he, “you have an ex­cel­lent reas­on, now that you sup so near to heav­en.” And his glance at Meli­cent did not lack pith.

			“No, no, I have quite an­oth­er reas­on,” Perion answered; “it is that to­mor­row I break­fast in hell.”

			“Well, they tell me the land­lord of that place is used to cater to each ac­cord­ing to his mer­its,” the bish­op, shrug­ging, re­turned.

			

			And Perion thought how true this was when, at the even­ing’s end, he was alone in his own room. His life was tol­er­ably se­cure. He trus­ted Ahas­uer­us the Jew to see to it that, about dawn, one of the ship’s boats would touch at Fo­mor Beach near Man­neville, ac­cord­ing to their old agree­ment. Aboard the Tranchemer the Free Com­pan­ions awaited their cap­tain; and the sav­age land they were bound for was a thought bey­ond the reach of a king­dom’s lam­ent­able curi­os­ity con­cern­ing the where­abouts of King Hel­mas’ treas­ure. The worth­less life of Perion was safe.

			For worth­less, and far less than worth­less, life seemed to Perion as he thought of Meli­cent and waited for her mes­sen­ger. He thought of her beauty and pur­ity and il­lim­it­able lov­ing-kind­ness to­ward every per­son in the world save only Perion of the Forest. He thought of how clean she was in every thought and deed; of that, above all, he thought, and he knew that he would nev­er see her any more.

			“Oh, but past any doubt­ing,” said Perion, “the dev­il caters to each ac­cord­ing to his mer­its.”

		
	
		
			
				III

				How Meli­cent Wooed

			
			Then Perion knew that vain re­gret had turned his brain, very cer­tainly, for it seemed the door had opened and Dame Meli­cent her­self had come, war­ily, in­to the pan­elled gloomy room. It seemed that Meli­cent paused in the con­vuls­ive bril­liancy of the fire­light, and stayed thus with vaguely troubled eyes like those of a child newly wakened from sleep.

			And it seemed a long while be­fore she told Perion very quietly that she had con­fessed all to Ayrart de Mon­tors, and had, by reas­on of de Mon­tors’ love for her, so goaded and al­lured the out­come of their talk—“ig­nobly,” as she said—that a clean-handed gen­tle­man would come at three o’clock for Perion de la Forêt, and guide a thief to­ward un­mer­ited im­pun­ity. All this she spoke quite lev­elly, as one reads aloud from a book; and then, with a sig­nal change of voice, Meli­cent said: “Yes, that is true enough. Yet why, in real­ity, do you think I have in my own per­son come to tell you of it?”

			“Ma­dame, I may not guess. Hah, in­deed, in­deed,” Perion cried, be­cause he knew the truth and was un­speak­ably afraid, “I dare not guess!”

			“You sail to­mor­row for the fight­ing over­sea—” she began, but her sweet voice trailed and died in­to si­lence. He heard the crep­it­a­tions of the fire, and even the hur­ried beat­ings of his own heart, as against a ter­rible and lovely hush of all cre­ated life. “Then take me with you.”

			Perion had nev­er any re­col­lec­tion of what he answered. In­deed, he uttered no com­mu­nic­at­ive words, but only fool­ish babble­ments.

			“Oh, I do not un­der­stand,” said Meli­cent. “It is as though some spell were laid upon me. Look you, I have been cleanly reared, I have nev­er wronged any per­son that I know of, and through­out my quiet, sheltered life I have loved truth and hon­our most of all. My judg­ment grants you to be what you are con­fessedly. And there is that in me more mas­ter­ful and surer than my judg­ment, that which seems om­ni­scient and lightly puts aside your con­fess­ings as un­im­port­ant.”

			“Lackey, im­post­or, and thief!” young Perion answered. “There you have the cata­logue of all my right­ful titles fairly earned.”

			“And even if I be­lieved you, I think I would not care! Is that not strange? For then I should des­pise you. And even then, I think, I would fling my hon­our at your feet, as I do now, and but in part with loath­ing, I would still en­treat you to make of me your wife, your ser­vant, any­thing that pleased you. … Oh, I had thought that when love came it would be sweet!”

			Strangely quiet, in every sense, he answered:

			“It is very sweet. I have known no hap­pi­er mo­ment in my life. For you stand with­in arm’s reach, mine to touch, mine to pos­sess and do with as I elect. And I dare not lift a fin­ger. I am as a man that has lain for a long while in a dun­geon vainly hun­ger­ing for the glad light of day—who, be­ing freed at last, must hide his eyes from the dear sun­light he dare not look upon as yet. Ho, I am past speech un­worthy of your no­tice! and I pray you now speak harshly with me, ma­dame, for when your pure eyes re­gard me kindly, and your bright and del­ic­ate lips have come thus near to mine, I am so greatly temp­ted and so happy that I fear lest heav­en grow jeal­ous!”

			“Be not too much afraid—” she mur­mured.

			“Nay, should I then be bold? and with­in the mo­ment wake Count Em­m­er­ick to say to him, very boldly, ‘Beau sire, the thief half Christen­dom is hunt­ing has the hon­our to re­quest your sis­ter’s hand in mar­riage’?”

			“You sail to­mor­row for the fight­ing over­sea. Take me with you.”

			“In­deed the feat would be worthy of me. For you are a lady ten­derly nur­tured and used to every lux­ury the age af­fords. There comes to woo you presently an ex­cel­lent and po­tent mon­arch, not all un­worthy of your love, who will presently share with you many happy and hon­our­able years. Yon­der is a law­less na­ked wil­der­ness where I and my fel­low des­peradoes hope to cheat of­fen­ded justice and to pre­serve thrice-for­feited lives in sav­agery. You bid me aid you to go in­to this coun­try, nev­er to re­turn! Ma­dame, if I obeyed you, Satan would protest against pol­lu­tion of his age­less fires by any soul so filthy.”

			“You talk of little things, where­as I think of great things. Love is not sus­tained by pal­at­able food alone, and is not served only by those per­sons who go about the world in sat­in.”

			“Then take the shame­ful truth. It is un­deni­able I swore I loved you, and with ap­pro­pri­ate ges­tures, too. But, dompne­dex, ma­dame! I am past mas­ter in these spe­cious ec­stas­ies, for some­how I have rarely seen the wo­man who had not some charm or oth­er to catch my heart with. I con­fess now that you alone have nev­er quickened it. My only pur­pose was through hy­per­bole to wheedle you out of a horse, and mean­while to have my re­cre­ation, you hand­some jade!—and that is all you ever meant to me. I swear to you that is all, all, all!” sobbed Perion, for it ap­peared that he must die. “I have amused my­self with you, I have ab­om­in­ably tricked you—”

			Meli­cent only waited with un­troubled eyes which seemed to plumb his heart and to ap­praise all which Perion had ever thought or longed for since the day that Perion was born; and she was as beau­ti­ful, it seemed to him, as the un­troubled, gra­cious an­gels are, and more com­pas­sion­ate.

			“Yes,” Perion said, “I am try­ing to lie to you. And even at ly­ing I fail.”

			She said, with a won­der­ful smile:

			“As­suredly there were nev­er any oth­er per­sons so mad as we. For I must do the woo­ing, as though you were the maid, and all the while you re­buff me and suf­fer so that I fear to look on you. Men say you are no bet­ter than a high­way­man; you con­fess your­self to be a thief: and I be­lieve none of your ac­cusers. Perion de la Forêt,” said Meli­cent, and bal­lad-makers have nev­er shaped a phrase where­with to tell you of her voice, “I know that you have dabbled in dis­hon­our no more of­ten than an archangel has pilfered dry­ing lin­en from a hedgerow. I do not guess, for my hour is upon me, and in­ev­it­ably I know! and there is noth­ing dares to come between us now.”

			“Nay—ho, and even were mat­ters as you sup­pose them, without any war­rant—there is at least one silly stum­bling knave that dares as much. Saith he: ‘What is the most pre­cious thing in the world?—Why, as­suredly, Dame Meli­cent’s wel­fare. Let me get the keep­ing of it, then. For I have been en­trus­ted with a host of com­mon price­less things—with youth and vigour and hon­our, with a clean con­science and a child’s faith, and so on—and no per­son alive has squandered them more gal­lantly. So heart­ward ho! and trust me now, my timor­ous yoke-fel­low, to win and squander also the chiefest jew­el of the world.’ Eh, thus he chuckles and nudges me, with wicked whis­per­ings. In­deed, ma­dame, this ras­cal that shares equally in my least fac­ulty is a most pi­ti­ful, ig­noble rogue! and he has afore­time eked out our com­mon live­li­hood by such prac­tices as your un­sul­lied ima­gin­a­tion could scarcely de­pic­ture. Un­til I knew you I had en­dured him. But you have made of him a hor­ror. A hor­ror, a hor­ror! a thing too pi­ti­ful for hell!”

			Perion turned away from her, groan­ing. He flung him­self in­to a chair. He screened his eyes as if be­fore some phys­ic­al ab­om­in­a­tion.

			The girl kneeled close to him, touch­ing him.

			“My dear, my dear! then slay for me this oth­er Perion of the Forest.”

			And Perion laughed, not very mirth­fully.

			“It is the com­mon us­age of wo­men to ask of men this little la­bour, which is a harder task than ever Her­cules, that mighty-muscled king of hea­thenry, achieved. Nay, I, for all my sinews, am an at­tested weak­ling. The craft of oth­er men I do not fear, for I have en­countered no for­mid­able en­emy save my­self; but that same mid­night stab­ber un­horsed me long ago. I had wal­lowed in the mire con­ten­tedly enough un­til you came. … Ah, child, child! why needed you to trouble me! for to­night I want to be clean as you are clean, and that I may not ever be. I am gar­risoned with dev­ils, I am the battered plaything of every vice, and I lack the strength, and it may be, even the will, to leave my mire. Al­ways I have be­trayed the stew­ard­ship of man and god alike that my body might es­cape a mo­ment­ary dis­com­fort! And lov­ing you as I do, I can­not swear that in the out­come I would not be­tray you too, to this same end! I can­not swear—Oh, now let Satan laugh, yet not un­pi­ti­fully, since he and I, alone, know all the reas­ons why I may not swear! Hah, Ma­dame Meli­cent!” cried Perion, in his great agony, “you of­fer me that gift an em­per­or might not ac­cept save in awed grat­it­ude; and I re­fuse it.” Gently he raised her to her feet. “And now, in God’s name, go, ma­dame, and leave the prod­ig­al among his husks.”

			“You are a very brave and fool­ish gen­tle­man,” she said, “who chooses to face his own achieve­ments without any pal­ter­ing. To every man, I think, that must be bit­ter work; to the wo­man who loves him it is im­possible.”

			Perion could not see her face, be­cause he lay prone at the feet of Meli­cent, sob­bing, but without any tears, and tast­ing very deeply of such grief and vain re­gret as, he had thought, they know in hell alone; and even after she had gone, in si­lence, he lay in this same pos­ture for an ex­ceed­ingly long while.

			And after he knew not how long a while, Perion propped his chin between his hands and, still sprawl­ing upon the rushes, stared hard in­to the little, crack­ling fire. He was think­ing of a Perion de la Forêt that once had been. In him might have been found a fit mate for Meli­cent had this boy not died very long ago.

			It is no more cheer­ful than any oth­er mor­tu­ary em­ploy­ment, this dis­in­ter­ment of the per­son you have been, and are not any longer; and so did Perion find his cata­loguing of ir­re­voc­able old fol­lies and eva­sions.

			Then Perion arose and looked for pen and ink. It was the first let­ter he ever wrote to Meli­cent, and, as you will presently learn, she nev­er saw it.

			In such terms Perion wrote:

			
				“Ma­dame—It may please you to re­mem­ber that when Dame Mélusine and I were in­ter­rog­ated, I freely con­fessed to the murder of King Hel­mas and the theft of my dead mas­ter’s jew­els. In that I lied. For it was my mani­fest duty to save the wo­man whom, as I thought, I loved, and it was ap­par­ent that the guilty per­son was either she or I.

				“She is now at Brun­belois, where, as I have heard, the splend­our of her es­tate is tol­er­ably no­tori­ous. I have not ever heard she gave a thought to me, her cat’s-paw. Ma­dame, when I think of you and then of that sleek, smil­ing wo­man, I am ap­palled by my own folly. I am aghast by my long blind­ness as I write the words which no one will be­lieve. To what avail do I deny a crime which every cir­cum­stance im­puted to me and my own con­fes­sion has pub­licly ac­know­ledged?

				“But you, I think, will be­lieve me. Look you, ma­dame, I have noth­ing to gain of you. I shall not ever see you any more. I go in­to a per­il­ous and an etern­al ban­ish­ment; and in the im­me­di­ate neigh­bour­hood of death a man finds little susten­ance for ro­mance. Take the worst of me: a gen­tle­man I was born, and as a wastrel I have lived, and al­ways very fool­ishly; but without dis­hon­our. I have nev­er to my know­ledge—and God judge me as I speak the truth!—wronged any man or wo­man save my­self. My dear, be­lieve me! be­lieve me, in spite of reas­on! and un­der­stand that my ad­or­a­tion and misery and un­wor­thi­ness when I think of you are such as I can­not meas­ure, and af­ford me no ju­di­cious mo­ment wherein to fash­ion lies. For I shall not see you any more.

				“I thank you, ma­dame, for your all-un­mer­ited kind­nesses, and, oh, I pray you to be­lieve!”

			

		
	
		
			
				IV

				How the Bish­op Aided Perion

			
			Then at three o’clock, as Perion sup­posed, someone tapped upon the door. Perion went out in­to the cor­ridor, which was now un­lighted, so that he had to hold to the cloak of Ayrart de Mon­tors as the young pre­l­ate guided Perion through the com­plex­it­ies of un­fa­mil­i­ar halls and stair­ways in­to an in­hos­pit­able night. There were ready two horses, and presently the men were moun­ted and away.

			Once only Perion shif­ted in the saddle to glance back at Bel­leg­arde, black and form­less against an empty sky; and he dared not look again, for the thought of her that lay awake in the Mar­shal’s Tower, so near at hand as yet, was like a dag­ger. With set teeth he fol­lowed in the wake of his ta­cit­urn com­pan­ion. The bish­op nev­er spoke save to growl out some dir­ec­tion.

			Thus they came to Man­neville and, skirt­ing the town, came to Fo­mor Beach, a nar­row sandy coast. It was dark in this place and very still save for the en­croach­ment of the tide. Yon­der were four little lights, lazily heav­ing with the wa­ter’s mo­tion, to show them where the Tranchemer lay at an­chor. It did not seem to Perion that any­thing mattered.

			“It will be near­ing dawn by this,” he said.

			“Ay,” Ayrart de Mon­tors said, very briefly; and his tone evinced his will­ing­ness to dis­pense with fur­ther con­ver­sa­tion. Perion of the Forest was an un­clean thing which the bish­op must touch in his ne­ces­sity, but could touch with loath­ing only, as a thirsty man takes a fly out of his drink. Perion con­ceded it, be­cause noth­ing would ever mat­ter any more; and so, the horses tethered, they sat upon the sand in ut­ter si­lence for the space of a half hour.

			A bird cried some­where, just once, and with a start Perion knew the night was not quite so murky as it had been, for he could now see a broken line of white, where the tide crept up and shattered and ebbed. Then in a while a light sank tip­sily to the wa­ter’s level and presently was bob­bing in the dark­ness, apart from those oth­er lights, and it was grow­ing in size and bril­liancy.

			Said Perion, “They have sent out the boat.”

			“Ay,” the bish­op answered, as be­fore.

			A sort of mad­ness came upon Perion, and it seemed that he must weep, be­cause everything fell out so very ill in this world.

			“Messire de Mon­tors, you have aided me. I would be grate­ful if you per­mit­ted it.”

			De Mon­tors spoke at last, say­ing crisply:

			“Grat­it­ude, I take it, forms no part of the bar­gain. I am the kins­man of Dame Meli­cent. It makes for my in­terest and for the hon­our of our house that the man whose rooms she vis­its at night be got out of Poict­esme—”

			Said Perion, “You speak in this fash­ion of the most lovely lady God has made—of her whom the world ad­ores!”

			“Ad­ores!” the bish­op answered, with a laugh; “and what poor gull am I to ad­ore an at­tested wan­ton?” Then, with a sneer, he spoke of Meli­cent, and in such terms as are not bettered by re­pe­ti­tion.

			Perion said:

			“I am the most un­happy man alive, as surely as you are the most un­gen­er­ous. For, look you, in my pres­ence you have spoken in­famy of Dame Meli­cent, though know­ing I am in your debt so deeply that I have not the right to re­sent any­thing you may elect to say. You have just giv­en me my life; and ar­moured by the fire-new ob­lig­a­tion, you blas­pheme an an­gel, you con­des­cend to buf­fet a fettered man—”

			But with that his slug­gish wits had spied an hon­est way out of the im­broglio.

			Perion said then, “Draw, messire! for, as God lives, I may yet re­pur­chase, at this el­ev­enth hour, the priv­ilege of des­troy­ing you.”

			“Hey­day! but here is an odd evince­ment of grat­it­ude!” de Mon­tors re­tor­ted; “and though I am not par­tic­u­larly squeam­ish, let me tell you, my fine fel­low, I do not or­din­ar­ily fight with lack­eys.”

			“Nor are you fit to do so, messire. Be­lieve me, there is not a lackey in this realm—no, not a cut­purse, nor any pander—who would not in meet­ing you upon equal foot­ing de­grade him­self. For you have slandered that which is most per­fect in the world; yet lies, Messire de Mon­tors, have short legs; and I design with­in the hour to in­sure the calumny against an echo.”

			“Rogue, I have giv­en you your very life with­in the hour—”

			“The fact is un­deni­able. Thus I must fling the bounty back to you, so that we sorry scoun­drels may meet as equals.” Perion wheeled to­ward the boat, which was now with­in the reach of wad­ing. “Who is among you? Gaucelm, Ro­ger, Jean Britauz—” He found the man he sought. “Ahas­uer­us, the cap­tain that was to have ac­com­pan­ied the Free Com­pan­ions over­sea is of an­oth­er mind. I cede my lead­er­ship to Landry de Bon­nay. You will have the kind­ness to in­form him of the un­looked-for change, and to tender your new cap­tain every ap­pro­pri­ate re­gret and the dy­ing fe­li­cit­a­tions of Perion de la Forêt.”

			He bowed to­ward the land­ward twi­light, where the sand hil­locks were tak­ing form.

			“Messire de Mon­tors, we may now re­sume our vi­gil. When yon­der ves­sel sails there will be no con­ceiv­able hap­pen­ing that can keep breath with­in my body two weeks longer. I shall be quit of every debt to you. You will then fight with a man already dead if you so elect; but oth­er­wise—if you at­tempt to flee this place, if you de­cline to cross swords with a lackey, with a con­victed thief, with a sus­pec­ted mur­der­er, I swear upon my moth­er’s hon­our! I will de­mol­ish you without com­punc­tion, as I would any oth­er ver­min.”

			“Oh, brave, brave!” sneered the bish­op, “to fling away your life, and per­haps mine too, for an idle word—” But at that he fetched a sob. “How fool­ish of you! and how like you!” he said, and Perion wondered at this pre­l­ate’s voice.

			“Hey, gen­tle­men!” cried Ayrart de Mon­tors, “a mo­ment if you please!” He splashed knee-deep in­to the icy wa­ter, wad­ing to the boat, where he snatched the lan­tern from the Jew’s hands and fetched this light ashore. He held it aloft, so that Perion might see his face, and Perion per­ceived that, by some won­der-work­ing, the per­son in man’s at­tire who held this light aloft was Meli­cent. It was odd that Perion al­ways re­membered af­ter­ward most clearly of all the loosened wisp of hair the wind tossed about her fore­head.

			“Look well upon me, Perion,” said Meli­cent. “Look well, ruined gen­tle­man! look well, poor hunted vag­a­bond! and note how proud I am. Oh, in all things I am very proud! A little I ex­ult in my high sta­tion and in my wealth, and, yes, even in my beauty, for I know that I am beau­ti­ful, but it is the chief of all my hon­ours that you love me—and so fool­ishly!”

			“You do not un­der­stand—!” cried Perion.

			“Rather I un­der­stand at last that you are in sober ver­ity a lackey, an im­post­or, and a thief, even as you said. Ay, a lackey to your hon­our! an im­poster that would en­deav­our—and, oh, so very vainly!—to im­per­son­ate an­oth­er’s base­ness! and a thief that has stolen an­oth­er per­son’s pun­ish­ment! I ask no ques­tions; lov­ing means trust­ing; but I would like to kill that oth­er per­son very, very slowly. I ask no ques­tions, but I dare to trust the man I know of, even in de­fi­ance of that man’s own voice. I dare protest the man no thief, but in all things a madly hon­our­able gen­tle­man. My poor bruised, puzzled boy,” said Meli­cent, with an odd mirth­ful ten­der­ness, “how came you to be blun­der­ing about this miry world of ours! Only be very good for my sake and for­get the bit­ter­ness; what does it mat­ter when there is hap­pi­ness, too?”

			He answered noth­ing, but it was not be­cause of misery.

			“Come, come, will you not even help me in­to the boat?” said Meli­cent.

			She, too, was glad.

		
	
		
			
				V

				How Meli­cent Wed­ded

			
			“That may not be, my cous­in.”

			It was the real Bish­op of Mon­tors who was speak­ing. His com­pany, some fif­teen men in all, had rid­den up while Meli­cent and Perion looked sea­ward. The bish­op was clothed, in his ha­bitu­al fash­ion, as a cava­lier, show­ing in noth­ing as a church­man. He sat a-horse­back for a con­sid­er­able while, look­ing down at them, smil­ing and strok­ing the pom­mel of his saddle with a gold-fringed glove. It was now dawn.

			“I have been eaves­drop­ping,” the bish­op said. His voice was tender, for the young man loved his kins­wo­man with an af­fec­tion second only to that which he re­served for Ayrart de Mon­tors. “Yes, I have been eaves­drop­ping for an in­stant, and through that in­stant I seemed to see the heart of every wo­man that ever lived; and they differed only as stars dif­fer on a fair night in Au­gust. No wo­man ever loved a man ex­cept, at bot­tom, as a moth­er loves her child: let him elect to build a na­tion or to write im­per­ish­able verses or to take purses upon the high­way, and she will only smile to note how breath­lessly the boy goes about his play­ing; and when he comes back to her with gri­mi­er hands she is a little sorry, and, if she think it salut­ary, will pre­tend to be angry. Mean­while she sets about the quick­est way to cleanse him and to heal his bruises. They are more wise than we, and at the bot­tom of their hearts they pity us more stal­wart folk whose gross­er wits re­quire, to be quite sure of any­thing, a mere crass proof of it; and al­ways they make us bet­ter by in­dom­it­ably be­liev­ing we are bet­ter than in real­ity a man can ever be.”

			Now Ayrart de Mon­tors dis­moun­ted.

			“So much for my ser­mon. For the rest, Messire de la Forêt, I per­fectly re­cog­nised you on the day you came to Bel­leg­arde. But I said noth­ing. For that you had not murdered King Hel­mas, as is pop­ularly re­por­ted, I was cer­tain, inas­much as I hap­pen to know he is now at Brun­belois, where Dame Mélusine holds his per­son and his treas­ury. A ter­rible, de­li­cious wo­man! be­got­ten on a wa­ter-de­mon, people say. I ask no ques­tions. She is a close and use­ful friend to me, and through her aid I hope to go far. You see that I am frank. It is my nature.” The bish­op shrugged. “In a phrase, I ac­cep­ted the Vicomte de Puysange, al­though it was ne­ces­sary, of course, to keep an eye upon your com­ings in and your go­ings out, as you now see. And un­til this the im­pos­ture amused me. But this”—his hand waved to­ward the Tranchemer—“this, my fair friends, is past a jest.”

			“You talk and talk,” cried Perion, “while I re­flect that I love the fairest lady who at any time has had life upon earth.”

			“The proof of your af­fec­tion,” the bish­op re­turned, “is, if you will per­mit the ob­ser­va­tion, some­what ex­traordin­ary. For you pro­pose, I gath­er, to make of her a camp-fol­low­er, a sol­dier’s drab. Come, come, messire! you and I are con­vers­ant with war­fare as it is. Armies do not con­duct en­coun­ters by throw­ing sug­ar-candy at one an­oth­er. What home have you, a land­less man, to of­fer Meli­cent? What place is there for Meli­cent among your Free Com­pan­ions?”

			“Oh, do I not know that!” said Perion. He turned to Meli­cent, and long and long they gazed upon each oth­er.

			“Ig­noble as I am,” said Perion, “I nev­er dreamed to squire an an­gel down to­ward the mire and filth which for a while as yet must be my ken­nel. I go. I go alone. Do you bid me re­turn?”

			The girl was per­fectly calm. She took a ring of dia­monds from her hand, and placed it on his little fin­ger, be­cause the oth­ers were too large.

			“While life en­dures I pledge you faith and ser­vice, Perion. There is no need to speak of love.”

			“There is no need,” he answered. “Oh, does God think that I will live without you!”

			“I sup­pose they will give me to King Theodoret. The ter­rible old man has set my body as the only price that will buy him off from ravaging Poict­esme, and he is stronger in the field than Em­m­er­ick. Em­m­er­ick is afraid of him, and Ayrart here has need of the King’s friend­ship in or­der to be­come a car­din­al. So my kins­men must make traffic of my eyes and lips and hair. But first I wed you, Perion, here in the sight of God, and I bid you re­turn to me, who am your wife and ser­vit­or forever now, whatever less­er men may do.”

			“I will re­turn,” he said.

			Then in a little while she with­drew her lips from his lips.

			“Cov­er my face, Ayrart. It may be I shall weep presently. Men must not see the wife of Perion weep. Cov­er my face, for he is go­ing now, and I can­not watch his go­ing.”
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					Meli­cent

				
				
					
						Of how through love is Meli­cent up­cast
						

						Un­der a hea­then castle at the last:
						

						And how a wicked lord of proud de­gree,
						

						De­met­ri­os, dwel­l­eth in this coun­try,
						

						Where humbled un­der him are all man­kind:
						

						How to this wretched wo­man he hath mind,
						

						That fallen is in pa­gan lands alone,
						

						In point to die, as presently is shown.
					

				

			
		
	
		
			
				VI

				How Meli­cent Sought Over­sea

			
			It is a tale which they nar­rate in Poict­esme, telling how love began between Perion of the Forest, who was a cap­tain of mer­cen­ar­ies, and young Meli­cent, who was daugh­ter to the great Dom Manuel, and sis­ter to Count Em­m­er­ick of Poict­esme. They tell also how Meli­cent and Perion were par­ted, be­cause there was no rem­edy, and policy de­man­ded she should wed King Theodoret.

			And the tale tells how Perion sailed with his re­tain­ers to seek des­per­ate ser­vice un­der the har­ried Kais­er of the Greeks.

			This ven­ture was ill-fated, since, as the Free Com­pan­ions were passing not far from Masil­lia, their ves­sel be­ing at the time be­calmed, they were at­tacked by three pa­gan gal­leys un­der the ad­mir­alty of the pro­con­sul De­met­ri­os. Perion’s men, who fought so hardily on land, were novices at sea. They were power­less against an ad­versary who, from a great dis­tance, showered li­quid fire upon their ves­sel.

			Then De­met­ri­os sent little boats and took some thirty pris­on­ers from the blaz­ing ship, and made slaves of all save Ahas­uer­us the Jew, whom he re­leased on be­ing in­formed of the lean man’s re­li­gion. It was a cus­tom­ary boast of this De­met­ri­os that he made war on Chris­ti­ans only.

			And presently, as Perion had com­manded, Ahas­uer­us came to Meli­cent.

			The prin­cess sat in a high chair, the back of which was capped with a big li­on’s head in brass. It gleamed above her head, but was less glor­i­ous than her bright hair.

			Ahas­uer­us made dis­pas­sion­ate re­port. “Thus pain­fully I have de­livered, as my task was, these fine mes­sages con­cern­ing Faith and Love and Death and so on. Touch­ing their ra­tion­al­ity I may re­serve my own opin­ion. I am merely Perion’s echo. Do I echo mad­ness? This mad­man was my loved and hon­oured mas­ter once, a lord without any peer in the fields where men con­tend in battle. Today those sinews which pre­served a throne are ded­ic­ated to the trans­port­a­tion of lug­gage. Grant it is laugh­able. I do not laugh.”

			“And I lack time to weep,” said Meli­cent.

			So, when the Jew had told his tale and gone, young Meli­cent arose and went in­to a cham­ber painted with the his­tor­ies of Jason and Medea, where her broth­er Count Em­m­er­ick hid such jew­els as had not many equals in Christen­dom.

			She did not hes­it­ate. She took no thought for her broth­er, she did not re­mem­ber her loved sis­ters: Et­tarre and Dorothy were their names, and they also suffered for their beauty, and for the de­sire it quickened in the hearts of men. Meli­cent knew only that Perion was in cap­tiv­ity and might not look for aid from any per­son liv­ing save her­self.

			She gathered in a blue nap­kin such em­er­alds as would ransom a pope. She cut short her mar­vel­lous hair and dis­guised her­self in all things as a man, and un­der cov­er of the en­su­ing night slipped from the castle. At Man­neville she found a Vene­tian ship bound home­ward with a cargo of swords and ar­mour.

			She hired her­self to the cap­tain of this ves­sel as a ser­vant, call­ing her­self Jo­celin Gaignars. She found no time—wherein to be afraid or to grieve for the es­tate she was re­lin­quish­ing, so long as Perion lay in danger.

			Thus the young Jo­celin, though not without hard­ship and odd by-ends of ad­ven­ture here ir­rel­ev­ant, came with time’s course in­to a land of sun­light and much wicked­ness where Perion was.

			There the boy found in what fash­ion Perion was liv­ing and won the dearly pur­chased misery of see­ing him, from afar, in his de­plor­able con­di­tion, as Perion went through the out­er yard of Nacumera laden with chains and car­ry­ing great logs to­ward the kit­chen. This be­fell when Jo­celin had come in­to the hill coun­try, where the eyrie of De­met­ri­os blocked a crag-hung val­ley as snugly as a stone chokes a gut­ter-pipe.

			Young Jo­celin had begged an audi­ence of this hea­then lord and had ob­tained it—though Jo­celin did not know as much—with omin­ous fa­cil­ity.

		
	
		
			
				VII

				How Perion Was Freed

			
			De­met­ri­os lay on a di­van with­in the Court of Stars, through which you passed from the fort­ress in­to the Wo­men’s Garden and the lux­uri­ous pris­on where he kept his wives. This court was cir­cu­lar in form and was paved with red and yel­low slabs, laid al­tern­ately, like a chess­board. In the centre was a foun­tain, which cast up a tall thin jet of wa­ter. A gal­lery ex­ten­ded around the place, sup­por­ted by columns that had been painted scar­let and were gil­ded with fant­ast­ic designs. The walls were of the col­our of claret and were ad­orned with golden cinque­foils reg­u­larly placed. From a dis­tance they re­sembled stars, and so gave the en­clos­ure its name.

			De­met­ri­os lay upon a long di­van which was covered with crim­son, and which en­circled the court en­tirely, save for the aper­tures of the two en­trances. De­met­ri­os was of burly per­son, which he by or­din­ary, as today, ad­orned resplen­dently; of a stature little above the com­mon size, and dis­pro­por­tion­ately broad as to his chest and shoulders. It was ru­moured that he could bore an apple through with his fore­finger and had once killed a re­fract­ory horse with a blow of his na­ked fist; nor look­ing on the man, did you pre­sume to ques­tion the re­port. His eyes were large and in­solent, col­oured like onyxes; for the rest, he had a hand­some surly face which was dis­figured by pimples.

			He did not speak at all while Jo­celin ex­plained that his er­rand was to ransom Perion. Then, “At what price?” De­met­ri­os said, without any sign of in­terest; and Jo­celin, with many en­co­mi­ums, dis­played his em­er­alds.

			“Ay, they are well enough,” De­met­ri­os agreed. “But then I have a su­per­fluity of jew­els.”

			He raised him­self a little among the cush­ions, and in this mov­ing the figured golden stuff in which he was clothed heaved and glittered like the scales of a splen­did mon­ster. He leis­urely un­fastened the great chryso­beryl, big as a hen’s egg, which ad­orned his fil­let.

			“Look you, this is of a far more beau­ti­ful green than any of your trinkets, I think it is as valu­able also, be­cause of its huge size. Moreover, it turns red by lamp­light—red as blood. That is an ad­mir­able col­our. And yet I do not value it. I think I do not value any­thing. So I will make you a gift of this big col­oured pebble, if you de­sire it, be­cause your ig­nor­ance amuses me. Most people know De­met­ri­os is not a mer­chant. He does not buy and sell. That which he has he keeps, and that which he de­sires he takes.”

			The boy was all des­pair. He did not speak. He was very hand­some as he stood in that still place where everything ex­cept­ing him was red and gold.

			“You do not value my poor chryso­beryl? You value your friend more? It is a page out of Theo­cri­tos—‘when there were golden men of old, when friends gave love for love.’ And yet I could have sworn—Come now, a wager,” purred De­met­ri­os. “Show your con­tempt of this bauble to be as great as mine by throw­ing this shiny pebble, say, in­to the gal­lery, for the next passerby to pick up, and I will cred­it your sin­cer­ity. Do that and I will even name my price for Perion.”

			The boy obeyed him without hes­it­a­tion. Turn­ing, he saw the hor­rid change in the in­tent eyes of De­met­ri­os, and quailed be­fore it. But in­stantly that flare of pas­sion flickered out.

			De­met­ri­os gently said:

			“A bar­gain is a bar­gain. My wives are beau­ti­ful, but their caresses an­noy me as much as formerly they pleased me. I have long thought it would per­haps amuse me if I pos­sessed a Chris­ti­an wife who had eyes like vi­ol­ets and hair like gold, and a plump white body. A man tires very soon of ebony and am­ber. … Pro­cure me such a wife and I will will­ingly re­lease this Perion and all his fel­lows who are yet alive.”

			“But, sei­gnior,”—and the boy was shaken now—“you de­mand of me an im­possib­il­ity!”

			“I am so hardy as to think not. And my reas­on is that a man throws from the el­bow only, but a wo­man with her whole arm.”

			There fell a si­lence now.

			“Why, look you, I deal fairly, though. Were such a wo­man here—De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia’s guest—I ver­ily be­lieve I would not hinder her de­par­ture, as I might eas­ily do. For there is not a per­son with­in many miles of this place who con­siders it whole­some to with­stand me. Yet were this wo­man pur­chas­able, I would pur­chase. And—if she re­fused—I would not hinder her de­par­ture; but very cer­tainly I would put Perion to the Tor­ment of the Wa­ter­drops. It is so droll to see a man go mad be­fore your eyes, I think that I would laugh and quite for­get the wo­man.”

			She said, “O God, I cry to You for justice!”

			He answered:

			“My good girl, in Nacumera the wishes of De­met­ri­os are justice. But we waste time. You de­sire to pur­chase one of my be­long­ings? So be it. I will hear your of­fer.”

			Just once her hands had gripped each oth­er. Her arms fell now as if they had been drained of life. She spoke in a dull voice.

			“Sei­gnior, I of­fer Meli­cent who was a prin­cess. I cry a price, sei­gnior, for red lips and bright eyes and a fair wo­man’s tender body without any blem­ish. I cry a price for youth and hap­pi­ness and hon­our. These you may have for playthings, sei­gnior, with everything which I pos­sess, ex­cept my heart, for that is dead.”

			De­met­ri­os asked, “Is this true speech?”

			She answered:

			“It is as sure as Love and Death. I know that noth­ing is more sure than these, and I praise God for my sure know­ledge.”

			He chuckled, say­ing, “Plat­it­udes break no bones.”

			So on the next day the chains were filed from Perion de la Forêt and all his fel­lows, save the nine un­for­tu­nates whom De­met­ri­os had ap­poin­ted to fight with lions a month be­fore this, when he had en­ter­tained the Sul­tan of Bacharia. These men were bathed and per­fumed and richly clad.

			A gal­ley of the pro­con­sul’s fleet con­veyed them to­ward Christen­dom and set the two­score slaves of yes­ter­day ashore not far from Megar­is. The cap­tain of the gal­ley on de­par­ture left with Perion a blue nap­kin, wherein were wrapped large em­er­alds and a bit of parch­ment.

			Upon this parch­ment was writ­ten:

			
				“Not these, but the body of Meli­cent, who was once a prin­cess, pur­chased your bod­ies. Yet these will buy you ships and men and swords with which to storm my house where Meli­cent now is. Come if you will and fight with De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia for that brave girl who loved a port­er as all loy­al men should love their Maker and cus­tom­ar­ily do not. I think it would amuse us.”

			

			Then Perion stood by the lan­guid sea which severed him from Meli­cent and cried:

			“O God, that hast per­mit­ted this hard bar­gain, trade now with me! now barter with me, O Fath­er of us all! That which a man has I will give.”

			Thus he waited in the clear sun­light, with no more waver­ing in his face than you may find in the next statue’s face. Both hands strained to­ward the blue sky, as though he made a vow. If so, he did not break it.

			And now no more of Perion.

			

			At the same hour young Meli­cent, wrapped all about with a flame-col­oured veil and crowned with mar­joram, was led by a spruce boy to­ward a threshold, over which De­met­ri­os lif­ted her, while many people sang in a strange tongue. And then she paid her ransom.

			“Hy­men, O Hy­men!” they sang. “Do thou of many names and many temples, golden Aph­rod­ite, be pro­pi­tious to this bridal! Now let him first com­pute the glit­ter­ing stars of mid­night and the grasshop­pers of a sum­mer day who would count the joys this bridal shall bring about! Hy­men, O Hy­men, re­joice thou in this bridal!”

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				How De­met­ri­os Was Amused

			
			Now Meli­cent abode in the house of De­met­ri­os, whom she had not seen since the morn­ing after he had wed­ded her. A month had passed. As yet she could not un­der­stand the lan­guage of her fel­low pris­on­ers, but Halaon, a eu­nuch who had once served a car­din­al in Tuscany, in­formed her the pro­con­sul was in the West Provinces, where an in­vad­ing force had landed un­der Ran­ulph de Meschines.

			A month had passed. She woke one night from dreams of Perion—what else should wo­men dream of?—and found the same Ahas­uer­us that had brought her news of Perion’s cap­tiv­ity, so long ago, at­tend­ant at her bed­side.

			He seemed a prey to some half-scorn­ful mirth. In speech, at least, the man was of en­tire dis­cre­tion. “The Splend­our of the World de­sires your pres­ence, ma­dame.” Thus the Jew blandly spoke.

			She cried, aghast at so much treach­ery, “You had planned this!”

			He answered:

			“I plan al­ways. Oh, cer­tainly, I must weave al­ways as the spider does. … Mean­while time passes. I, like you, am now the ser­vit­or of De­met­ri­os. I am his factor now at Calonak. I buy and sell. I es­tim­ate ounces. I earn my wages. Who for­bids it?” Here the Jew shrugged. “And to con­clude, the Splend­our of the World de­sires your pres­ence, ma­dame.”

			He seemed to get much joy of this mouth-filling peri­phrasis as sneer­ingly he spoke of their com­mon mas­ter.

			

			Now Meli­cent, in a loose robe of green Coan stuff shot through and through with a ra­di­ancy like that of cop­per, fol­lowed the thin, smil­ing Jew Ahas­uer­us. She came thus with bare feet in­to the Court of Stars, where the pro­con­sul lay on the di­van as though he had not ever moved from there. To­night he was clothed in scar­let, and bar­bar­ic or­na­ments dangled from his pierced ears. These glittered now that his head moved a little as he si­lently dis­missed Ahas­uer­us from the Court of Stars.

			Real stars were over­head, so bril­liant and (it seemed) so near they turned the foun­tain’s jet in­to a spurt of melt­ing sil­ver. The moon was set, but there was a flar­ing lamp of iron, high as a man’s shoulder, yon­der where De­met­ri­os lay.

			“Stand close to it, my wife,” said the pro­con­sul, “in or­der that I may see my new­est pur­chase very clearly.”

			She obeyed him; and she es­teemed the sac­ri­fice, how­ever un­en­dur­able, which bought for Perion the chance to serve God and his love for her by val­or­ous and com­mend­able ac­tions to be no cause for grief.

			“I think with those old men who sat upon the walls of Troy,” De­met­ri­os said, and he laughed be­cause his voice had shaken a little. “Mean­while I have re­turned from cru­ci­fy­ing a hun­dred of your fel­low wor­ship­pers,” De­met­ri­os con­tin­ued. His speech had an odd sweet­ness. “Ey, yes, I conquered at Yroga. It was a good fight. My horse’s hoofs were red at its con­clu­sion. My sur­viv­ing op­pon­ents I con­sider to have been de­plor­able fools when they sur­rendered, for people die less pain­fully in battle. There was one fel­low, a Fran­cis­can monk, who hung six hours upon a palm tree, al­ways turn­ing his head from one side to the oth­er. It was amus­ing.”

			She answered noth­ing.

			“And I was won­der­ing al­ways how I would feel were you nailed in his place. It was curi­ous I should have thought of you. … But your white flesh is like the petals of a flower. I sup­pose it is as read­ily de­struct­ible. I think you would not long en­dure.”

			“I pray God hourly that I may not!” said tense Meli­cent.

			He was pleased to have wrung one cry of an­guish from this lovely ef­figy. He mo­tioned her to him and laid one hand upon her na­ked breast. He gave a ges­ture of dis­taste.

			De­met­ri­os said:

			“No, you are not afraid. How­ever, you are very beau­ti­ful. I thought that you would please me more when your gold hair had grown a trifle longer. There is noth­ing in the world so beau­ti­ful as golden hair. Its beauty weath­ers even the com­mend­a­tion of po­ets.”

			No power of mo­tion seemed to be in this white girl, but cer­tainly you could de­tect no fear. Her cling­ing robe shone like an opal in the lamp­light, her body, only partly veiled, was en­ti­cing, and her vis­age was very lovely. Her wide-open eyes im­plored you, but only as those of a trapped an­im­al be­seech the mercy for which it does not really hope. Thus Meli­cent waited in the clear lamp­light, with no more waver­ing in her face than you may find in the next statue’s face.

			In the man’s heart woke now some com­pre­hen­sion of the nature of her love for Perion, of that high and ali­en mad­ness which dared to make of De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia’s will an un­avoid­able dis­com­fort, and no more. The pro­spect was al­lur­ing. The pro­con­sul began to chuckle as wa­ter pours from a jar, and the gold in his ears twinkled.

			“De­cidedly I shall get much mirth of you. Go back to your own rooms. I had thought the world af­forded no ad­versary and no game worthy of De­met­ri­os. I have found both. There­fore, go back to your own rooms,” he gently said.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				How Time Sped in Hea­thenry

			
			On the next day Meli­cent was re­moved to more mag­ni­fi­cent apart­ments, and she was lodged in a lofty and spa­cious pa­vil­ion, which had three por­ti­coes buil­ded of marble and carved teak­wood and An­dalus­i­an cop­per. Her rooms were spread with gold-worked car­pets and hung with tapestries and bro­caded silks figured with all man­ner of beasts and birds in their prop­er col­ours. Such was the girl’s home now, where only hap­pi­ness was denied to her. Many slaves at­ten­ded Meli­cent, and she lacked for noth­ing in lux­ury and riches and things of price; and there­after she abode at Nacumera, to all ap­pear­ances, as the fa­vour­ite among the pro­con­sul’s wives.

			It must be re­cor­ded of De­met­ri­os that hence­forth he scru­pu­lously de­murred even to touch her. “I have pur­chased your body,” he proudly said, “and I have taken seiz­in. I find I do not care for any­thing which can be pur­chased.”

			It may be that the man was nev­er sane; it is in­dis­put­able that the main­spring of his least ac­tion was an in­or­din­ate pride. Here he had stumbled upon some­thing which made of De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia a tem­por­ary dis­com­fort, and which bed­warfed the ut­most reach of his ill-do­ing in­to equal­ity with the mo­lesta­tions of a house­fly; and per­cep­tion of this fact worked in De­met­ri­os like a pois­on­ous fer­ment. To beg or once again to pil­lage he thought equally un­worthy of him­self. “Let us have pa­tience!” It was not eas­ily said so long as this fair Frank­ish wo­man dared to en­ter­tain a pas­sion which De­met­ri­os could not com­pre­hend, and of which De­met­ri­os was, and knew him­self to be, in­cap­able.

			A con­nois­seur of pas­sions, he re­sen­ted such be­little­ment tem­pes­tu­ously; and he heaped every lux­ury upon Meli­cent, be­cause, as he as­sured him­self, the heart of every wo­man is alike.

			He had his the­or­ies, his cun­ning, and, chief of all, an ap­pre­ci­ation of her beauty, as his abet­tors. She had her memor­ies and her clean heart. They du­elled thus ac­coutred.

			Mean­while his oth­er wives peered from screened al­coves at these two and duly hated Meli­cent. Upon no less than three oc­ca­sions did Cal­lis­tion—the first wife of the pro­con­sul and the moth­er of his eld­er son—at­tempt the life of Meli­cent; and thrice De­met­ri­os spared the wo­man at Meli­cent’s en­treaty. For Meli­cent (since she loved Perion) could un­der­stand that it was love of De­met­ri­os, rather than hate of her, which drove the Da­cian virago to ex­tremit­ies.

			

			Then one day about noon De­met­ri­os came un­her­al­ded in­to Meli­cent’s resplen­dent pris­on. Through an aisle of painted pil­lars he came to her, strid­ing with un­wonted quick­ness, glit­ter­ing as he moved. His robe this day was scar­let, the col­our he chiefly af­fected. Gold glowed upon his fore­head, gold dangled from his ears, and about his throat was a broad col­lar of gold and ru­bies. At his side was a cross-handled sword, in a scab­bard of blue leath­er, curi­ously or­na­men­ted.

			“Give thanks, my wife,” De­met­ri­os said, “that you are beau­ti­ful. For beauty was ever the spur of valour.” Then quickly, joy­ously, he told her of how a fleet equipped by the King of Cyprus had been des­patched against the province of De­met­ri­os, and of how among the in­vaders were Perion of the Forest and his Free Com­pan­ions. “Ey, yes, my port­er has re­turned. I ride in­stantly for the coast to greet him with ap­pro­pri­ate wel­come. I pray heav­en it is no slug­gard or weak­ling that is come out against me.”

			Proudly, Meli­cent replied:

			“There comes against you a cham­pi­on of noted deeds, a cour­teous and hardy gen­tle­man, pree­m­in­ent at sword­play. There was nev­er any man more ready than Perion to break a lance or shat­ter a shield, or more eager to suc­cour the help­less and put to shame all cow­ards and trait­ors.”

			De­met­ri­os dryly said:

			“I do not ques­tion that the vir­tues of my port­er are in­nu­mer­able. There­fore we will not at­tempt to cata­logue them. Now Ahas­uer­us re­ports that even be­fore you came to tempt me with your paltry em­er­alds you once held the life of Perion in your hands?” De­met­ri­os un­fastened his sword. He grasped the hand of Meli­cent, and laid it upon the scab­bard. “And what do you hold now, my wife? You hold the death of Perion. I take the an­ti­thes­is to be neat.”

			She answered noth­ing. Her seem­ing in­dif­fer­ence angered him. De­met­ri­os wrenched the sword from its scab­bard, with a hard vi­ol­ence that made Meli­cent re­coil. He showed the blade all covered with graved sym­bols of which she could make noth­ing.

			“This is Flam­berge,” said the pro­con­sul; “the weapon which was the pride and bane of my fath­er, famed Mira­mon Lluagor, be­cause it was the sword which Galas made, in the old time’s hey­day, for un­con­quer­able Char­le­magne. Clerks de­clare it is a ma­gic weapon and that the man who wields it is al­ways un­con­quer­able. I do not know. I think it is as dif­fi­cult to be­lieve in sor­cery as it is to be en­tirely sure that all we know is not the sor­cery of a drunk­en wiz­ard. I very po­tently be­lieve, how­ever, that with this sword I shall kill Perion.”

			Meli­cent had plenty of pa­tience, but as­ton­ish­ingly little, it seemed, for this sort of speech. “I think that you talk fool­ishly, sei­gnior. And, oth­er mat­ters apart, it is mani­fest that you your­self con­cede Perion to be the bet­ter swords­man, since you re­quire to be abet­ted by sor­cery be­fore you dare to face him.”

			“So, so!” De­met­ri­os said, in a sort of grind­ing whis­per, “you think that I am not the equal of this long-legged fel­low! You would think oth­er­wise if I had him here. You will think oth­er­wise when I have killed him with my na­ked hands. Oh, very soon you will think oth­er­wise.”

			He snarled, rage chok­ing him, flung the sword at her feet and quit­ted her without any leave-tak­ing. He had rid­den three miles from Nacumera be­fore he began to laugh. He per­ceived that Meli­cent at least re­spec­ted sor­cery, and had tricked him out of Flam­berge by play­ing upon his tetchy van­ity. Her adroit­ness pleased him.

			

			De­met­ri­os did not laugh when he found the Chris­ti­an fleet had been in­glori­ously re­pulsed at sea by the Emir of Ar­suf, and had nev­er ef­fected a land­ing. De­met­ri­os picked a quar­rel with the vic­tori­ous ad­mir­al and killed the marplot in a pub­lic duel, but that was in­ad­equate com­fort.

			“How­ever,” the pro­con­sul re­as­sured him­self, “if my wife re­ports at all truth­fully as to this Perion’s nature it is cer­tain that this Perion will come again.” Then De­met­ri­os went in­to the sac­red grove upon the hill­sides south of Quesiton and made an of­fer­ing of myrtle-branches, rose-leaves and in­cense to Aph­rod­ite of Coli­as.

		
	
		
			
				X

				How De­met­ri­os Wooed

			
			Ahas­uer­us came and went at will. Noth­ing was known con­cern­ing this soft-tread­ing furt­ive man ex­cept by the pro­con­sul, who had no con­fid­ants. By his de­cree Ahas­uer­us was an hon­oured guest at Nacumera. And al­ways the Jew’s eyes when Meli­cent was near him were as ex­pres­sion­less as the eyes of a snake, which do not ever change.

			Once she told De­met­ri­os that she feared Ahas­uer­us.

			“But I do not fear him, Meli­cent, though I have lar­ger reas­on. For I alone of all men liv­ing know the truth con­cern­ing this same Jew. There­fore, it amuses me to think that he, who served my wiz­ard fath­er in a very dif­fer­ent fash­ion, is today my factor and ciphers over my ac­counts.”

			De­met­ri­os laughed, and had the Jew summoned.

			This was in the Wo­men’s Garden, where the pro­con­sul sat with Meli­cent in a little domed pa­vil­ion of stone­work which was gil­ded with red gold and crowned with a cu­pola of ala­baster. Its pave­ment was of trans­par­ent glass, un­der which were clear run­ning wa­ters wherein swam red and yel­low fish.

			De­met­ri­os said:

			“It ap­pears that you are a for­mid­able per­son, Ahas­uer­us. My wife here fears you.”

			“Splend­our of the Age,” re­turned Ahas­uer­us, quietly, “it is no­tori­ous that wo­men have long hair and short wits. There is no need to fear a Jew. The Jew, I take it, was cre­ated in or­der that chil­dren might evince their play­ful­ness by ston­ing him, the hon­est show their com­mon­sense by rob­bing him, and the re­li­gious dis­play their piety by burn­ing him. Who for­bids it?”

			“Ey, but my wife is a Chris­ti­an and in con­sequence wor­ships a Jew.” De­met­ri­os re­flec­ted. His dark eyes twinkled. “What is your opin­ion con­cern­ing this oth­er Jew, Ahas­uer­us?”

			“I know that He was the Mes­si­ah, Lord.”

			“And yet you do not wor­ship Him.”

			The Jew said:

			“It was not al­to­geth­er wor­ship He de­sired. He asked that men should love Him. He does not ask love of me.”

			“I find that an ob­scure say­ing,” De­met­ri­os con­sidered.

			“It is a true say­ing, King of Kings. In time it will be made plain. That time is not yet come. I used to pray it would come soon. Now I do not pray any longer. I only wait.”

			De­met­ri­os tugged at his chin, his eyes nar­rowed, med­it­at­ing. He laughed.

			De­met­ri­os said:

			“It is no af­fair of mine. What am I that I am called upon to have pre­ju­dices con­cern­ing the uni­verse? It is highly prob­able there are gods of some sort or an­oth­er, but I do not so far flat­ter my­self as to con­sider that any pos­sible god would be at all in­ter­ested in my opin­ion of him. In any event, I am De­met­ri­os. Let the worst come, and in whatever bale­ful un­der­world I find my­self im­prisoned I shall main­tain my­self there in a man­ner not un­worthy of De­met­ri­os.” The pro­con­sul shrugged at this point. “I do not find you amus­ing, Ahas­uer­us. You may go.”

			“I hear, and I obey,” the Jew replied. He went away pa­tiently.

			Then De­met­ri­os turned to­ward Meli­cent, re­joicing that his chat­tel had golden hair and was comely bey­ond com­par­is­on with all oth­er wo­men he had ever seen.

			Said De­met­ri­os:

			“I love you, Meli­cent, and you do not love me. Do not be of­fen­ded be­cause my speech is harsh, for even though I know my cand­our is dis­taste­ful I must speak the truth. You have been ob­dur­ate too long, deny­ing Kyp­ris what is due to her. I think that your brain is giddy be­cause of too much ex­ult­ing in the mag­ni­fi­cence of your body and in the num­ber of men who have de­sired it to their own hurt. I con­cede your beauty, yet what will it mat­ter a hun­dred years from now?

			“I ad­mit that my re­frain is old. But it will presently take on a more poignant mean­ing, be­cause a hun­dred years from now you—even you, dear Meli­cent!—and all the love­li­ness which now causes me to es­tim­ate life as a light mat­ter in com­par­is­on with your love, will be only a bone or two. Your lus­trous eyes, which are now more beau­ti­ful than it is pos­sible to ex­press, will be un­sa­voury holes and a worm will crawl through them; and what will it mat­ter a hun­dred years from now?

			“A hun­dred years from now should any­one break open our gil­ded tomb, he will find Meli­cent to be no more ad­mir­able than De­met­ri­os. One skull is like an­oth­er, and is as lightly split with a mat­tock. You will be as ugly as I, and nobody will be think­ing of your eyes and hair. Hail, rain and dew will drench us both im­par­tially when I lie at your side, as I in­tend to do, for a hun­dred years and yet an­oth­er hun­dred years. You need not frown, for what will it mat­ter a hun­dred years from now?

			“Meli­cent, I of­fer love and a life that de­rides the folly of all oth­er man­ners of liv­ing; and even if you deny me, what will it mat­ter a hun­dred years from now?”

			His face was con­tor­ted, his speech had fer­vent bit­ter­ness, for even while he wooed this wo­man the man in­tern­ally was ra­ging over his own in­fatu­ation.

			And Meli­cent answered:

			“There can be no ques­tion of love between us, sei­gnior. You pur­chased my body. My body is at your dis­pos­al un­der God’s will.”

			De­met­ri­os sneered, his ar­dours cooled. He said, “I have already told you, my girl, I do not care for that which can be pur­chased.”

			

			In such fash­ion Meli­cent abode among these odi­ous per­sons as a lily which is rooted in mire. She was a pris­on­er al­ways, and when De­met­ri­os came to Nacumera—which fell about ir­reg­u­larly, for now arose much fight­ing between the Chris­ti­ans and the pa­gans—a gem which he un­cased, ad­mired, curtly ex­ul­ted in, and then, jeer­ing at those hot wishes in his heart, locked up un­touched when he went back to war­fare.

			To her the man was uni­formly kind, if with a sort of sneer she could not un­der­stand; and he pil­laged an in­fin­ity of Gen­oese and Vene­tian ships—which were no­tori­ously the richest laden—of jew­els, veils, silks, furs, em­broid­er­ies and figured stuffs, where­with to en­hance the come­li­ness of Meli­cent. It seemed an all-en­gulf­ing mad­ness with this des­pot daily to ag­grav­ate his fierce de­sire of her, to nur­ture his ob­ses­sion, so that he might glory in the con­scious­ness of tread­ing down no puny ad­versary.

			Pride spurred him on as witches ride their dupes to a fore­known de­struc­tion. “Let us have pa­tience,” he would say.

			Mean­while his oth­er wives peered from screened al­coves at these two and duly hated Meli­cent. “Let us have pa­tience!” they said, also, but with a mean­ing that was more sin­is­ter.
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						III
					

					De­met­ri­os

				
				
					
						Of how Dame Meli­cent’s fond lov­ers go
						

						As com­rades, work­ing each his fel­low’s woe:
						

						Each hath un­horsed the oth­er of the twain,
						

						And knoweth that nowhither ’twixt Ukraine
						

						And Or­mus roameth any li­on’s son
						

						More eager in the hunt than Perion,
						

						Nor any vi­per’s sire more venom­ous
						

						Through jeal­ous hurt than is De­met­ri­os.
					

				

			
		
	
		
			
				XI

				How Time Sped with Perion

			
			It is a tale which they nar­rate in Poict­esme, telling of what be­fell Perion de la Forêt after he had been ransomed out of hea­thenry. They tell how he took ser­vice with the King of Cyprus. And the tale tells how the King of Cyprus was de­feated at sea by the Emir of Ar­suf; and how Perion came un­hurt from that battle, and by land re­lieved the gar­ris­on at Japhe, and was en­nobled there­for; and was af­ter­ward called the Comte de la Forêt.

			Then the King of Cyprus made peace with hea­then­dom, and Perion left him. Now Perion’s skill in war­fare was leased to what­so­ever lord would dare con­tend against De­met­ri­os and the pro­con­sul’s ma­gic sword Flam­berge: and Perion of the Forest did not in­or­din­ately con­cern him­self as to the mer­its of any quar­rel be­cause of which bat­talions died, so long as he fought to­ward Meli­cent. De­met­ri­os was pleased, and thrilled with the hero­ic joy of an ath­lete who finds that he un­wit­tingly has grappled with his equal.

			So the duel between these two dragged on with vary­ing for­tunes, and the years passed, and neither du­el­list had conquered as yet. Then King Theodoret, third of that name to rule, and once (as you have heard) a woo­er of Dame Meli­cent, de­clared a cru­sade; and Perion went to him at Lacre Kai. It was in mak­ing this jour­ney, they say, that Perion passed through Pseudo­pol­is, and had speech there with Queen Helen, the de­light of gods and men: and Perion con­ceded this Queen was well-enough to look at.

			“She re­minds me, in­deed, of that Dame Meli­cent whom I serve in this world, and trust to serve in Para­dise,” said Perion. “But Dame Meli­cent has a mole on her left cheek.”

			“That is a pity,” said an at­tend­ant lord. “A mole dis­fig­ures a pretty wo­man.”

			“I was speak­ing, messire, of Dame Meli­cent.”

			“Even so,” the lord replied, “a mole is a blem­ish.”

			“I can­not per­mit these ob­ser­va­tions,” said Perion. So they fought, and Perion killed his op­pon­ent, and left Pseudo­pol­is that af­ter­noon.

			Such was Perion’s way.

			He came un­hurt to King Theodoret, who at once re­cog­nised in the fam­ous Comte de la Forêt the former Vicomte de Puysange, but gave no sign of such re­cog­ni­tion.

			“Heav­en chooses its own in­stru­ments,” the pi­ous King re­flec­ted: “and this swag­ger­ing Comte de la Forêt, who af­fects so many names has also the name of be­ing a war­ri­or without any peer in Christen­dom. Let us first con­quer this in­fam­ous pro­con­sul, this ad­versary of our Re­deem­er, and then we shall see. It may be that heav­en will then per­mit me to de­tect this Comte de la Forêt in some par­tic­u­larly ab­om­in­able heresy. For this long-legged ruf­fi­an looks like a schis­mat­ic, and would sin­gu­larly grace a rack.”

			So King Theodoret kissed Perion upon both cheeks, and cre­ated him gen­er­alis­simo of King Theodoret’s forces. It was upon St. George’s day that Perion set sail with thirty-four ships of great di­men­sions and ad­mir­able swift­ness.

			“Do you bring me back De­met­ri­os in chains,” said the King, fond­ling Perion at part­ing, “and all that I have is yours.”

			“I mean to bring back my stolen wife, Dame Meli­cent,” was Perion’s reply: “and if I can man­age it I shall also bring you this De­met­ri­os, in re­turn for lend­ing me these ships and sol­diers.”

			“Do you think,” the King asked, peev­ishly, “that mon­archs nowadays fit out arma­ments to re­plev­in a wo­man who is no longer young, and who was al­ways stu­pid?”

			“I can­not per­mit these ob­ser­va­tions—” said Perion.

			Theodoret hast­ily ex­plained that his was merely a gen­er­al ob­ser­va­tion, without any per­son­al bear­ing.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				How De­met­ri­os Was Taken

			
			Thus it was that war awoke and raged about the province of De­met­ri­os as tire­lessly as waves lapped at its shores.

			Then, after many ups and downs of carnage,1 Perion sur­prised the gal­ley of De­met­ri­os while the pro­con­sul slept at an­chor in his own har­bour of Quesiton. De­met­ri­os fought na­kedly against ac­coutred sol­diers and had killed two of them with his hands be­fore he could be quieted by an ad­mir­ing Perion.

			De­met­ri­os by Perion’s or­der was fur­nished with a sword of or­din­ary at­trib­utes, and Perion rid­ded him­self of all de­fens­ive ar­mour. The two met like an en­counter of tem­pests, and in the out­come De­met­ri­os was wounded so that he lay in­sens­ible.

			De­met­ri­os was taken as a pris­on­er to­ward the do­mains of King Theodoret.

			“Only you are my private cap­ture,” said Perion; “conquered by my own hand and in fair fight. Now I am un­will­ing to in­sult the most vali­ant war­ri­or whom I have known by valu­ing him too cheaply, and I ac­cord­ingly fix your ransom as the per­son of Dame Meli­cent.”

			De­met­ri­os bit his nails.

			“Needs must,” he said at last. “It is un­ne­ces­sary to in­form you that when my prop­erty is taken from me I shall en­deav­our to re­gain it. I shall, be­fore the year is out, lay waste whatever king­dom it is that har­bours you. Mean­while I warn you it is ne­ces­sary to be speedy in this ransom­ing. My oth­er wives ab­hor the Frank­ish wo­man who has sup­planted them in my es­teem. My son Or­estes, who suc­ceeds me, will be guided by his moth­er. Cal­lis­tion has thrice en­deav­oured to kill Meli­cent. If any harm be­falls me, Cal­lis­tion to all in­tent will reign in Nacumera, and she will not be sat­is­fied with mere as­sas­sin­a­tion. I can­not guess what tor­ment Cal­lis­tion will de­vise, but it will be no child’s play—”

			“Hah, in­famy!” cried Perion. He had learned long ago how cun­ning the hea­then were in such cruel­ties, and so he shuddered.

			De­met­ri­os was si­lent. He, too, was frightened, be­cause this des­pot knew—and none knew bet­ter—that in his lordly house far over­sea Cal­lis­tion would find equip­ment for a hun­dred curi­ous tor­tures.

			“It has been dif­fi­cult for me to tell you this,” De­met­ri­os then said, “be­cause it sa­vours of an ap­peal to spare me. I think you will have gleaned, how­ever, from our former en­coun­ters, that I am not un­reas­on­ably afraid of death. Also I think that you love Meli­cent. For the rest, there is no per­son in Nacumera so un­tutored as to cross my least de­sire un­til my death is triply proven. Ac­cord­ingly, I who am De­met­ri­os am will­ing to en­treat an oath that you will not per­mit Theodoret to kill me.”

			“I swear by God and all the laws of Rome—” cried Perion.

			“Ey, but I am not very pop­u­lar in Rome,” De­met­ri­os in­ter­rup­ted. “I would prefer that you swore by your love for Meli­cent. I would prefer an oath which both of us may un­der­stand, and I know of none oth­er.”

			So Perion swore as De­met­ri­os re­ques­ted, and set about the con­vey­ance of De­met­ri­os in­to King Theodoret’s realm.

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				How They Praised Meli­cent

			
			The con­quer­or and the conquered sat to­geth­er upon the prow of Perion’s ship. It was a warm, clear night, so bril­liant that the stars were in­vis­ible. Perion sighed. De­met­ri­os in­quired the reas­on. Perion said:

			“It is the memory of a fair and noble lady, Messire De­met­ri­os, that causes me to heave a sigh from my in­most heart. I can­not for­get that love­li­ness which had no par­al­lel. Pardieu, her eyes were amethysts, her lips were red as the ber­ries of a holly tree. Her hair blazed in the light, bright as the sun­flower glows; her skin was whiter than milk; the down of a fledgling bird was not more grate­ful to the touch than were her hands. There was nev­er any per­son more de­light­ful to gaze upon, and who­so­ever be­held her forth­with de­sired to render love and ser­vice to Dame Meli­cent.”

			De­met­ri­os gave his cus­tom­ary lazy shrug. De­met­ri­os said:

			“She is still a brightly-col­oured creature, moves grace­fully, has a sweet, drowsy voice, and is as soft to the touch as rab­bit’s fur. There­fore, it is im­per­at­ive that one of us must cut the oth­er’s throat. The de­duc­tion is per­fectly lo­gic­al. Yet I do not know that my love for her is any great­er than my hatred. I rage against her pa­tient tol­er­ance of me, and I am of­ten temp­ted to dis­fig­ure, mu­til­ate, even to des­troy this col­our­ful, stu­pid wo­man, who makes me woe­fully ri­dicu­lous in my own eyes. I shall be hap­pi­er when death has taken the wo­man who ven­tures to deal in this fash­ion with De­met­ri­os.”

			Said Perion:

			“When I first saw Dame Meli­cent the sea was lan­guid, as if out­worn by vain en­deav­ours to rival the purple of her eyes. Seabirds were adrift in the air, very close to her and their move­ments were less grace­ful than hers. She was at­tired in a robe of white silk, and about her wrists were heavy bands of sil­ver. A tiny wind played tru­ant in or­der to caress her un­plaited hair, be­cause the wind was more hardy than I, and dared to love her. I did not think of love, I thought only of the noble deeds I might have done and had not done. I thought of my un­wor­thi­ness, and it seemed to me that my soul writhed like an eel in sun­light, a na­ked, despic­able thing, that was un­worthy to render any love and ser­vice to Dame Meli­cent.”

			De­met­ri­os said:

			“When I first saw the girl she knew her­self en­trapped, her body mine, her life de­pend­ent on my whim. She waved aside such petty in­con­veni­ences, bade them await an hour when she had leis­ure to con­sider them, be­cause noth­ing else was of any im­port­ance so long as my port­er went in chains. I was an obstacle to her plans and noth­ing more; a pebble in her shoe would have per­turbed her about as much as I did. Here at last, I thought, is genu­ine com­mon­sense—a clear­headed de­cision as to your ac­tu­al de­sire, apart from man-taught eth­ics, and fear­less pur­chase of your de­sire at any cost. There is some­thing not un­akin to me, I re­flec­ted, in the girl who ven­tures to deal in this fash­ion with De­met­ri­os.”

			Said Perion:

			“Since she per­mits me to serve her, I may not serve un­wor­thily. To­mor­row I shall set new armies afield. To­mor­row it will de­light me to see their tents rise in your mead­ows, Messire De­met­ri­os, and to see our fol­low­ers meet in clash­ing com­bat, by hun­dreds and thou­sands, so migh­tily that men will sing of it when we are gone. To­mor­row one of us must kill the oth­er. To­night we drink our wine in amity. I have not time to hate you, I have not time to like or dis­like any liv­ing per­son, I must de­vote all fac­ulties that heav­en gave me to the love and ser­vice of Dame Meli­cent.”

			De­met­ri­os said:

			“To­night we babble to the stars and dream vain dreams as oth­er fools have done be­fore us. To­mor­row rests—per­haps—with heav­en; but, de­pend upon it, Messire de la Forêt, whatever we may do to­mor­row will be fool­ishly per­formed, be­cause we are both be­sot­ted by bright eyes and lips and hair. I trust to find our antics laugh­able. Yet there is that in me which is mur­der­ous when I re­flect that you and she do not dis­like me. It is the dis­taste­ful truth that neither of you con­siders me to be worth the trouble. I find such con­duct ir­rit­at­ing, be­cause no oth­er per­sons have ever ven­tured to deal in this fash­ion with De­met­ri­os.”

			“De­met­ri­os, already your antics are laugh­able, for you pass blindly by the rev­el­a­tion of heav­en’s splend­our in heav­en’s mas­ter­work; you ig­nore the mir­acle; and so do you find only the stings of the flesh where I find joy in ren­der­ing love and ser­vice to Dame Meli­cent.”

			“Perion, it is you that play the fool, in not re­cog­nising that heav­en is in­ac­cess­ible and doubt­ful. But clear­er eyes per­ceive the not at all doubt­ful dull­ness of wit, and the grat­i­fy­ing ac­cess­ib­il­ity of every wo­man when prop­erly handled—yes, even of her who dares to deal in this fash­ion with De­met­ri­os.”

			Thus they would sit to­geth­er, nightly, upon the prow of Perion’s ship and speak against each oth­er in the man­ner of a Ten­son, as these two rhaps­od­ised of Meli­cent un­til the stars grew lustre­less be­fore the sun.

		
	
		
			
				XIV

				How Perion Braved Theodoret

			
			The city of Megar­is (then Theodoret’s cap­it­al) was ablaze with bon­fires on the night that the Comte de la Forêt entered it at the head of his forces. De­met­ri­os, meanly clothed, his hands tied be­hind him, trudged sul­lenly be­side his con­quer­or’s horse. Yet of the two the gloom­i­er face showed be­low the count’s cor­on­et, for Perion did not rel­ish the im­pendent in­ter­view with King Theodoret. They came thus amid much shout­ing to the Hôtel d’Ebelin, their as­signed quar­ters, and slept there.

			Next morn­ing, about the hour of prime, two men-at-arms ac­com­pan­ied a fettered De­met­ri­os in­to the pres­ence of King Theodoret. Perion of the Forest pre­ceded them. He par­don­ably swaggered, in spite of his un­der­ly­ing un­eas­i­ness, for this last feat, as he could not ig­nore, was a per­form­ance which Christen­dom united to ap­plaud.

			They came thus in­to a spa­cious cham­ber, very in­ad­equately lighted. The walls were un­hewn stone. There was but one win­dow, of un­col­oured glass; and it was guarded by iron bars. The floor was bare of rushes. On one side was a bed with tattered hangings of green, which were ad­orned with rampant lions worked in sil­ver thread much tar­nished; to the right hand stood a prie-dieu. Between these isol­ated art­icles of fur­niture, and be­hind an un­painted table sat, in a high-backed chair, a wizen and shab­bily-clad old man. This was Theodoret, most pi­ous and pen­uri­ous of mon­archs. In at­tend­ance upon him were Fra Bat­tista, pri­or of the Grey Monks, and Meli­cent’s near kins­man, once the Bish­op, now the Car­din­al, de Mon­tors, who, as was widely known, was the ac­tu­al mon­arch of this realm. The lat­ter was smartly habited as a cava­lier and showed in noth­ing like a church­man.

			The in­firm King arose and came to meet the cham­pi­on who had per­formed what many gen­er­als of Christen­dom had vainly striv­en to achieve. He em­braced the con­quer­or of De­met­ri­os as one does an equal.

			Said Theodoret:

			“Hail, my fair friend! you who have lopped the right arm of hea­thenry! Today, I know, the saints hold fest­iv­al in heav­en. I can­not re­com­pense you, since God alone is om­ni­po­tent. Yet ask now what you will, short of my crown, and it is yours.” The old man kissed the chief of all his treas­ures, a bit of the True Cross, which hung upon his breast sup­por­ted by a chain of gold.

			“The King has spoken,” Perion re­turned. “I ask the life of De­met­ri­os.”

			Theodoret re­coiled, like a small flame which is fluttered by its kind­ler’s breath. He cackled thinly, say­ing:

			“A jest or so is priv­ileged in this high hour. Yet we ought not to make a jest of mat­ters which con­cern the Church. Am I not right, Ayrart? Oh, no, this mer­ci­less De­met­ri­os is as­suredly that very An­ti­christ whose com­ing was fore­told. I must re­lin­quish him to Moth­er Church, in or­der that he may be equit­ably tried, and be bap­tised—since even he may have a soul—and af­ter­ward be burned in the mar­ket­place.”

			“The King has spoken,” Perion replied. “I too have spoken.”

			There was a pause of hor­ror upon the part of King Theodoret. He was at first in a mere whirl. Theodoret said:

			“You ask, in earn­est, for the life of this De­met­ri­os, this arch-foe of our Re­deem­er, this spawn of Satan, who has sacked more of my towns than I have fin­gers on this wasted hand! Now, now that God has sin­gu­larly fa­voured me—!” Theodoret snarled and gibbered like a fren­zied ape, and had no longer the abil­ity to ar­tic­u­late.

			“Beau sire, I fought the man be­cause he in­fam­ously held Dame Meli­cent, whom I serve in this world without any re­ser­va­tion, and trust to serve in Para­dise. His per­son, and this alone, will ransom Meli­cent.”

			“You plan to loose this fiend!” the old King cried. “To stir up all this butchery again!”

			“Sire, pray re­call how long I have loved Meli­cent. Re­flect that if you slay De­met­ri­os, Dame Meli­cent will be left des­ti­tute in hea­thenry. Re­mem­ber that she will be murdered through the hatred of this man’s oth­er wives whom her in­es­tim­able beauty has sup­planted.” Thus Perion en­treated.

			All this while the car­din­al and the pro­con­sul had been ap­prais­ing each oth­er. It was as though they two had been the only per­sons in the dimly-lit apart­ment. They had not met be­fore. “Here is my match,” thought each of these two; “here, if the world af­fords it, is my peer in cun­ning and bravery.”

			And each lus­ted for a con­test, and with some­thing of mu­tu­al com­pre­hen­sion.

			In con­sequence they stin­ted pity for Theodoret, who un­feign­edly be­lieved that wheth­er he kept or broke his re­cent oath dam­na­tion was in­ev­it­able. “You have been ill-ad­vised—” he stammered. “I do not dare re­lease De­met­ri­os—My soul would an­swer that enorm­ity—But it was sworn upon the Cross—Oh, ru­in either way! Come now, my gal­lant cap­tain,” the King barked. “I have gold, lands, and jew­els—”

			“Beau sire, I have loved this my dearest lady since the time when both of us were little more than chil­dren, and each day of the year my love for her has been doubled. What would it avail me to live in how­ever lofty es­tate when I can­not daily see the treas­ure of my life?”

			Now the Car­din­al de Mon­tors in­ter­rup­ted, and his voice was to the ear as silk is to the fin­gers.

			“Beau sire,” said Ayrart de Mon­tors, “I speak in all ap­pro­pri­ate re­spect. But you have sworn an oath which no man liv­ing may pre­sume to vi­ol­ate.”

			“Oh, true, Ayrart!” the fluttered King as­sen­ted. “This bluster­er holds me as in a vise.” He turned to Perion again, fierce, tense and fra­gile, like an angered cat. “Choose now! I will make you the wealth­i­est per­son in my realm—My son, I warn you that since Adam’s time wo­men have been the dev­il’s pe­cu­li­ar bait. See now, I am not angry. Heh, I re­mem­ber, too, how beau­ti­ful she was. I was once temp­ted much as you are temp­ted. So I par­don you. I will give you my daugh­ter Er­mengarde in mar­riage, I will make you my heir, I will give you half my king­dom—” His voice rose, quaver­ing; and it died now, for he fore­read the dam­na­tion of Theodoret’s soul while he fawned be­fore this im­pass­ive Perion.

			“Since Love has taken up his abode with­in my heart,” said Perion, “there has not ever been a va­cancy therein for any oth­er thought. How may I help it if Love re­com­penses my hos­pit­al­ity by af­flict­ing me with a de­sire which can neither sub­due the world nor be sub­dued by it?”

			Theodoret con­tin­ued like the rustle of dead leaves:

			“—Else I must keep my oath. In that event you may de­part with this un­be­liev­er. I will ac­cord you twenty-four hours wherein to ac­com­plish this. But, oh, if I lay hands upon either of you with­in the twenty-fifth hour I will not kill my pris­on­er at once. For first I must de­vise un­heard-of tor­ments—”

			The King’s face was not agree­able to look upon.

			Yet Perion en­countered it with an un­troubled gaze un­til Bat­tista spoke, say­ing:

			“I prom­ise worse. The Book will be cast down, the bells be tolled, and all the candles snuffed—ah, very soon!” Bat­tista licked his lips, gingerly, just as a cat does.

			Then Perion was moved, since ex­com­mu­nic­a­tion is more ter­rible than death to any of the Church’s loy­al chil­dren, and he was now more frightened than the King. And so Perion thought of Meli­cent a while be­fore he spoke.

			Said Perion:

			“I choose. I choose hell fire in place of riches and hon­our, and I de­mand the free­dom of De­met­ri­os.”

			“Go!” the King said. “Go hence, blas­phemer. Hah, you will weep for this in hell. I pray that I may hear you then, and laugh as I do now—”

			He went away, and was fol­lowed by Bat­tista, who whispered of a make­shift. The car­din­al re­mained and saw to it that the chains were taken from De­met­ri­os.

			“In con­sequence of Messire de la Forêt’s—as I must term it—most un­chris­ti­an de­cision,” said the car­din­al, “it is not im­possible, Messire the Pro­con­sul, that I may head the next as­sault upon your ter­rit­ory—”

			De­met­ri­os laughed. He said:

			“I dare to prom­ise your Em­in­ence that re­cep­tion you would most en­joy.”

			“I had hoped for as much,” the car­din­al re­turned; and he too laughed. To do him justice, he did not know of Bat­tista’s make­shift.

			

			The car­din­al re­mained when they had gone. Seated in a king’s chair, Ayrart de Mon­tors med­it­ated rather wist­fully upon that old time when he, also, had loved Meli­cent whole­heartedly. It seemed a great while ago, made him aware of his ma­tur­ity.

			He had put love out of his life, in com­mon with all oth­er weak­nesses which might con­ceiv­ably hinder the ad­vance­ment of Ayrart de Mon­tors. In con­sequence, he had climbed far. He was not dis­sat­is­fied. It was a man’s busi­ness to make his way in the world, and he had done this.

			“My cous­in is a brave girl, though,” he said aloud, “I must cer­tainly do what I can to ef­fect her res­cue as soon as it is con­veni­ent to send an­oth­er ex­ped­i­tion against De­met­ri­os.”

			Then the car­din­al set about con­coc­tion of a mov­ing son­net in praise of Monna Vit­tor­ia de’ Pazzi. Des­per­a­tion loaned him ex­traordin­ary elo­quence (as he com­pla­cently re­flec­ted) in ad­dress­ing this ob­dur­ate wo­man, who had held out against his love­mak­ing for six weeks now.

		
	
		
			
				XV

				How Perion Fought

			
			De­met­ri­os and Perion, by the quick turn of for­tune pre­vi­ously re­cor­ded, were al­lied against all Christen­dom. They got arms at the Hôtel d’Ebelin, and they rode out of the city of Megar­is, where the bon­fires lighted overnight in Perion’s hon­our were still smoul­der­ing, amid loud ex­ec­ra­tions. Fra Bat­tista had not delayed to spread the news of King Theodoret’s di­lemma. The burgh­ers yelled men­aces; but, know­ing that an en­deav­our to con­strain the pas­sage of these cham­pi­ons would prove un­whole­some for at least a dozen of the ar­restors, they can­nily con­fined their malice to a vo­cal demon­stra­tion.

			De­met­ri­os rode un­helmeted, in­tend­ing that these snarling little people of Megar­is should plainly see the man whom they most feared and hated.

			It was Perion who spoke first. They had passed the city walls, and had moun­ted the hill which leads to­ward the Forest of San­naz­aro. Their road lay through a rocky pass above which the leaves of spring were like sparse tracer­ies on a blue cu­pola, for April had not come as yet.

			“I meant,” said Perion, “to hold you as the ransom of Dame Meli­cent. I fear that is im­possible. I, who am a land­less man, have neither ser­vit­ors nor any castle wherein to re­tain you as a pris­on­er. I earn­estly de­sire to kill you, forth­with, in single com­bat; but when your son Or­estes knows that you are dead he will, so you re­port, kill Meli­cent. And yet it may be you are ly­ing.”

			Perion was of a tall im­per­i­ous per­son, and ac­cus­tomed to com­mand. He had black hair, grey eyes which chal­lenged you, and a thin pleas­ant face which was not pleas­ant now.

			“You know that I am not a cow­ard—.” De­met­ri­os began.

			“In­deed,” said Perion, “I be­lieve you to be the har­di­est war­ri­or in the world.”

			“There­fore I may without dis­hon­our re­peat to you that my death in­volves the death of Meli­cent. Or­estes hates her for his moth­er’s sake. I think, now we have fought so of­ten, that each of us knows I do not fear death. I grant I had Flam­berge to wield, a ma­gic weapon—” De­met­ri­os shook him­self, like a dog com­ing from the wa­ter, for to con­sider an ex­traneous in­vin­cib­il­ity was naus­eous. “How­ever! I who am De­met­ri­os protest I will not fight with you, that I will ac­cept any in­sult rather than risk my life in any quar­rel ex­tant, be­cause I know the mo­ment that Or­estes has made cer­tain I am no longer to be feared he will take ven­geance on Dame Meli­cent.”

			“Prove this!” said Perion, and with de­lib­er­a­tion he struck De­met­ri­os. Full in the face he struck the swart pro­con­sul, and in the en­su­ing si­lence you could hear a feeble breeze that strayed about the tree­tops, but you could hear noth­ing else. And Perion, strong man, the will­ing scourge of hea­then­dom, had half a mind to weep.

			De­met­ri­os had not moved a fin­ger. It was ap­palling. The pro­con­sul’s coun­ten­ance had through­out the hue of wood-ashes, but his fixed eyes were like blown em­bers.

			“I be­lieve that it is proved,” said De­met­ri­os, “since both of us are still alive.” He whispered this.

			“In fact the thing is settled,” Perion agreed. “I know that noth­ing save your love for Meli­cent could pos­sibly in­duce you to de­cline a proffered battle. When De­met­ri­os en­acts the pol­troon I am the most hasty of all men liv­ing to as­sert that the ex­cel­lency of his reas­on is in­dis­put­able. Let us get on! I have only 500 se­quins, but this will be enough to buy your pas­sage back to Quesiton. And inas­much as we are near the coast—”

			“I think some oth­ers mean to have a spoon in that broth,” De­met­ri­os re­turned. “For look, messire!” Perion saw that far be­neath them a com­pany of re­tain­ers in white and purple were spur­ring up the hill. “It is Duke Sig­urd’s liv­ery,” said Perion.

			De­met­ri­os forth­with in­ter­preted and was amused by their com­mon ru­in. He said, grin­ning:

			“Pi­ous Theodoret has sworn a truce of twenty-four hours, and in con­sequence might not send any of his own lack­eys after us. But there was noth­ing to pre­vent the drop­ping of a hint in­to the ear of his broth­er in-law, be­cause you ser­vit­ors of Christ ex­cel in these dis­tinc­tions.”

			“This is hardly an op­por­tun­ity for theo­lo­gic­al de­bate,” Perion con­sidered. “And for the rest, time presses. It is your in­stant busi­ness to es­cape.” He gave his tiny bag of gold to his chief en­emy. “Make for Nar­enta. It is a free city and un­friendly to Theodoret. If I sur­vive I will come presently and fight with you for Meli­cent.”

			“I shall do noth­ing of the sort,” De­met­ri­os equably re­turned. “Am I the per­son to per­mit the man whom I most hate—you who have struck me and yet live!—to fight alone against some twenty ad­versar­ies! Oh, no, I shall re­main, since after all, there are only twenty.”

			“I was mis­taken in you,” Perion replied, “for I had thought you loved Dame Meli­cent as I do. I find too late that you would es­tim­ate your private hon­our as set against her wel­fare.”

			The two men looked upon each oth­er. Long and long they looked, and the heart of each was elated. “I com­pre­hend,” De­met­ri­os said. He clapped spurs to his horse and fled as a cow­ard would have fled. This was one oc­ca­sion in his life when he over­came his pride, and should in con­sequence be noted.

			The heart of Perion was glad.

			“Oh, but at times,” said Perion, “I wish that I might hon­our­ably love this in­fam­ous and lust­ful pa­gan.”

			Af­ter­ward Perion wheeled and met Duke Sig­urd’s men. Then like a reap­er cut­ting a field of wheat Sire Perion showed the sun his sword and went about his work, not without har­vest­ing.

			In that nar­row way noth­ing could be heard but the strik­ing of blows on ar­mour and the clash of swords which bit at one an­oth­er. The Comte de la Forêt, for once, al­lowed him­self the priv­ilege of fight­ing in an­ger. He went without a word to­ward this hope­less en­counter, as a drunk­ard to his bottle. First Perion killed Rug­giero of the Lam­berti and after that Perion raged as a wolf har­ry­ing sheep. Six oth­er stal­wart men he cut down, like a dumb ma­ni­ac among tapestries. His horse was slain and lay block­ing the road, mak­ing a bar­ri­er be­hind which Perion fought. Then Perion en­countered Gi­ac­omo di Forio, and while the two con­ten­ded Gulio the Red very war­ily cast his sword like a spear so that it pen­et­rated Perion’s left shoulder and drew much blood. This hampered the lone cham­pi­on. Mar­zio threw a stone which struck on Perion’s crest and broke the fasten­ings of Perion’s hel­met. In­stantly Gi­ac­omo gave him three wounds, and Perion stumbled, the sun­light glossing his hair. He fell and they took him. They robbed the corpses of their sur­coats, which they tore in strips. They made ropes of this blood­ied finery, and with these ropes they bound Perion of the Forest, whom twenty men had conquered at last.

			He laughed feebly, like a per­son bedrugged; but in the midst of this su­per­flu­ous de­fi­ance Perion swooned be­cause of many in­jur­ies. He knew that with fair luck De­met­ri­os had a suf­fi­cient start. The heart of Perion ex­ul­ted, think­ing that Meli­cent was saved.

			It was the hap­pi­er for him he was not ever destined to com­pre­hend the stand­ards of De­met­ri­os.

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				How De­met­ri­os Med­it­ated

			
			De­met­ri­os came without any hindrance in­to Nar­enta, a free city. He be­lieved his Em­per­or must have sent gal­leys to­ward Christen­dom to get tid­ings of his gen­er­alis­simo, but in this city of mer­chants De­met­ri­os heard no re­port of them. Yet in the har­bour he found a trad­ing-ship pre­pared for traffic in the coun­try of the pa­gans; the sail was na­ked to the wind, the an­chor chain was already shortened at the bow. De­met­ri­os bar­gained with the cap­tain of this ves­sel, and in the out­come paid him 400 se­quins. In ex­change the man agreed to touch at the Needle of An­sig­nano that af­ter­noon and take De­met­ri­os aboard. Since the pro­con­sul had no pass­port, he could not with safety en­deav­our to elude those of­ficers of the Tribunal who must en­dorse the ship’s pas­sage at Piaja.

			Thus about sun­set De­met­ri­os waited the ship’s com­ing, alone upon the Needle. This promon­tory is like a Ti­tan’s fin­ger of black rock thrust out in­to the wa­ter. The day was per­ish­ing, and the quer­ulous sea be­fore De­met­ri­os was an un­rest­ing wel­ter of gold and blood.

			He thought of how he had won safely through a horde of dangers, and the gross man chuckled. He con­sidered that un­ques­tioned ruler­ship of every per­son near De­met­ri­os which awaited him over­sea, and chiefly he thought of Meli­cent whom he loved even bet­ter than he did the power to sneer at everything the world con­tained. And the pro­con­sul chuckled.

			He said, aloud:

			“I owe very much to Messire de la Forêt. I owe far more than I can es­tim­ate. For, by this, those lack­eys will have slain Messire de la Forêt or else they will have taken Messire de la Forêt to King Theodoret, who will pi­ously make an end of this hand­some idi­ot. Either way, I shall en­joy tran­quil­lity and shall pos­sess my Meli­cent un­til I die. De­cidedly, I owe a deal to this self-sat­is­fied tall fool.”

			Thus he con­ten­ded with his ir­rit­a­tion. It may be that the man was nev­er sane; it is cer­tain that the main­spring of his least ac­tion was an in­or­din­ate pride. Now hatred quickened, spread­ing from a flick­er of dis­taste; and his fac­ulties were stu­pefied, as though he faced a gird­ling con­flag­ra­tion. It was not pos­sible to hate ad­equately this Perion who had struck De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia and per­haps was not yet dead; nor could De­met­ri­os think of any suf­fi­cing re­quit­al for this Perion who dared to be so tall and hand­some and young-look­ing when De­met­ri­os was none of these things, for this Perion whom Meli­cent had loved and loved today. And De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia had fought with a charmed sword against a per­son such as this, safe as an angler matched against a min­now; De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia, now at the last, ac­cep­ted alms from what had been un­til today a per­tina­cious gnat. De­met­ri­os was phys­ic­ally shaken by dis­gust at the situ­ation, and in the sun­set’s glare his swarthy coun­ten­ance showed like that of Beli­al among the damned.

			“The life of Meli­cent hangs on my safe re­turn to Nacumera. … Ey, what is that to me!” the pro­con­sul cried aloud. “The thought of Meli­cent is sweeter than the thought of any god. It is not sweet enough to bribe me in­to liv­ing as this Perion’s debt­or.”

			So when the ship touched at the Needle, a half-hour later, that spur of rock was va­cant. De­met­ri­os had un­tethered his horse, had thrown away his sword and oth­er ar­mour, and had torn his gar­ments; af­ter­ward he rolled in the first puddle he dis­covered. Thus he set out afoot, in grimy rags—for no one marks a beg­gar upon the high­way—and thus he came again in­to the realm of King Theodoret, where cer­tainly nobody looked for De­met­ri­os to come un­armed.

			With the ad­vant­age of a quiet ad­vent, as was quickly proven, he found no check for a no­tori­ous leave-tak­ing.

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				How a Min­strel Came

			
			De­met­ri­os came to Megar­is where Perion lay fettered in the Castle of San’ Aless­andro, then a new build­ing. Perion’s tri­al, con­dem­na­tion, and so on, had con­sumed the bet­ter part of an hour, on ac­count of the drunk­en­ness of one of the In­quis­it­ors, who had vex­a­tiously im­peded these form­al­it­ies by singing love-songs; but in the end it had been salut­ar­ily ar­ranged that the Comte de la Forêt be torn apart by four horses upon the St. Richard’s day en­su­ing.

			De­met­ri­os, hav­ing gleaned this know­ledge in a pot­house, pur­chased a stout file, a scar­let cap and a lute. Am­brogio Brac­ci­olini, head-gaol­er at the fort­ress—so the gos­sips told De­met­ri­os—had been a jongleur in youth, and min­strels were al­ways wel­come guests at San’ Aless­andro.

			The gaol­er was a very fat man with icy little eyes. De­met­ri­os took his meas­ure to a hair’s breadth as this Brac­ci­olini straddled in the door­way.

			De­met­ri­os had as­sumed an ad­mir­able air of sim­pli­city.

			“God give you joy, messire,” he said, with a sim­per; “I come bring­ing a pre­cious bal­sam which cures all sorts of ills, and heals the troubles both of body and mind. For what is bet­ter than to have a pleas­ant com­pan­ion to sing and tell merry tales, songs and fa­cetious his­tor­ies?”

			“You ap­pear to be some­thing of a fool,” Brac­ci­olini con­sidered, “but all do not sleep who snore. Come, tell me what are your ac­com­plish­ments.”

			“I can play the lute, the vi­ol­in, the flageolet, the harp, the syr­inx and the regals,” the oth­er replied; “also the Span­ish pen­ola that is struck with a quill, the or­gan­is­trum that a wheel turns round, the wait so de­light­ful, the re­beck so en­chant­ing, the little gigue that chirps up on high, and the great horn that booms like thun­der.”

			Brac­ci­olini said:

			“That is some­thing. But can you throw knives in­to the air and catch them without cut­ting your fin­gers? Can you bal­ance chairs and do tricks with string? or im­it­ate the cries of birds? or throw a somer­sault and walk on your head? Ha, I thought not. The Gay Sci­ence is dy­ing out, and young prac­ti­tion­ers neg­lect these subtle points. It was not so in my day. How­ever, you may come in.”

			So when night fell De­met­ri­os and Brac­ci­olini sat snug and sang of love, of joy, and arms. The fire burned bright, and the floor was well covered with gaily tin­ted mats. White wines and red were on the table.

			Presently they turned to can­zons of a more in­dec­or­ous nature. De­met­ri­os sang the loves of Douzi and Ishtar, which the gaol­er found re­mark­able. He said so and crossed him­self. “Man, man, you must have been afish­ing in the mid-pit of hell to net such filth.”

			“I learned that song in Nacumera,” said De­met­ri­os, “when I was a pris­on­er there with Messire de la Forêt. It was a fa­vour­ite song with him.”

			“Ay?” said Brac­ci­olini. He looked at De­met­ri­os very hard, and Brac­ci­olini pursed his lips as if to whistle. The gaol­er scen­ted from afar a bribe, but the face of De­met­ri­os was all va­cant cheer­ful­ness.

			Brac­ci­olini said, idly:

			“So you served un­der him? I re­mem­ber that he was taken by the hea­then. A wo­man ransomed him, they say.”

			De­met­ri­os, able to tell a tale against any man, told now the tale of Meli­cent’s im­mol­a­tion, speak­ing with vi­va­city and truth­ful­ness in all points save that he rep­res­en­ted him­self to have been one of the ransomed Free Com­pan­ions.

			Brac­ci­olini’s care­ful epi­logue was that the pro­con­sul had ac­ted fool­ishly in not keep­ing the em­er­alds.

			“He gave his en­emy a weapon against him,” Brac­ci­olini said, and waited.

			“Oh, but that weapon was nev­er used. Sire Perion found ser­vice at once, un­der King Bern­art, you will re­mem­ber. There­fore Sire Perion hid away these em­er­alds against fu­ture need—un­der an oak in San­naz­aro, he told me. I sup­pose they lie there yet.”

			“Humph!” said Brac­ci­olini. He for a while was si­lent. De­met­ri­os sat ad­just­ing the strings of the lute, not look­ing at him.

			Brac­ci­olini said, “There were eight­een of them, you tell me? and all fine stones?”

			“Ey?—oh, the em­er­alds? Yes, they were flaw­less, messire. The smal­lest was lar­ger than a robin’s egg. But I re­call an­oth­er song we learned at Nacumera—”

			De­met­ri­os sang the loves of Lu­cius and Fot­is. Brac­ci­olini grunted, “Ad­mir­able” in an ab­strac­ted fash­ion, muttered some­thing about the du­ties of his of­fice, and left the room. De­met­ri­os heard him lock the door out­side and waited stolidly.

			Presently Brac­ci­olini re­turned in full ar­mour, a na­ked sword in his hand.

			“My man,”—and his voice rasped—“I be­lieve you to be a rogue. I be­lieve that you are con­triv­ing the es­cape of this in­fam­ous Comte de la Forêt. I be­lieve you are at­tempt­ing to bribe me in­to con­niv­ing at his es­cape. I shall do noth­ing of the sort, be­cause, in the first place, it would be an ab­om­in­able vi­ol­a­tion of my oath of of­fice, and in the second place, it would res­ult in my be­ing hanged.”

			“Messire, I swear to you—!” De­met­ri­os cried, in ex­cel­lently feigned per­turb­a­tion.

			“And in ad­di­tion, I be­lieve you have lied to me through­out. I do not be­lieve you ever saw this Comte de la Forêt. I very cer­tainly do not be­lieve you are a friend of this Comte de la Forêt’s, be­cause in that event you would nev­er have been mad enough to ad­mit it. The state­ment is enough to hang you twice over. In short, the only thing I can be cer­tain of is that you are out of your wits.”

			“They say that I am moon­struck,” De­met­ri­os answered; “but I will tell you a secret. There is a wis­dom lies bey­ond the moon, and it is be­cause of this that the stars are glad and ad­mir­able.”

			“That ap­pears to me to be non­sense,” the gaol­er com­men­ted; and he went on: “Now I am go­ing to con­front you with Messire de la Forêt. If your story prove to be false, it will be the worse for you.”

			“It is a true tale. But sens­ible men close the door to him who al­ways speaks the truth.”

			“These re­flec­tions are not to the pur­pose,” Brac­ci­olini sub­mit­ted, and con­tin­ued his ar­gu­ment: “In that event Messire de la Forêt will un­doubtedly be moved by your fi­del­ity in hav­ing sought out him whom all the rest of the world has for­saken. You will re­mem­ber that this same fi­del­ity has touched me to such an ex­tent that I am grant­ing you an in­ter­view with your former mas­ter. Messire de la Forêt will nat­ur­ally re­flect that a man once torn in four pieces has no par­tic­u­lar use for em­er­alds. He will, I re­peat, be moved. In his emo­tion, in his grat­it­ude, in mere de­cency, he will re­veal to you the loc­a­tion of those eight­een stones, all flaw­less. If he should not evince a suf­fi­ciency of such ap­pro­pri­ate and laud­able feel­ing, I tell you can­didly, it will be the worse for you. And now get on!”

			Brac­ci­olini poin­ted the way and De­met­ri­os cringed through the door. Brac­ci­olini fol­lowed with drawn sword. The cor­ridors were deser­ted. The head-gaol­er had seen to that.

			His po­s­i­tion was simple. Armed, he was cer­tainly not afraid of any com­bin­a­tion between a weapon­less man and a fettered one. If this jongleur had lied, Brac­ci­olini meant to kill him for his in­solence. Brac­ci­olini’s own haphaz­ard youth had taught him that a jongleur had no civil rights, was a creature to be beaten, robbed, or stabbed with im­pun­ity.

			Upon the oth­er hand, if the vag­a­bond’s tale were true, one of two things would hap­pen. Either Perion would not be brought to tell where the em­er­alds were hid­den, in which event Brac­ci­olini would kill the jongleur for his bungling; or else the pris­on­er would tell everything ne­ces­sary, in which event Brac­ci­olini would kill the jongleur for know­ing more than was con­veni­ent. This Brac­ci­olini had an hon­est re­spect for gems and con­sidered them to be equally mis­placed when un­der an oak or in a vag­a­bond’s wal­let.

			Con­sid­er­a­tion of such av­arice may well have heartened De­met­ri­os when the well-ar­moured gaol­er knelt in or­der to un­lock the door of Perion’s cell. As an asp leaps, the big and supple hands of the pro­con­sul gripped Brac­ci­olini’s neck from be­hind, and si­lenced speech.

			De­met­ri­os, who was not tall, lif­ted the gaol­er as high as pos­sible, lest the beat­ing of ar­moured feet upon the slabs dis­turb any of the oth­er keep­ers, and De­met­ri­os strangled his dupe painstak­ingly. The keys, as De­met­ri­os re­flec­ted, were luck­ily at­tached to the belt of this writh­ing thing, and in con­sequence had not jangled on the floor. It was an in­aud­ible af­fair and con­sumed in all some ten minutes. Then with the sword of Brac­ci­olini De­met­ri­os cut Brac­ci­olini’s throat. In such mat­ters De­met­ri­os was thor­ough.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				How They Cried Quits

			
			De­met­ri­os went in­to Perion’s cell and filed away the chains of Perion of the Forest. De­met­ri­os thrust the gaol­er’s corpse un­der the bed, and washed away all stains be­fore the door of the cell, so that no awk­ward traces might re­main. De­met­ri­os locked the door of an un­oc­cu­pied apart­ment and grinned as Old Le­gion must have done when Ju­das fell.

			More thanks to Brac­ci­olini’s pre­cau­tions, these two got safely from the con­fines of San’ Aless­andro, and af­ter­ward from the city of Megar­is. They trudged on a fa­mil­i­ar road. Perion would have spoken, but De­met­ri­os growled, “Not now, messire.” They came by night to that pass in San­naz­aro which Perion had held against a score of men-at-arms.

			De­met­ri­os turned. Moon­light il­lu­min­ated the war­ri­ors’ faces and showed the face of De­met­ri­os as sly and leer­ing. It was less the coun­ten­ance of a proud lord than a carved head on some old wa­ter­spout.

			“Messire de la Forêt,” De­met­ri­os said, “now we cry quits. Here our ways part till one of us has killed the oth­er, as one of us must surely do.”

			You saw that Perion was trem­u­lous with fury. “You knave,” he said, “be­cause of your pride you have im­per­illed your ac­cursed life—your life on which the life of Meli­cent de­pends! You must need delay and res­cue me, while your spawn in­flic­ted hideous in­fam­ies on Meli­cent! Oh, I had nev­er hated you un­til to­night!”

			De­met­ri­os was pleased.

			“Be­hold the in­cre­ment,” he said, “of the turned cheek and of the con­triv­ing of good for him that had des­pite­fully used me! Be sat­is­fied, O young and zeal­ous ser­vit­or of Love and Christ. I am alone, un­armed and pen­ni­less, among a people whom I have nev­er been at pains even to des­pise. Presently I shall be taken by this ver­min, and af­ter­ward I shall be burned alive. Theodoret is quite re­solved to make of me a candle which will light his way to heav­en.”

			“That is true,” said Perion; “and I can­not per­mit that you be killed by any­one save me, as soon as I can af­ford to kill you.”

			The two men talked to­geth­er, leagued against en­tire Christen­dom. De­met­ri­os had thirty se­quins and Perion no money at all. Then Perion showed the ring which Meli­cent had giv­en him, as a love-token, long ago, when she was young and ig­nor­ant of misery. He val­ued it as he did noth­ing else.

			Perion said:

			“Oh, very dear to me is this dear ring which once touched a fin­ger of that dear young Meli­cent whom you know noth­ing of! Its gold is my lost youth, the gems of it are the tears she has shed be­cause of me. Kiss it, Messire De­met­ri­os, as I do now for the last time. It is a fa­vour you have earned.”

			Then these two went as men­dic­ants—for no one marks a beg­gar upon the high­way—in­to Nar­enta, and they sold this ring, in or­der that De­met­ri­os might be con­veyed over­sea, and that the life of Meli­cent might be pre­served. They found an­oth­er ves­sel which was about to ven­ture in­to hea­then­dom. Their gold was giv­en to the cap­tain; and, in ex­change, the bar­gain ran, his ship would touch at As­sig­nano, a little after the en­su­ing dawn, and take De­met­ri­os aboard.

			Thus the two lov­ers of Meli­cent fore­planned the fu­ture, and did not ad­mit in­to their ac­count­ing vagari­ous Dame Chance.

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				How Flam­berge Was Lost

			
			These hunted men spent the fol­low­ing night upon the Needle, since there it was not pos­sible for an ad­versary to sur­prise them. Perion’s was the earli­er watch, un­til mid­night, and dur­ing this time De­met­ri­os slept. Then the pro­con­sul took his equit­able turn. When Perion awakened the hour was after dawn.

			What Perion noted first, and with­in thirty feet of him, was a tall gal­ley with blue and yel­low sails. He per­ceived that the promon­tory was thronged with hea­then sail­ors, who were un­lad­ing the ship of vari­ous bales and chests. De­met­ri­os, now in the cos­tume of his nat­ive coun­try, stood among them giv­ing or­ders. And it seemed, too, to Perion, in the mo­ment of wak­ing, that Dame Mélusine, whom Perion had loved so long ago, also stood among them; yet, now that Perion rose and faced De­met­ri­os, she was not vis­ible any­where, and Perion wondered dimly over his wild dream that she had been there at all. But more im­por­tunate mat­ters were in hand.

			The pro­con­sul grinned malevol­ently.

			“This is a ship that once was mine,” he said. “Do you not find it droll that Eu­thyc­los here should have loved me suf­fi­ciently to haz­ard his life in or­der to come in search of me? Per­son­ally, I con­sider it pre­pos­ter­ous. For the rest, you slept so soundly, Messire de la Forêt, that I was un­will­ing to waken you. Then, too, such was the ad­vice of a per­son who has some in­flu­ence with the wa­ter­folk, people say, and who was per­haps the means of bring­ing this ship hith­er so op­por­tunely. I do not know. She is gone now, you see, in­tent as al­ways on her own ends. Well, well! her ways are not our ways, and it is wiser not to meddle with them.”

			But Perion, un­armed and thus sur­roun­ded, un­der­stood only that he was lost.

			“Messire De­met­ri­os,” said Perion, “I nev­er thought to ask a fa­vour of you. I ask it now. For the ring’s sake, give me at least a knife, Messire De­met­ri­os. Let me die fight­ing.”

			“Why, but who spoke of fight­ing? For the ring’s sake, I have caused the ship to be rifled of what valu­ables they had aboard. It is not much, but it is all I have. And you are to ac­cept my apo­lo­gies for the some­what mis­cel­laneous nature of the cargo, Messire de la Forêt—con­sist­ing, as it does, of ar­mours and gems, cam­phor and am­ber­gris, car­pets of raw silk, teak­wood and pre­cious metals, rugs of Ye­men leath­er, enamels, and I hardly know what else be­sides. For Eu­thyc­los, as you will read­ily un­der­stand, was com­pelled to mas­quer­ade as a mer­chant-trader.”

			Perion shook his head, and de­clared: “You of­fer enough to make me a wealthy man. But I would prefer a sword.”

			At that De­met­ri­os grim­aced, say­ing, “I had hoped to get off more cheaply.” He un­buckled the crosshandled sword which he now wore and handed it to Perion. “This is Flam­berge,” De­met­ri­os con­tin­ued—“that ma­gic blade which Galas made, in the old time’s hey­day, for Char­le­magne. It was with this sword that I slew my fath­er, and this sword is as dear to me as your ring was to you. The man who wields it is re­puted to be un­con­quer­able. I do not know about that, but in any event I yield Flam­berge to you as a free gift. I might have known it was the only gift you would ac­cept.” His swart face lighted. “Come presently and fight with me for Meli­cent. Per­haps it will amuse me to ride out to battle and know I shall not live to see the sun­set. Already it seems laugh­able that you will prob­ably kill me with this very sword which I am touch­ing now.”

			The cham­pi­ons faced each oth­er, De­met­ri­os in a half-wist­ful mirth, and Perion in half-grudging pity. Long and long they looked.

			De­met­ri­os shrugged. De­met­ri­os said:

			“For such as I am, to love is dan­ger­ous. For such as I am, nor fire nor met­eor hurls a migh­ti­er bolt than Aph­rod­ite’s shaft, or marks its pas­sage by more dire­ful ru­in. But you do not know Eur­ip­ides?—a fid­gety-footed li­ar, Messire the Comte, who oc­ca­sion­ally blun­ders in­to the clum­si­est truths. Yes, he is per­fectly right; all things this god­dess laugh­ingly de­mol­ishes while she es­says haphaz­ard flights about the world as un­fore­see­ably as travels a bee. And, like the bee, she wil­fully dis­penses honey, and at oth­er times a wound.”

			Said Perion, who was no schol­ar:

			“I glory in our dif­fer­ence. For such as I am, love is suf­fi­cient proof that man was fash­ioned in God’s im­age.”

			“Ey, there is no ac­count­ing for a taste in aph­or­isms,” De­met­ri­os replied. He said, “Now I em­bark.” Yet he delayed, and spoke with un­ac­cus­tomed awk­ward­ness. “Come, you who have been gen­er­ous till this! will you com­pel me to desert you here—quite pen­ni­less?”

			Said Perion:

			“I may ac­cept a sword from you. I do ac­cept it gladly. But I may not ac­cept any­thing else.”

			“That would have been my an­swer. I am a lucky man,” De­met­ri­os said, “to have pro­voked an en­emy so worthy of my op­pos­i­tion. We two have fought an hon­est and not­able duel, wherein our weapons were not made of steel. I pray you harry me as quickly as you may; and then we will fight with swords till I am rid of you or you of me.”

			“As­suredly, I shall not fail you,” answered Perion.

			These two em­braced and kissed each oth­er. Af­ter­ward De­met­ri­os went in­to his own coun­try, and Perion re­mained, girt with the ma­gic sword Flam­berge. It was not all at once Perion re­col­lec­ted that the wear­er of Flam­berge is un­con­quer­able, if an­cient his­tor­ies are to be be­lieved, for in de­duc­tion Perion was leis­urely.

			Now on a sud­den he per­ceived that De­met­ri­os had flung con­trol of the fu­ture to Perion, as one gives money to a sot, en­tirely pres­ci­ent of how it will be used. Perion had his mo­ment of bleak rage.

			“I will not cog the dice to my ad­vant­age any more than you!” said Perion. He drew the sword of Char­le­magne and bran­dished it and cast it as far as even strong Perion could cast, and the sea swal­lowed it. “Now God alone is ar­bit­er!” cried Perion, “and I am not afraid.”

			He stood a pau­per and a friend­less man. Be­side his thigh hung a sor­cer­er’s scab­bard of blue leath­er, curi­ously or­na­men­ted, but it was emp­tied of power. Yet Perion laughed ex­ult­ingly, be­cause he was elate with dreams of the fu­ture. And for the rest, he was aware it is less grate­ful to re­mem­ber plaudits than to re­call the ex­er­cise of that in us which is not merely hu­man.

		
	
		
			
				XX

				How Perion Got Aid

			
			Then Perion turned from the Needle of As­sig­nano, and went west­ward in­to the Forest of Columbiers. He had no plan. He wandered in the high woods that had nev­er yet been felled or ordered, as a beast does in watch­ful care of hunters.

			He came presently to a glade which the sun­light flooded without ob­struc­tion. There was in this place a foun­tain, which oozed from un­der an iron-col­oured boulder in­crus­ted with grey lichens and green moss. Upon the rock a wo­man sat, her chin propped by one hand, and she ap­peared to con­sider re­mote and pleas­ant hap­pen­ings. She was clothed through­out in white, with met­al bands about her neck and arms; and her loosened hair, which was col­oured like straw, and was as pale as the hair of chil­dren, glittered about her, and shone frost­ily where it lay out­spread upon the rock be­hind her.

			She turned to­ward Perion without any haste or sur­prise, and Perion saw that this wo­man was Dame Mélusine, whom he had loved to his own hurt (as you have heard) when Perion served King Hel­mas. She did not speak for a long while, but she lazily con­sidered Perion’s hon­est face in a sort of whim­sic­al re­gret for the ad­or­a­tion she no longer found there.

			“Then it was really you,” he said, in won­der, “whom I saw talk­ing with De­met­ri­os when I awakened today.”

			“You may be sure,” she answered, “that my talk­ing was in no way in­jur­i­ous to you. Ah, no, had I been else­where, Perion, I think you would by this have been in Para­dise.” Then Mélusine fell again to med­it­a­tion. “And so you do not any longer either love or hate me, Perion?” Here was an odd echo of the com­plaint De­met­ri­os had made.

			“That I once loved you is a truth which neither of us, I think, may ever quite for­get,” said Perion, very quiet. “I alone know how ut­terly I loved you—no, it was not I who loved you, but a boy that is dead now. King’s daugh­ter, all of stone, O cruel wo­man and hate­ful, O sleek, smil­ing trait­ress! today no man re­mem­bers how ut­terly I loved you, for the years are as a mist between the heart of the dead boy and me, so that I may no longer see the boy’s heart clearly. Yes, I have for­got­ten much. … Yet even today there is that in me which is faith­ful to you, and I can­not give you the hatred which your treach­ery has earned.”

			Mélusine spoke shrewdly. She had a sweet, shrill voice.

			“But I loved you, Perion—oh, yes, in part I loved you, just as one can­not help but love a large and faith­ful mastiff. But you were te­di­ous, you an­noyed me by your egot­ism. Yes, my friend, you think too much of what you owe to Perion’s hon­our; you are per­petu­ally squar­ing ac­counts with heav­en, and you are too in­tent on keep­ing the bal­ance in your fa­vour to make a sat­is­fact­ory lov­er.” You saw that Mélusine was smil­ing in the shad­ow of her pale hair. “And yet you are very droll when you are un­happy,” she said, as of two minds.

			He replied:

			“I am, as heav­en made me, a be­ing of mingled nature. So I re­mem­ber without dis­taste old hap­pen­ings which now seem scarcely cred­ible. I can­not quite be­lieve that it was you and I who were so happy when youth was com­mon to us … O Mélusine, I have al­most for­got­ten that if the world were searched between the sun­rise and the sun­set­ting the Mélusine I loved would not be found. I only know that a wo­man has usurped the voice of Mélusine, and that this wo­man’s eyes also are blue, and that this wo­man smiles as Mélusine was used to smile when I was young. I walk with ghosts, king’s daugh­ter, and I am none the hap­pi­er.”

			“Ay, Peri­ori,” she wisely answered, “for the spring is at hand, in­tent upon an age­less ma­gic. I am no less comely than I was, and my heart, I think, is ten­der­er. You are yet young, and you are very beau­ti­ful, my brave mastiff … And neither of us is moved at all! For us the spring is only a dot­ard sor­cer­er who has for­got­ten the spells of yes­ter­day. I think that it is pi­ti­able, al­though I would not have it oth­er­wise.” She waited, fairy-like and wan­ton, seem­ing to pre­med­it­ate a del­ic­ate mis­chief.

			He de­clared, sigh­ing, “No, I would not have it oth­er­wise.”

			Then presently Mélusine arose. She said:

			“You are a hunted man, un­armed—oh, yes, I know. De­met­ri­os talked freely, be­cause the son of Mira­mon Lluagor has good and an­cient reas­ons to trust me. Be­sides, it was not for noth­ing that Press­ina was my moth­er, and I know many things, pil­fer­ing light from the past to shed it upon the fu­ture. Come now with me to Brun­belois. I am too deeply in your debt, my Perion. For the sake of that boy who is dead—as you tell me—you may hon­our­ably ac­cept of me a horse, arms, and a purse, be­cause I loved that boy after my fash­ion.”

			“I take your bounty gladly,” he replied; and he ad­ded con­scien­tiously: “I con­sider that I am not at liberty to re­fuse of any­body any hon­est means of serving my lady Meli­cent.”

			Mélusine par­ted her lips as if about to speak, and then seemed to think bet­ter of it. It is prob­able she was already in­formed con­cern­ing Meli­cent; she cer­tainly asked no ques­tions. Mélusine only shrugged, and laughed af­ter­ward, and the man and the wo­man turned to­ward Brun­belois. At times a shaft of sun­light would fall on her pale hair and con­vert it in­to sil­ver, as these two went through the high woods that had nev­er yet been felled or ordered.
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					Ahas­uer­us

				
				
					
						Of how a knave hath late com­pas­sion
						

						On Meli­cent’s for­lorn con­di­tion;
						

						For which he saith as ye shall after hear:
						

						“Dame, since that game we play costeth too dear,
						

						My truth I plight, I shall you no more grieve
						

						By my be­hest, and here I take my leave
						

						As of the fairest, truest and best wife
						

						That ever yet I knew in all my life.”
					

				

			
		
	
		
			
				XXI

				How De­met­ri­os Held His Chat­tel

			
			It is a tale which they nar­rate in Poict­esme, telling how De­met­ri­os re­turned in­to the coun­try of the pa­gans and found all mat­ters there as he had left them. They re­late how Meli­cent was summoned.

			And the tale tells how upon the stair­way by which you des­cen­ded from the Wo­men’s Garden to the cit­adel—people called it the Queen’s Stair­way, be­cause it was buil­ded by Queen Rudabeh very long ago when the Em­per­or Zal held Nacumera—De­met­ri­os waited with a na­ked sword. Be­low were four of his sol­diers, picked war­ri­ors. This stair­way was of white marble, and a sphinx carved in green por­phyry guarded each bal­us­trade.

			“Now that we have our audi­ence,” De­met­ri­os said, “come, let the games be­gin.”

			One of the sol­diers spoke. It was that Eu­thyc­los who (as you have heard) had ven­tured in­to Christen­dom at the haz­ard of his life to res­cue the pro­con­sul. Eu­thyc­los was a man of the West Provinces and had fol­lowed the for­tunes of De­met­ri­os since boy­hood.

			“King of the Age,” cried Eu­thyc­los, “it is grim hear­ing that we must fight with you. But since your will is our will, we must en­dure this test­ing, al­though we find it bit­ter as aloes and hot as coals. Dear lord and mas­ter, none has put food to his lips for whose sake we would harm you will­ingly, and we shall weep to­night when your ghost passes over and through us.”

			De­met­ri­os answered:

			“Rise up and leave this idle­ness! It is I that will clip the ends of my hair to­night for the love of you, my stal­wart knaves. Such weep­ing as is done your wounds will per­form.”

			At that they ad­dressed them­selves to battle, and Meli­cent per­ceived she was wit­ness­ing no child’s play. The sol­diers had at­tacked in uni­son, and be­fore the on­slaught De­met­ri­os stepped lightly back. But his sword flashed as he moved, and with a grunt De­met­ri­os, lean­ing far for­ward, dug deep in­to the throat of his fore­most as­sail­ant. The sword pen­et­rated and caught in a link of the gold chain about the fel­low’s neck, so that De­met­ri­os was forced to wrench the weapon free, twist­ing it, as the dy­ing man stumbled back­ward. Pros­trate, the sol­dier did not cry out, but only writhed and gave a curi­ous bub­bling noise as his soul passed.

			“Come,” De­met­ri­os said, “come now, you oth­ers, and see what you can win of me. I warn you it will be dearly pur­chased.”

			And Meli­cent turned away, hid­ing her eyes. She was ob­scurely con­scious that a wan­ton butchery went on, hear­ing its blows and groans as if from a great dis­tance, while she en­treated the Vir­gin for de­liv­er­ance from this foul place.

			

			Then a hand fell upon Meli­cent’s shoulder, rous­ing her. It was De­met­ri­os. He breathed quickly, but his voice was gentle.

			“It is enough,” he said. “I shall not greatly need Flam­berge when I en­counter that ruddy in­no­cent who is so dear to you.”

			He broke off. Then he spoke again, half jeer­ing, half wist­ful. Said De­met­ri­os:

			“I had hoped that you would look on and ad­mire my cun­ning at sword­play. I was anxious to seem ad­mir­able some­how in your eyes … I failed. I know very well that I shall al­ways fail. I know that Nacumera will fall, that some day in your nat­ive land people will say, ‘That aged wo­man yon­der was once the wife of De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia, who was pree­m­in­ent among the hea­then.’ Then they will tell of how I cleft the head of an Em­per­or who had likened me to Pri­a­pos, and how I dragged his suc­cessor from be­hind an ar­ras where he hid from me, to set him upon the throne I did not care to take; and they will tell how for a while great for­tune went with me, and I ruled over much land, and was dreaded upon the wide sea, and raised the battle­cry in cit­ies that were not my own, fear­ing nobody. But you will not think of these mat­ters, you will think only of your chil­dren’s ail­ments, of bak­ing and sew­ing and weav­ing tapestries, and of dir­ect­ing little house­hold tasks. And the spider will spin her web in my hel­met, which will hang as a trophy in the hall of Messire de la Forêt.”

			Then he walked be­side her in­to the Wo­men’s Garden, keep­ing si­lence for a while. He seemed to de­lib­er­ate, to reach a de­cision. All at once De­met­ri­os began to tell of that mag­nan­im­ous con­test which he had fought out in Theodoret’s coun­try with Perion of the Forest.

			“To do the long-legged fel­low simple justice,” said the pro­con­sul, as epi­logue, “there is no har­di­er knight alive. I shall al­ways won­der wheth­er or no I would have spared him had the wa­ter-de­mon’s daugh­ter not in­ter­vened in his be­half. Yes, I have had some pre­vi­ous deal­ings with her. Per­haps the less said con­cern­ing them, the bet­ter.” De­met­ri­os re­flec­ted for a while, rather sadly; then his swart face cleared. “Give thanks, my wife, that I have found an en­emy who is not un­worthy of me. He will come soon, I think, and then we will fight to the death. I hun­ger for that day.”

			All praise of Perion, how­ever worded, was as wine to Meli­cent. De­met­ri­os saw as much, noted how the col­our in her cheeks aug­men­ted del­ic­ately, how her eyes grew kind­li­er. It was his cue. There­after De­met­ri­os very of­ten spoke of Perion in that locked palace where no echo of the out­er world might pen­et­rate ex­cept at the pro­con­sul’s will. He told Meli­cent, in an un­feigned ad­mir­a­tion, of Perion’s cour­age and activ­ity, de­clar­ing that no oth­er cap­tain since the days of those fam­ous gen­er­als, Han­ni­bal and Joshua, could lay claim to such pree­m­in­ence in gen­er­al es­tim­a­tion; and De­met­ri­os nar­rated how the Free Com­pan­ions had rid­den through many king­doms at ad­ven­ture, serving many lords with valour and al­ways fight­ing ap­plaud­ably. To talk of Perion de­lighted Meli­cent: it was with such bribes that De­met­ri­os pur­chased where his riches did not avail; and Meli­cent no longer avoided him.

			There is scope here for com­pas­sion. The man’s love, if it be pos­sible so to call that force which mastered him, had come to be an in­cess­ant mal­ady. It poisoned everything, caused him to find his state­craft te­di­ous, his power profit­less, and his vices gloomy. But chief of all he fret­ted over the stand­ards by which the lives of Meli­cent and Perion were guided. De­met­ri­os thought these cri­ter­ia comely, he had dis­covered them to be un­shak­able, and he des­pair­ingly knew that as long as he trus­ted in the judg­ment heav­en gave him they must al­ways ap­pear to him su­premely idi­ot­ic. To bring Meli­cent to his own level or to bring him­self to hers was equally im­possible. There were mo­ments when he hated her.

			Thus the months passed, and the hap­pen­ings of an­oth­er year were chron­icled; and as yet neither Perion nor Ayrart de Mon­tors came to Nacumera, and the long plain be­fore the cit­adel stayed ten­ant­less save for the jack­als cry­ing there at night.

			“I won­der that my en­emies do not come,” De­met­ri­os said. “It can­not be they have for­got­ten you and me. That is im­possible.” He frowned and sent spies in­to Christen­dom.

		
	
		
			
				XXII

				How Misery Held Nacumera

			
			Then one day De­met­ri­os came to Meli­cent, and he was in a surly rage.

			“Rogues all!” he grumbled. “Oh, I am wasted in this paltry age. Where are the gi­ants and tyr­ants, and stal­wart single-hearted cham­pi­ons of yes­ter­day? Why, they are dead, and have be­come rot­ten bones. I will fight no longer. I will read le­gends in­stead, for life nowadays is no longer worthy of love or hatred.”

			Meli­cent ques­tioned him, and he told how his spies re­por­ted that the Car­din­al de Mon­tors could now not ever head an ex­ped­i­tion against De­met­ri­os’ ter­rit­or­ies. The Pope had died sud­denly in the course of the pre­ced­ing Oc­to­ber, and it was ne­ces­sary to name his suc­cessor. The Col­lege of Car­din­als had reached no de­cision after three days’ bal­lot­ing. Then, as is no­tori­ous, Dame Mélusine, as al­ways hand in glove with Ayrart de Mon­tors, held con­fer­ence with the bish­op who in­spec­ted the car­din­als’ din­ner be­fore it was car­ried in­to the apart­ments where these prel­ates were im­prisoned to­geth­er un­til, in edi­fy­ing se­clu­sion from all worldly in­flu­ences, they should have pray­er­fully se­lec­ted the next Pope.

			The Car­din­al of Gen­oa re­ceived on the fourth day a chick­en stuffed with a deed to the palaces of Monti­cello and Sori­ano; the Car­din­al of Parma a sim­il­arly dressed fowl which made him mas­ter of the bish­op’s res­id­ence at Porto with its fur­niture and wine-cel­lar; while the Car­din­als Orsino, Sav­elli, St. An­gelo and Colonna were served with food of the same in­gra­ti­at­ing sort. Such nour­ish­ment cured them of in­de­cision, and Ayrart de Mon­tors had presently as­cen­ded the pap­al throne un­der the title of Ad­ri­an VII, ser­vant to the ser­vants of God. His days of mil­it­ary cap­taincy were over. De­met­ri­os de­plored the loss of a for­mid­able ad­versary, and jeered at the fact that the vicar­ship of heav­en had been settled by six hens. But he par­tic­u­larly fret­ted over oth­er news his spies had brought, which was the in­form­a­tion that Perion had wed­ded Dame Mélusine, and had be­got­ten two lusty chil­dren—Ber­tram and a daugh­ter called Blani­ferte—and now en­joyed the op­u­lence and sov­er­eignty of Brun­belois.

			De­met­ri­os told this un­will­ingly. He turned away his eyes in speak­ing, and dog­gedly af­fected to re­arrange a cush­ion, so that he might not see the face of Meli­cent. She noted his ac­tion and was grate­ful.

			De­met­ri­os said, bit­terly, “It is an old and taw­dry his­tory. He has for­got­ten you, Meli­cent, as a wise man will al­ways put aside the dreams of his youth. To Cyn­ara the Fates ac­cord but a few years; a wan­ton Lyce laughs, cheats her ad­orers, and out­lives the crow. There is an un­in­ten­ded mor­al here—” De­met­ri­os said, “Yet you do not for­get.”

			“I know noth­ing as to this Perion you tell me of. I only know the Perion I loved has not for­got­ten,” answered Meli­cent.

			And De­met­ri­os, evin­cing a twinge like that of gout, de­man­ded her reas­ons. It was a May morn­ing, very hot and still, and De­met­ri­os sat with his Chris­ti­an wife in the Court of Stars.

			Said Meli­cent, “It is not un­likely that the Perion men know today has for­got­ten me and the ser­vice which I joyed to render Perion. Let him who would un­der­stand the mys­tery of the Cru­ci­fix­ion first be­come a lov­er! I pray for old sake’s sake that Perion and his lady may taste of every prosper­ity. In­deed, I do not envy her. Rather I pity her, be­cause last night I wandered through a cer­tain forest hand-in-hand with a young Perion, whose ex­cel­len­cies she will nev­er know as I know them in our own woods.”

			Said De­met­ri­os, “Do you con­sole your­self with dreams?” The swart man grinned.

			Meli­cent said:

			“Now it is al­ways twi­light in these woods, and the light there is neither green nor gold, but both col­ours in­ter­mingled. It is like a friendly cloak for all who have been un­happy, even very long ago. Iseult is there, and Thisbe, too, and many oth­ers, and they are not severed from their lov­ers now … Some­times Dame Venus passes, rid­ing upon a pan­ther, and low-hanging leaves clutch at her tender flesh. Then Perion and I peep from a cop­pice, and are very glad and a little frightened in the heart of our own woods.”

			Said De­met­ri­os, “Do you con­sole your­self with mad­ness?” He showed no sign of mirth.

			Meli­cent said:

			“Ah, no, the Perion whom Mélusine pos­sesses is but a man—a very happy man, I pray of God and all His saints. I am the luck­i­er, who may not ever lose the Perion that today is mine alone. And though I may not ever touch this young­er Perion’s hands—and their palms were as hard as leath­er in that dear time now over­past—or see again his hon­est and cour­ageous face, the most beau­ti­ful among all the faces of men and wo­men I have ever seen, I do not grieve im­meas­ur­ably, for nightly we walk hand-in-hand in our own woods.”

			De­met­ri­os said, “Ay; and then night passes, and dawn comes to light my face, which is the most hideous to you among all the faces of men and wo­men!”

			But Meli­cent said only:

			“Sei­gnior, al­though the sever­ing day­light en­dures for a long while, I must be brave and worthy of Perion’s love—nay, rather, of the love he gave me once. I may not grieve so long as no one else dares enter in­to our own woods.”

			“Now go,” cried the pro­con­sul, when she had done, and he had noted her soft, deep, de­voted gaze at one who was not there; “now go be­fore I slay you!” And this new De­met­ri­os whom she then saw was fea­tured like a dev­il in sore tor­ment.

			Won­der­ingly Meli­cent obeyed him.

			Thought Meli­cent, who was too proud to show her an­guish: “I could have borne aught else, but this I am too cow­ardly to bear without com­plaint. I am a very con­tempt­ible per­son. I ought to love this Mélusine, who no doubt loves her hus­band quite as much as I love him—how could a wo­man do less?—and yet I can­not love her. I can only weep that I, robbed of all joy, and with no chil­dren to be­wail me, must travel very te­di­ously to­ward death, a friend­less per­son cursed by fate, while this Mélusine laughs with her chil­dren. She has two chil­dren, as De­met­ri­os re­ports. I think the boy must be the more like Perion. I think she must be very happy when she lifts that boy in­to her lap.”

			Thus Meli­cent; and her full-blooded hus­band was not much more light­hearted. He went away from Nacumera shortly, in a shak­ing rage which robbed him of his hands’ con­trol, in­tent to kill and pil­lage, and, in fine, to make all oth­er per­sons share his misery.

		
	
		
			
				XXIII

				How De­met­ri­os Cried Farewell

			
			And then one day, when the pro­con­sul had been ab­sent some six weeks, Ahas­uer­us fetched Dame Meli­cent in­to the Court of Stars. De­met­ri­os lay upon the di­van sup­por­ted by many pil­lows, as though he had not ever stirred since that first day when an un­fettered Meli­cent, who was a prin­cess then, ex­ul­ted in her youth and come­li­ness.

			“Stand there,” he said, and did not move at all, “that I may see my pur­chase.”

			And presently he smiled, though wryly. De­met­ri­os said next:

			“Of my own will I pur­chased misery. Yea, and death also. It is amus­ing. … Two days ago, in a brief skir­mish, a league north of Calonak, the Prank­ish lead­er met me hand to hand. He has en­deav­oured to do this for a long while. I also wished it. Noth­ing could be sweeter than to feel the horse be­neath me wad­ing in his blood, I thought … Ey, well, he dis­moun­ted me at the first en­counter, though I am no weak­ling. I can­not un­der­stand quite how it happened. Pi­ous people will say some deity was of­fen­ded, but, for my part, I think my horse stumbled. It does not seem to mat­ter now. What really mat­ters, more or less, is that it would ap­pear the man broke my back­bone as one snaps a straw, since I can­not move a limb of me.”

			“Sei­gnior,” said Meli­cent, “you mean that you are dy­ing!”

			He answered, “Yes; but it is a trivi­al dis­com­fort, now I see that it grieves you a little.”

			She spoke his name some three times, sob­bing. It was in her mind even then how strange the hap­pen­ing was that she should grieve for De­met­ri­os.

			“O Meli­cent,” he harshly said, “let us have done with lies! That Frank­ish cap­tain who has brought about my death is Perion de la Forêt. He has not ever faltered in the duel between us since your paltry em­er­alds paid for his first arm­a­ment.—Why, yes, I lied. I al­ways hoped the man would do as in his place I would have done. I hoped in vain. For many long and hard-fought years this hand­some ma­ni­ac has been as­sail­ing Nacumera, tire­lessly. Then the wa­ter-de­mon’s daugh­ter, that strange and way­ward wo­man of Brun­belois, at­temp­ted to en­snare him. And that too was in vain. She failed, my spies re­por­ted—even Dame Mélusine, who had not ever failed be­fore in such en­deav­ours.”

			“But cer­tainly the foul witch failed!” cried Meli­cent. A glor­i­ous change had come in­to her face, and she con­tin­ued, quite un­truth­fully, “Nor did I ever be­lieve that this vile wo­man had made Perion prove faith­less.”

			“No, the fool’s lun­acy is rock, like yours. En cor gen­til dom­nei per mort no passa, as they sing in your nat­ive coun­try. … Ey, how in­dom­it­ably I lied, what pains I took, lest you should ever know of this! And now it does not seem to mat­ter any more. … The love this man bears for you,” snarled De­met­ri­os, “is sprung of the High God whom we di­versely wor­ship. The love I bear you is hu­man, since I, too, am only hu­man.” And De­met­ri­os chuckled. “Talk, and talk, and talk! There is no bird in any last year’s nest.”

			She laid her hand upon his un­moved hand, and found it cold and swollen. She wept to see the broken tyr­ant, who to her at least had been not all un­kind.

			He said, with a great hun­ger in his eyes:

			“So like­wise ends the duel which was fought between us two. I would sa­lute the vic­tor if I could. … Ey, Meli­cent, I still con­sider you and Perion are fools. We have a not in­tol­er­able world to live in, and com­mon­sense de­mands we make the most of every tid­bit this world af­fords. Yet you can find in it only an ex­er­cising-ground for in­fatu­ation, and in all its con­tents—pleas­ures and pains alike—only so many obstacles for rapt in­san­ity to over­ride. I do not un­der­stand this mania; I would I might have known it, none the less. Al­ways I en­vied you more than I loved you. Al­ways my de­sire was less to win the love of Meli­cent than to love Meli­cent as Meli­cent loved Perion. I was in­cap­able of this. Yet I have loved you. That was the reas­on, I be­lieve, I put aside my pur­chased toy.” It seemed to puzzle him.

			“Fair friend, it is the most hon­our­able of reas­ons. You have done chiv­al­rously. In this, at least, you have done that which would be not un­worthy of Perion de la Forêt.” A wo­man nev­er avid for strained sub­tleties, it may be that she nev­er un­der­stood, quite, why De­met­ri­os laughed.

			He said:

			“I mean to serve you now, as I had al­ways meant to serve you some day. Ey, yes, I think I al­ways meant to give you back to Perion as a free gift. Mean­while to see, and to writhe in see­ing your per­fec­tion, has meant so much to me that daily I have delayed such a trans­fig­ur­a­tion of my­self un­til to­mor­row.” The man grim­aced. “My son Or­estes, who will presently suc­ceed me, has been summoned. I will or­der that he con­duct you at once in­to Perion’s camp—yon­der by Quesiton. I think I shall not live three days.”

			“I would not leave you, friend, un­til—”

			His grin was com­ment­ary and com­ple­tion equally. De­met­ri­os ob­served:

			“A dead dog has no teeth where­with to serve even vir­tue. Oh, no, my wo­men hate you far too greatly. You must go straight­way to this Perion, while De­met­ri­os of Anato­lia is alive, or else not ever go.”

			She had no words. She wept, and less for joy of win­ning home to Perion at last than for her grief that De­met­ri­os was dy­ing. Wo­man­like, she could re­mem­ber only that the man had loved her in his fash­ion. And, wo­man­like, she could but won­der at the strength of Perion.

			Then De­met­ri­os said:

			“I must de­part in­to a doubt­ful ex­ile. I have been power­ful and vali­ant, I have laughed loud, I have drunk deep, but heav­en no longer wishes De­met­ri­os to ex­ist. I am un­able to sup­port my sad­ness, so near am I to my de­par­ture from all I have loved. I cry farewell to all di­ver­sions and sports, to well-fought battles, to furred robes of vair and of silk, to noisy mer­ri­ment, to mu­sic, to vain-glor­i­ously col­oured gems, and to brave deeds in open sun­light; for I de­sire—and I en­treat of every per­son—only com­pas­sion and par­don.

			“Chiefly I grieve be­cause I must leave Meli­cent be­hind me, un­friended in a per­il­ous land, and aban­doned, it may be, to the malice of those who wish her ill. I was a noted war­ri­or, I was mighty of muscle, and I could have de­fen­ded her stoutly. But I lie broken in the hand of Des­tiny. It is ne­ces­sary I de­part in­to the place where sin­ners, wheth­er crowned or ragged, must seek for un­earned mercy. I cry farewell to all that I have loved, to all that I have in­jured; and so in chief to you, dear Meli­cent, I cry farewell, and of you in chief I crave com­pas­sion and par­don.

			“O eyes and hair and lips of Meli­cent, that I have loved so long, I do not hun­ger for you now. Yet, as a dy­ing man, I cry to the clean soul of Meli­cent—the only ad­versary that in all my life­time I who was once De­met­ri­os could nev­er con­quer. A raven­ing beast was I, and as a beast I raged to see you so un­like me. And now, a dy­ing beast, I cry to you, but not for love, since that is over­past. I cry for pity that I have not earned, for par­don which I have not mer­ited. Conquered and im­pot­ent, I cry to you, O soul of Meli­cent, for com­pas­sion and par­don.

			“Meli­cent, it may be that when I am dead, when noth­ing re­mains of De­met­ri­os ex­cept his tomb, you will com­pre­hend I loved, even while I hated, what is di­vine in you. Then since you are a wo­man, you will lift your lov­er’s face between your hands, as you have nev­er lif­ted my face, Meli­cent, and you will tell him of my folly mer­rily; yet since you are a wo­man, you will sigh af­ter­ward, and you will not deny me com­pas­sion and par­don.”

			She gave him both—she who was prod­ig­al of char­ity. Or­estes came, with Ahas­uer­us at his heels, and De­met­ri­os sent Meli­cent in­to the Wo­men’s Garden, so that fath­er and son might talk to­geth­er. She waited in this place for a half-hour, just as the pro­con­sul had com­manded her, obey­ing him for the last time. It was strange to think of that.

			

			It was not glad­ness which Meli­cent knew for a brief while. Rather, it was a strange new com­pre­hen­sion of the world. To Meli­cent the world seemed very lovely.

			In­deed, the Wo­men’s Garden on this morn­ing lacked noth­ing to de­light each sense. Its hedges were of flower­ing jes­sa­mine; its walk­ways were spread with new saw­dust tinged with cro­cus and ver­mil­ion and with mica beaten in­to a powder; and the place was rich in fruit-bear­ing trees and welling wa­ters. The sun shone, and birds chaunted mer­rily to the right hand and to the left. Dog-headed apes, sac­red to the moon, were chat­ter­ing in the trees. There was a statue in this place, carved out of black stone, in the like­ness of a wo­man, hav­ing enamelled eyes and three rows of breasts, with the lower part of her body con­fined in a sheath; and upon the glisten­ing ped­es­tal of this statue chamele­ons sunned them­selves with dis­ten­ded throats. Round about Meli­cent were nod­ding arma­ments of roses and gilly­flowers and nar­cissi and am­ar­anths, and many vi­ol­ets and white lilies, and oth­er flowers of all kinds and col­ours.

			To Meli­cent the world seemed very lovely. Here was a world cre­ated by Etern­al Love that people might serve love in it not all un­wor­thily. Here were an­guishes to be en­dured, and time and hu­man frailty and tem­por­al hard­ship—all for love to mock at; a sea or two for love to sever, a man-made law or so for love to over­ride, a shal­low wis­dom for love to deny, in ex­ultance that these ills at most were only cor­por­al hindrances. This done, you have earned the right to come—come hand-in-hand—to heav­en whose liege-lord was Etern­al Love.

			Thus Meli­cent, who knew that Perion loved her.

			She sat on a stone bench. She combed her golden hair, not heed­ing the more coarse gray hairs which here and there were ap­par­ent nowadays. A pea­cock came and watched her with bright, hard, small eyes; and he craned his glisten­ing neck this way and that way, as though he were won­der­ing at this oth­er shin­ing and gaily col­oured creature, who seemed so happy.

			She did not dare to think of see­ing Perion again. In­stead, she made be­cause of him a little song, which had not any words, so that it is not pos­sible here to re­tail this song.

			Thus Meli­cent, who knew that Perion loved her.

		
	
		
			
				XXIV

				How Or­estes Ruled

			
			Meli­cent re­turned in­to the Court of Stars; and as she entered, Or­estes lif­ted one of the red cush­ions from De­met­ri­os’ face. The eyes of Ahas­uer­us, who stood by neg­li­gently, were as ex­pres­sion­less as the eyes of a snake.

			“The great pro­con­sul laid an in­con­veni­ent man­date upon me,” said Or­estes. “The great pro­con­sul has been re­moved from us in or­der that his splend­our may en­hance the glor­ies of Elysi­um.”

			She saw that the young man had smothered his own fath­er in the flesh as De­met­ri­os lay help­less; and knew thereby that Or­estes was in­deed the son of De­met­ri­os.

			“Go,” this Or­estes said there­after; “go, and re­mem­ber I am mas­ter here.”

			Said Meli­cent, “And by which door?” A little hope there was as yet.

			But he, as half in shame, had poin­ted to the en­trance of the Wo­men’s Garden. “I have no enmity against you, out­lander. Yet my moth­er de­sires to talk with you. Also there is some bar­gain­ing to be com­pleted with Ahas­uer­us here.”

			Then Meli­cent knew what had promp­ted the pro­con­sul’s murder. It seemed un­fair Cal­lis­tion should hate her with such bit­ter­ness; yet Meli­cent re­membered cer­tain thoughts con­cern­ing Dame Mélusine, and did not won­der at Cal­lis­tion’s mania half so much as did Cal­lis­tion’s son.

			“I must en­dure dis­com­fort and, it may be, tor­ture for a little longer,” said Meli­cent, and laughed whole­heartedly. “Oh, but today I find a cure for every ill,” said Meli­cent; and thereupon she left Or­estes as a prin­cess should.

			But first she knelt by that which yes­ter­day had been her mas­ter.

			“I have no word of praise or blame to give you in farewell. You were not ad­mir­able, De­met­ri­os. But you de­part upon a fear­ful jour­ney, and in my heart there is just memory of the long years wherein ac­cord­ing to your fash­ion you were kind to me. A bar­gain is a bar­gain. I sold with open eyes that which you pur­chased. I may not re­proach you.”

			Then Meli­cent lif­ted the dead face between her hands, as moth­ers caress their boys in ques­tion­ing them.

			“I would I had done this when you were liv­ing,” said Meli­cent, “be­cause I un­der­stand now that you loved me in your fash­ion. And I pray that you may know I am the hap­pi­est wo­man in the world, be­cause I think this know­ledge would now glad­den you. I go to slavery, De­met­ri­os, where I was queen, I go to hard­ship, and it may be that I go to death. But I have learned this as­suredly—that love en­dures, that the strong knot which unites my heart and Perion’s heart can nev­er be un­tied. Oh, liv­ing is a high­er thing than you or I had dreamed! And I have in my heart just pity, poor De­met­ri­os, for you who nev­er found the love of which I must en­deav­our to be worthy. A curse was I to you un­will­ingly, as you—I now be­lieve—have been to me against your will. So at the last I turn anew to bar­gain­ing, and cry—in your deaf ears—Par­don for par­don, O De­met­ri­os!”

			Then Meli­cent kissed pi­ti­able lips which would not ever sneer again, and, rising, passed in­to the Wo­men’s Garden, proudly and un­afraid.

			Ahas­uer­us shrugged so pa­tiently that she was half afraid. Then, as a cloud passes, she saw that all fur­ther buf­fetings would of ne­ces­sity be trivi­al.

			For Perion, as she now knew, was very near to her—single of pur­pose, clean of hands, and filled with such a love as thrilled her with de­li­cious fears of her own poor un­wor­thi­ness.

		
	
		
			
				XXV

				How Wo­men Talked To­geth­er

			
			Dame Meli­cent walked proudly through the Wo­men’s Garden, and presently entered a grove of or­ange trees, the most of which were at this sea­son about their flower­ing. In this place was an ar­ti­fi­cial pool by which the trees were nour­ished. On its em­bank­ment sprawled the body of young Di­o­phantus, a child of some ten years of age, De­met­ri­os’ son by Tryphera. Or­estes had strangled Di­o­phantus in or­der that there might be no rival to Or­estes’ claims. The lad lay on his back, and his left arm hung el­bow-deep in the wa­ter, which swayed it gently.

			Cal­lis­tion sat be­side the corpse and stroked its limp right hand. She had hated the boy through­out his brief and merry life. She thought now of his like­ness to De­met­ri­os.

			She raised to­ward Meli­cent the dilated eyes of one who has just come from a dark place. Cal­lis­tion said:

			“And so De­met­ri­os is dead. I thought I would be glad when I said that. Hah, it is strange I am not glad.”

			She rose, as though with hard ef­fort, as a de­crep­it per­son might have done. You saw that she was dressed in a long gown of black, pleated to the knees, hav­ing no clasp or girdle, and bare of any or­na­ment­a­tion ex­cept a gold star on each breast.

			Cal­lis­tion said:

			“Now, through my son, I reign in Nacumera. There is no per­son who dares dis­obey me. There­fore, come close to me that I may see the beauty which be­sot­ted this De­met­ri­os, whom, I think now, I must have loved.”

			“Oh, gaze your fill,” said Meli­cent, “and know that had you pos­sessed a tithe of my beauty you might have held the heart of De­met­ri­os.” For it was in Meli­cent’s mind to pro­voke the wo­man in­to killing her be­fore worse be­fell.

			But Cal­lis­tion only stud­ied the proud face for a long while, and knew there was no love­li­er per­son between two seas. For time here had pil­laged very spar­ingly; and if Dame Meli­cent had not any longer the first beauty of her girl­hood, Cal­lis­tion had nowhere seen a wo­man more hand­some than this hated Frank­ish thief.

			Cal­lis­tion said:

			“No, I was not ever so beau­ti­ful as you. Yet this De­met­ri­os loved me when I, too, was lovely. You nev­er saw the man in battle. I saw him, single-handed, fight with Ab­ra­das and three oth­er knaves who stole me from my moth­er’s home—oh, very long ago! He killed all four of them. He was like a hor­rible un­con­quer­able god when he turned from that fin­ished fight to me. He kissed me then—blood-smeared, just as he was. … I like to think of how he laughed and of how strong he was.”

			The wo­man turned and crouched by the dead boy, and seemed painstak­ingly to ap­praise her own re­flec­tion on the wa­ter’s sur­face.

			“It is gone now, the come­li­ness De­met­ri­os was pleased to like. I would have waded Acher­on—singing—rather than let his little fin­ger ache. He knew as much. Only it seemed a trifle, be­cause your eyes were bright and your fair skin was un­wrinkled. In con­sequence the man is dead. Oh, Meli­cent, I won­der why I am so sad!”

			Cal­lis­tion’s med­it­at­ive eyes were dry, but those of Meli­cent were not. And Meli­cent came to the Da­cian wo­man, and put one arm about her in that dim, sweet-scen­ted place, say­ing, “I nev­er meant to wrong you.”

			Cal­lis­tion did not seem to heed. Then Cal­lis­tion said:

			“See now! Do you not see the dif­fer­ence between us!” These two were kneel­ing side by side, and each looked in­to the wa­ter.

			Cal­lis­tion said:

			“I do not won­der that De­met­ri­os loved you. He loved at odd times many wo­men. He loved the moth­er of this car­ri­on here. But af­ter­ward he would come back to me, and lie as­prawl at my feet with his big crafty head between my knees; and I would stroke his hair, and we would talk of the old days when we were young. He nev­er spoke of you. I can­not par­don that.”

			“I know,” said Meli­cent. Their cheeks touched now.

			“There is only one mas­ter who could teach you that drear know­ledge—”

			“There is but one, Cal­lis­tion.”

			“The man would be tall, I think. He would, I know, have thick, brown, curl­ing hair—”

			“He has black hair, Cal­lis­tion. It glistens like a raven’s wing.”

			“His face would be all pink and white, like yours—”

			“No, tanned like yours, Cal­lis­tion. Oh, he is like an eagle, very res­ol­ute. His glance bed­warfs you. I used to be afraid to look at him, even when I saw how fool­ishly he loved me—”

			“I know,” Cal­lis­tion said. “All wo­men know. Ah, we know many things—”

			She reached with her free arm across the body of Di­o­phantus and presently dropped a stone in­to the pool. She said:

			“See how the wa­ter ripples. There is now not any re­flec­tion of my poor face or of your beauty. All is as waver­ing as a man’s heart. … And now your beauty is regath­er­ing like col­oured mists. Yet I have oth­er stones.”

			“Oh, and the will to use them!” said Dame Meli­cent.

			“For this bright thiev­ing beauty is not any longer yours. It is mine now, to do with as I may elect—as yes­ter­day it was the plaything of De­met­ri­os. … Why, no! I think I shall not kill you. I have at hand three very cun­ning Cheylas—the men who carve and re­shape chil­dren in­to such droll mon­sters. They can­not change your eyes, they tell me. That is a pity, but I can have one plucked out. Then I shall watch my Cheylas as they widen your mouth from ear to ear, take out the car­til­age from your nose, with­er your hair till it will al­ways be like rot­ted hay, and turn your skin—which is like vel­vet now—the col­our of baked mud. They will as deftly strip you of that beauty which has robbed me as I pluck up this blade of grass. … Oh, they will make you the most hideous of liv­ing things, they as­sure me. Oth­er­wise, as they agree, I shall kill them. This done, you may go freely to your lov­er. I fear, though, lest you may not love him as I loved De­met­ri­os.”

			And Meli­cent said noth­ing.

			“For all we wo­men know, my sis­ter, our ap­poin­ted curse. To love the man, and to know the man loves just the lips and eyes Youth lends to us—oho, for such a little while! Yes, it is cruel. And there­fore we are cruel—al­ways in thought and, when oc­ca­sion of­fers, in the deed.”

			And Meli­cent said noth­ing. For of that mu­tu­al love she shared with Perion, so high and splen­did that it made of grief a mu­sic, and wrung a new sus­tain­ment out of every cross, as men get cor­di­als of bit­ter herbs, she knew there was no com­pre­hen­sion here.

		
	
		
			
				XXVI

				How Men Ordered Mat­ters

			
			Or­estes came in­to the garden with Ahas­uer­us and nine oth­er at­tend­ants. The mas­ter of Nacumera did not speak a syl­lable while his re­tain­ers seized Cal­lis­tion, gagged her, and tied her hands with cords. They si­lently re­moved her. One among them bore on his shoulders the slim corpse of Di­o­phantus, which was in­terred the same af­ter­noon (with every ap­pro­pri­ate ce­re­mony) in com­pany with that of his fath­er. Or­estes had the nicest sense of etiquette.

			This series of swift deeds was per­formed with such a glib pre­cip­it­ancy that if was as though the ac­tion had been re­hearsed a score of times. The garden was all drowsy peace now that Or­estes spread his palms in a ges­ture of de­prec­a­tion. A little dis­tance from him, Ahas­uer­us with his fore­finger drew upon the wa­ter’s sur­face designs which ap­peared to amuse the Jew.

			“She would have killed you, Meli­cent,” Or­estes said, “though all Olym­pos had mar­shalled in in­ter­dic­tion. That would have been ir­re­li­gious. Moreover, by Her­cules! I have not time to choose sides between snarling wo­men. He who hunts with cats will catch mice. I aim more highly. And be­sides, by an in­cred­ible forced march, this Comte de la Forêt and all his Free Com­pan­ions are bat­ter­ing at the gates of Nacumera—”

			Hope blazed. “You know that were I harmed he would spare no one. Your troops are all at Calonak. Oh, God is very good!” said Meli­cent.

			“I do not as­perse the deit­ies of any na­tion. It is un­lucky. None the less, your de­sires out­pace your reas­on. Grant that I had not more than fifty men to de­fend the gar­ris­on, yet Nacumera is im­preg­nable ex­cept by star­va­tion. We can sit snug a month. Mean­while our main force is at Calonak, un­doubtedly. Yet my in­fatu­ated fath­er had already re­called these troops, in or­der that they might es­cort you in­to Messire de la Forêt’s camp. Now I shall use these knaves quite oth­er­wise. They will ar­rive with­in two days, and to the rear of Messire de la Forêt, who is en­camped be­fore an im­preg­nable fort­ress. To the front un­scal­able walls, and be­hind him, at a mod­er­ate com­pu­ta­tion, three swords to his one. All this in a val­ley from which Daedalos might pos­sibly es­cape, but cer­tainly no oth­er man. I count this Perion of the Forest as already dead.”

			It was a lum­ber­ing Or­estes who pro­claimed each step in his en­chained de­duc­tions by the des­cent of a blunt fore­finger upon the palm of his left hand. De­met­ri­os had left a son but not an heir.

			Yet the chain held. Meli­cent tested every link and found each ob­dur­ate. She foresaw it all. Perion would be sur­roun­ded and over­powered. “And these troops come from Calonak be­cause of me!”

			“Things fall about with an odd pat­ness, as you say. It should teach you not to talk about di­vin­it­ies lightly. Also, by this Jew’s ad­vice, I mean to fur­ther the gods’ in­dis­put­able work. You will ap­pear upon the walls of Nacumera at dawn to­mor­row, in such a garb as you wore in your nat­ive coun­try when the Comte de la Forêt first saw you. Ahas­uer­us es­tim­ates this Perion will not read­ily leave pur­suit of you in that event, whatever his lieu­ten­ants urge, for you are very beau­ti­ful.”

			Meli­cent cried aloud, “A bit­ter curse this beauty has been to me, and to all men who have de­sired it.”

			“But I do not de­sire it,” said Or­estes. “Else I would not have sold it to Ahas­uer­us. I de­sire only the gov­ernor­ship of some province on the fron­ti­er where I may fight daily with stal­wart ad­versar­ies, and ride past the homes of conquered per­sons who hate me. Ahas­uer­us here as­sures me that the Em­per­or will not deny me such em­ploy­ment when I bring him the head of Messire de la Forêt. The raids of Messire de la Forêt have ir­re­li­giously an­noyed our Em­per­or for a long while.”

			She muttered, “Thou that once wore a wo­man’s body—!”

			“—And I take Ahas­uer­us to be shrewd in all re­spects save one. For he de­sires tri­vi­al­it­ies. A wise man knows that wo­man are the sauce and not the meat of life; Ahas­uer­us, there­fore, is not wise. And in con­sequence I do not lack a hand­some bribe for this Bathyl­los whom our good Em­per­or—mis­guided man!—is weak enough to love; my moth­er goes in chains; and I shall get my province.”

			Here Or­estes laughed. And then the mas­ter of Nacumera left Dame Meli­cent alone with Ahas­uer­us.

		
	
		
			
				XXVII

				How Ahas­uer­us Was Can­did

			
			When Or­estes had gone, the Jew re­mained un­moved. He con­tin­ued to dabble his fin­ger­tips in the wa­ter as one who med­it­ates. Presently he dried them on either sleeve so that he seemed to em­brace him­self.

			Said he, “What in­stru­ments we use at need!”

			She said, “So you have pur­chased me, Ahas­uer­us?”

			“Yes, for a hun­dred and two minae. That is a great sum. You are not as the run of wo­men, though. I think you are worth it.”

			She did not speak. The sun shone, and birds chaunted mer­rily to the right hand and to the left. She was con­sid­er­ing the beauty of these gar­dens which seemed to sleep un­der a dome of hard, pol­ished blue—the beauty of this cloistered Nacumera, wherein so many in­fam­ies writhed and con­ten­ded like a nest of little ser­pents.

			“Do you re­mem­ber, Meli­cent, that night at Fo­mor Beach when you snatched a lan­tern from my hand? Your hand touched my hand, Meli­cent.”

			She answered, “I re­mem­ber.”

			“I first of all saw that it was a wo­man who was aid­ing Perion to es­cape. I con­sidered Perion a lucky man, for I had seen the wo­man’s face.”

			She re­mained si­lent.

			“I thought of this wo­man very of­ten. I thought of her even more fre­quently after I had talked with her at Bel­leg­arde, telling of Perion’s cap­tiv­ity. … Meli­cent,” the Jew said, “I make no songs, no prot­est­a­tions, no phrases. My deeds must speak for me. Con­cede that I have la­boured tire­lessly.” He paused, his gaze lif­ted, and his lips smiled. His eyes stayed mirth­less. “This mad Cal­lis­tion’s hate of you, and of the De­met­ri­os who had aban­doned her, was my first step­ping-stone. By my ad­vice a tiny wire was fastened very tightly around the fet­lock of a cer­tain horse, between the foot and the heel, and the hair was smoothed over this wire. De­met­ri­os rode that horse in his last battle. It stumbled, and our ter­rible pro­con­sul was thus brought to death. Cal­lis­tion man­aged it. Thus I be­trayed De­met­ri­os.”

			Meli­cent said, “You are too foul for hell to swal­low.” And Ahas­uer­us mani­fes­ted in­dif­fer­ence to this im­puted fault.

			“Thus far I had gone hand-in-hand with an in­sane Cal­lis­tion. Now our ways par­ted. She de­sired only to be avenged on you, and very crudely. That did not ac­cord with my plan. I fell to bar­gain­ing. I pur­chased with—O rar­ity of rar­it­ies!—a little ra­tion­al ad­vice and much gold as well. Thus in due sea­son I be­trayed Cal­lis­tion. Well, who for­bids it?”

			She said:

			“God is asleep. There­fore you live, and I—alas!—must live for a while longer.”

			“Yes, you must live for a while longer—oh, and I, too, must live for a while longer!” the Jew re­turned. His voice had ris­en in a curi­ous quaver­ing wail. It was the first time Meli­cent ever knew him to dis­play any emo­tion.

			But the mood passed, and he said only:

			“Who for­bids it? In any event, there is a ven­er­able ad­age con­cern­ing the but­ter­ing of parsnips. So I con­tent my­self with ask­ing you to re­mem­ber that I have not ever faltered. I shall not fal­ter now. You loathe me. Who for­bids it? I have known from the first that you de­tested me, and I have al­ways con­sidered your ver­dict to err upon the side of char­ity. Be­lieve me, you will nev­er loathe Ahas­uer­us as I do. And yet I coddle this poor knave some­times—oh, as I do today!” he said.

			And thus they par­ted.

		
	
		
			
				XXVIII

				How Perion Saw Meli­cent

			
			The man­ner of the tor­ment of Meli­cent was this: A little be­fore dawn she was con­duc­ted by Ahas­uer­us and Or­estes to the out­er­most tur­rets of Nacumera, which were now be­gin­ning to take form and col­our. Very sud­denly a flash of light had flooded the val­ley, the big crim­son sun was in­stant­an­eously ap­par­ent as though he had leaped over the bleed­ing night-mists. Dark­ness and all night’s ad­her­ents were an­ni­hil­ated. Pel­ic­ans and geese and cur­lews were in up­roar, as at a con­cer­ted sig­nal. A buz­zard yelped thrice like a dog, and rose in a long spir­al from the cliff to Meli­cent’s right hand. He hung mo­tion­less, a speck in the clear zenith, un­can­nily an­ti­cip­at­ive. Warmth flooded the val­ley.

			Now Meli­cent could see the long and nar­row plain be­neath her. It was over­grown with a tall coarse grass which, rip­pling in the dawn-wind, re­sembled mov­ing wa­ters from this dis­tance, save where clumps of palm trees showed like is­lands. Farther off, the tents of the Free Com­pan­ions were as the white, sharp teeth of a li­on. Also she could see—and did not re­cog­nise—the hel­met-covered head of Perion catch and re­flect the sun­rays dazzlingly, where he knelt in the shim­mer­ing grass just out of bow­shot.

			Now Perion could see a wo­man stand­ing, in the new­born sun­light, un­der many gaily col­oured ban­ners. The maid­en was at­tired in a robe of white silk, and about her wrists were heavy bands of sil­ver. Her hair blazed in the light, bright as the sun­flower glows; her skin was whiter than milk; the down of a fledgling bird was not more grate­ful to the touch than were her hands. There was nev­er any­where a per­son more de­light­ful to gaze upon, and who­so­ever be­held her forth­with de­sired to render love and ser­vice to Dame Meli­cent. This much could Perion know, whose fond eyes did not really see the wo­man upon the bat­tle­ments but, in­stead, young Meli­cent as young Perion had first be­held her walk­ing by the sea at Bel­leg­arde.

			Thus Perion, who knelt in ad­or­a­tion of that list­less girl, all white and sil­ver, and gold, too, where her blown hair showed like a halo. De­sir­able and love­li­er than words may ex­press seemed Meli­cent to Perion as she stood thus in lonely ex­al­ta­tion, and be­hind her, glor­i­ous ban­ners fluttered, and the blue sky took on a deep­er col­our. What Perion saw was like a church win­dow when the sun shines through it. Ahas­uer­us per­fectly un­der­stood the bait­ing of a trap.

			Perion came in­to the open plain be­fore the castle and called on her dear name three times. Then Perion, na­ked to his en­emies, and at the dis­pos­al of the first pa­gan arch­er that chose to shoot him down, sang cheer­ily the wak­ing-song which Meli­cent had heard a mim­ic Am­phitry­on make in Dame Al­cmena’s hon­our, very long ago, when people laughed and Meli­cent was young and ig­nor­ant of misery.

			Sang Perion, “Rei glor­i­os, verais lums e clard­atz—” or, in oth­er word­ing:

			“Thou King of glory, ver­it­able light, all-power­ful deity! be pleased to suc­cour faith­fully my fair, sweet friend. The night that severed us has been long and bit­ter, the dark­ness has been shaken by bleak winds, but now the dawn is near at hand.

			“My fair sweet friend, be of good heart! We have been tor­men­ted long enough by evil dreams. Be of good heart, for the dawn is ap­proach­ing! The east is astir. I have seen the ori­ent star which her­alds day. I dis­cern it clearly, for now the dawn is near at hand.”

			The song was no great mat­ter; but the splen­did fu­til­ity of its per­form­ance amid such touch-and-go sur­round­ings Meli­cent con­sidered to be au­gust. And con­scious­ness of his words’ poverty, as Perion thus lightly played with death in or­der to ac­cord due hon­our to the lady he served, was to Dame Meli­cent in her high mar­tyr­dom as is the twist of a dag­ger in an already fatal wound; and made her love aug­ment.

			Sang Perion:

			“My fair sweet friend, it is I, your ser­vit­or, who cry to you, Be of good heart! Re­gard the sky and the stars now grow­ing dim, and you will see that I have been an un­tir­ing sen­tinel. It will presently fare the worse for those who do not re­cog­nise that the dawn is near at hand.

			“My fair sweet friend, since you were taken from me I have not ever been of a di­vided mind. I have kept faith, I have not failed you. Hourly I have en­treated God and the Son of Mary to have com­pas­sion upon our evil dreams. And now the dawn is near at hand.”

			“My poor, bruised, puzzled boy,” thought Meli­cent, as she had done so long ago, “how came you to be blun­der­ing about this miry world of ours? And how may I be worthy?”

			Or­estes spoke. His voice dis­turbed the wo­man’s rap­ture thinly, like the speech of a ghost, and she re­membered now that a bust­ling world was her ant­ag­on­ist.

			“As­suredly,” Or­estes said, “this man is in­sane. I will forth­with com­mand my arch­ers to des­patch him in the middle of his cat­er­waul­ing. For at this dis­tance they can­not miss him.”

			But Ahas­uer­us said:

			“No, sei­gnior, not by my ad­vice. If you slay this Perion of the Forest, his re­tain­ers will speedily aban­don a des­per­ate siege and re­treat to the coast. But they will nev­er re­treat so long as the man lives and sways them, and we hold Meli­cent, for, as you plainly see, this ab­om­in­able rep­rob­ate is quite be­sot­ted with love of her. His death would win you praise; but the de­struc­tion of his arm­a­ment will pur­chase you your province. Now in two days at most our troops will come, and then we will slay all the Free Com­pan­ions.”

			“That is true,” said Or­estes, “and it is re­mark­able how you think of these things so quickly.”

			So Or­estes was ruled by Ahas­uer­us, and Perion, through no mer­it of his own, de­par­ted un­harmed.

			Then Meli­cent was con­duc­ted to her own apart­ments; and eu­nuchs guarded her, while the battle was, and men she had not ever seen died by the score be­cause her beauty was so great.

		
	
		
			
				XXIX

				How a Bar­gain Was Cried

			
			Now about sun­set Meli­cent knelt in her oratory and laid all her grief be­fore the Vir­gin, im­plor­ing coun­sel.

			This place was in real­ity a chapel, which De­met­ri­os had buil­ded for Meli­cent in ex­quis­ite en­joy­ment. To fur­nish it he had sacked towns she nev­er heard of, and had rifled two cathed­rals, be­cause the no­tion that the wife of De­met­ri­os should own a Chris­ti­an chapel ap­peared to him amus­ing. The Vir­gin, a mas­ter­piece of Pietro di Vi­cenza, De­met­ri­os had pur­chased by the in­ter­cep­tion of a free city’s navy. It was a painted statue, very hand­some.

			The sun­light shone on Meli­cent through a richly col­oured win­dow wherein were shown the suf­fer­ings of Christ and the two thieves. This siftage made about her a wel­ter of glow­ing and in­ter­ming­ling col­ours, above which her head shone with a clear halo.

			This much Ahas­uer­us noted. He said, “You of­fer tears to Miri­am of Naz­ara. Yon­der they are sac­ri­fi­cing a bull to Mith­ras. But I do not make either of­fer­ing or pray­er to any god. Yet of all per­sons in Nacumera I alone am sure of this day’s out­come.” Thus spoke the Jew Ahas­uer­us.

			The wo­man stood erect now. She asked, “What of the day, Ahas­uer­us?”

			“It has been much like oth­er days that I have seen. The sun rose without any per­turb­a­tion. And now it sinks as usu­al. Oh, true, there has been fight­ing. The sky has been clouded with ar­rows, and horses, nicer than their mas­ters, have screamed be­cause these soul­less beasts were ap­palled by so much blood. Many wo­men have be­come wid­ows, and divers chil­dren are made orphans, be­cause of two huge eyes they nev­er saw. Puf! it is an old tale.”

			She said, “Is Perion hurt?”

			“Is the dog hurt that has driv­en a cat in­to a tree? Such I es­tim­ate to be the po­s­i­tion of Or­estes and Perion. Ah, no, this Perion who was my cap­tain once is as yet a lord without any peer in the fields where men con­tend in battle. But love has thrust him in­to a bag’s end, and his fate is cer­tain.”

			She spoke her stead­fast res­ol­u­tion. “And my fate, too. For when Perion is trapped and slain I mean to kill my­self.”

			“I am aware of that,” he said. “Oh, wo­men have these no­tions! Yet when the hour came, I think, you would not dare. For I know your be­liefs con­cern­ing hell’s geo­graphy, and which par­tic­u­lar gulf of hell is re­served for all self-mur­der­ers.”

			Then Meli­cent waited for a while. She spoke later without any ap­par­ent emo­tion. “And how should I fear hell who crave a bit­ter­er fate! Listen, Ahas­uer­us! I know that you de­sire me as a plaything very greatly. The in­famy in which you wade at­tests as much. Yet you have schemed to no pur­pose if Perion dies, be­cause the ways of death are al­ways open. I would die many times rather than en­dure the touch of your fin­ger. Ahas­uer­us, I have not any words where­with to tell you of my loath­ing—”

			“Turn then to bar­gain­ing,” he said, and seemed aware of all her thoughts. “Oh, to a hideous bar­gain. Let Perion be warned of those troops that will to­mor­row out­flank him. Let him es­cape. There is yet time. Do this, dark hungry man, and I will live.” She shuddered here. “Yes, I will live and be obed­i­ent in all things to you, my pur­chaser, un­til you shall have wear­ied of me, or, at the least, un­til God has re­membered.”

			His care­ful eyes were nar­rowed. “You would bribe me as you once bribed De­met­ri­os? And to the same pur­pose? I think that fate ex­cels less in in­ven­tion than in cruelty.”

			She bit­terly said, “Heav­en help me, and what oth­er wares have I to vend!”

			He answered:

			“None. No wo­man has in this black age; and there­fore com­fort you, my girl.”

			She hur­ried on. “There­fore anew I of­fer Meli­cent, who was a prin­cess once. I cry a price for red lips and bright eyes and a fair wo­man’s tender body without any blem­ish. I have no longer youth and hap­pi­ness and hon­our to af­ford you as your toys. These three have long been strangers to me. Oh, very long! Yet all I have I of­fer for one char­it­able deed. See now how near you are to vic­tory. Think now how glor­i­ously one hon­est act would show in you who have be­trayed each over­lord you ever served.”

			He said:

			“I am sus­pi­cious of strange paths, I shrink from prac­tising un­fa­mil­i­ar vir­tues. My plan is fixed. I think I shall not al­ter it.”

			“Ah, no, Ahas­uer­us! think in­stead how beau­ti­ful I am. There is no come­li­er an­im­al in all this big lewd world. In­deed I can­not count how many men have died be­cause I am a comely an­im­al—” She smiled as one who is too tired to weep. “That, too, is an old tale. Now I abate in value, it ap­pears, very lam­ent­ably. For I am pur­chas­able now just by one hon­est deed, and there is none who will barter with me.”

			He re­turned:

			“You for­get that a freed Perion would al­ways have a son­or­ous word or two to say in re­gard to your bar­gain­ings. De­met­ri­os bar­gained, you may re­mem­ber. De­met­ri­os was a dread lord. It cost him daily war­fare to re­tain you. Now I lack swords and castles—I who dare love you much as De­met­ri­os did—and I would be able to re­tain neither Meli­cent nor tran­quil ex­ist­ence for an un­con­scion­able while. Ah, no! I bear my former gen­er­al no grudge. I merely re­cog­nise that while Perion lives he will not ever leave pur­suit of you. I would read­ily con­cede the po­tency of his spurs, even were there need to look on you a second time—It hap­pens that there is no need! Mean­while I am a quiet man, and I ab­hor dis­sen­sion. For the rest, I do not think that you will kill your­self, and so I think I shall not al­ter my fixed plan.”

			He left her, and Meli­cent prayed no more. To what end, she re­flec­ted, need she pray, when there was no hope for Perion?

		
	
		
			
				XXX

				How Meli­cent Conquered

			
			In­to Meli­cent’s bed­room, about two o’clock in the morn­ing, came Ahas­uer­us the Jew. She sat erect in bed and saw him cower­ing over a lamp which his long glisten­ing fin­gers shiel­ded, so that the lean face of the man floated upon a little golden pool in the dark­ness. She mar­velled that this de­test­able coun­ten­ance had not aged at all since her first sight of it.

			He smoothly said:

			“Now let us talk. I have loved you for some while, fair Meli­cent.”

			“You have de­sired me,” she replied.

			“Faith, I am but as all men, whatever their age. Why, what the dev­il! man may have Javeh’s breath in him, but even Scrip­ture proves that man was made of clay.” The Jew now puffed out his jaws as if in re­col­lec­tion. “You are a hand­some piece of flesh, I thought when I came to you at Bel­leg­arde, telling of Perion’s cap­tiv­ity. I thought no more than this, be­cause in my time I have seen a great­er num­ber of hand­some wo­men than you would sup­pose. There­after, on ac­count of an odd reas­on which I had, I served De­met­ri­os will­ingly enough. This son of Mira­mon Lluagor was able to pay me well, in a curi­ous coin­age. So I ar­ranged the bungling snare De­met­ri­os pro­posed—too gross, I thought it, to trap any wo­man liv­ing. Ohé, and why should I not lay an open and frank springe for you? Who else was a king’s bride-to-be, young, beau­ti­ful, and blessed with wealth and hon­our and every oth­er com­fort which the world af­fords?” Now the Jew made as if to fling away a robe from his gaunt per­son. “And you cast this, all this, aside as noth­ing. I saw it done.”

			“Ah, but I did it to save Perion,” she wisely said.

			“Un­fathom­able li­ar,” he re­turned, “you boldly and un­scru­pu­lously bought of life the thing which you most earn­estly de­sired. Nor So­lomon nor Peri­ander has won more. And thus I saw that which no oth­er man has seen. I saw the shrewd and daunt­less soul of Meli­cent. And so I loved you, and I laid my plan—”

			She said, “You do not know of love—”

			“Yet I have buil­ded him a temple,” the Jew con­sidered. He con­tin­ued, with that old ab­hor­rent ac­qui­es­cence, “Now, a temple is ad­mir­able, but it is not buil­ded un­til many la­bour­ers have dug and toiled waist-deep in dirt. Here, too, such spat­ter­ment seemed ne­ces­sary. So I played, in fine, I played a cun­ning mu­sic. The pride of De­met­ri­os, the jeal­ousy of Cal­lis­tion, and the greed of Or­estes—these were as so many stops of that flute on which I played a cun­ning deadly mu­sic. Who for­bids it?”

			She mo­tioned him, “Go on.” Now she was not afraid.

			“Come then to the last note of my mu­sic! You of­fer to bar­gain, say­ing, Save Perion and have my body as your chat­tel. I an­swer Click! The turn­ing of a key solves all. Ac­cord­ingly I have be­trayed the castle of Nacumera, I have this night ad­mit­ted Perion and his broad-shouldered men. They are killing Or­estes yon­der in the Court of Stars even while I talk with you.” Ahas­uer­us laughed noise­lessly. “Such van­ity does not be­come a Jew, but I needs must do the thing with some mag­ni­fi­cence. There­fore I do not give Sire Perion only his life. I give him also vic­tory and much throat-cut­ting and an im­preg­nable rich castle. Have I not paid the price, fair Meli­cent? Have I not won God’s mas­ter­piece through a small wire, a purse, and a big key?”

			She answered, “You have paid.”

			He said:

			“You will hold to your bar­gain? Ah, you have but to cry aloud, and you are rid of me. For this is Perion’s castle.”

			She said, “Christ help me! You have paid my price.”

			Now the Jew raised his two hands in very hor­rible mirth. Said he:

			“Oh, I am al­most temp­ted to praise Javeh, who cre­ated the in­vin­cible soul of Meli­cent. For you have conquered: you have gained, as al­ways, and at whatever price, ex­actly that which you most de­sired, and you do not greatly care about any­thing else. So, be­cause of a word said you would arise and fol­low me on my dark ways if I com­manded it. You will not weight the dice, not even at this pinch, when it would be so easy! For Perion is safe; and noth­ing mat­ters in com­par­is­on with that, and you will not break faith, not even with me. You are in­ex­plic­able, you are stu­pid, and you are res­ist­less. Again I see my Meli­cent, who is not just a pair of purple eyes and so much lovely flesh.”

			His face was as she had not ever known it now, and very tender. Ahas­uer­us said:

			“My way to vic­tory is plain enough. And yet there is an obstacle. For my fancy is taken by the soul of Meli­cent, and not by that hand­some piece of flesh which all men—even Perion, ma­dame!—have loved so long with re­mark­able in­fatu­ation. Ac­cord­ingly I had not ever de­signed that the edi­fice on which I la­boured should be the stable of my lusts. Ac­cord­ingly I played my cun­ning mu­sic—and ac­cord­ingly I give you Perion. I that am Ahas­uer­us win for you all which right­eous­ness and hon­our could not win. At the last it is I who give you Perion, and it is I who bring you to his em­brace. He must still be about his mag­nan­im­ous butchery, I think, in the Court of Stars.”

			Ahas­uer­us knelt, kiss­ing her hand.

			“Fair Meli­cent, such ab­om­in­able per­sons as De­met­ri­os and I are fatally alike. We may deny, de­ride, de­plore, or even hate, the sanc­tity of any noble lady ac­cord­ingly as we elect; but there is for us no pos­sible es­cape from wor­ship­ping it. Your wind-fed Ferions, who will not ever ac­know­ledge what sort of world we live in, are less quick to re­cog­nise the soul of Meli­cent. Such is our sorry con­sol­a­tion. Oh, you do not be­lieve me yet. You will be­lieve in the on­com­ing years. Mean­while, O all-en­dur­ing and all-con­quer­ing! go now to your last la­bour; and—if my Broth­er dare con­cede as much—do you now con­quer Perion.”

			

			Then he van­ished. She nev­er saw him any more.

			She lif­ted the Jew’s lamp. She bore it through the Wo­men’s Garden, wherein were many dis­com­fort­able shad­ows and no liv­ing be­ing. She came to its out­er en­trance. Men were fight­ing there. She skir­ted a hideous con­flict, and des­cen­ded the Queen’s Stair­way, which led (as you have heard) to­ward the bal­cony about the Court of Stars. She found this bal­cony va­cant.

			Be­low her men were fight­ing. To the farther end of the court Or­estes sprawled upon the red and yel­low slabs—which now for the most part were red—and above him towered Perion of the Forest. The con­quer­or had paused to cleanse his sword upon the same di­van De­met­ri­os had oc­cu­pied when Meli­cent first saw the pro­con­sul; and as Perion turned, in the act of sheath­ing his sword, he per­ceived the dear fa­mil­i­ar den­iz­en of all his dreams. A tiny lamp glowed in her hand quite stead­ily.

			“O Meli­cent,” said Perion, with a great voice, “my task is done. Come now to me.”

			She in­stantly obeyed whose only joy was to please Perion. Des­cend­ing the en­closed stair­way, she thought how like its gloom was to the tem­por­al un­hap­pi­ness she had passed through in serving Perion.

			He stood a drip­ping statue, for he had fought hor­ribly. She came to him, pick­ing her way among the slain. He trembled who was fresh from slay­ing. A flood of torch­light surged and swirled about them, and with­in a stone’s cast Perion’s men were des­patch­ing the wounded.

			These two stood face to face and did not speak at all.

			

			I think that he knew dis­ap­point­ment first. He looked to find the girl whom he had left on Fo­mor Beach.

			He found a wo­man, the pos­sessor still of a com­pel­ling beauty. Oh, yes, past doubt: but this wo­man was a stranger to him, as he now knew with an odd sense of sick­ness. Thus, then, had ended the quest of Meli­cent. Their love had flouted Time and Fate. These had re­venged this in­solence, it seemed to Perion, by an iron­ic­al con­ver­sion of each rebel in­to an­oth­er per­son. For this was not the girl whom Perion had loved in far red-roofed Poict­esme; this was not the girl for whom Perion had fought ten minutes since: and he—as Perion for the first time per­ceived—was not and nev­er could be any more the Perion that girl had bid­den re­turn to her. It were as easy to evoke the Perion who had loved Mélusine. …

			Then Perion per­ceived that love may be a power so au­gust as to bed­warf con­sid­er­a­tion of the man and wo­man whom it sways. He saw that this is reas­on­able. I can­not jus­ti­fy this know­ledge. I can­not even tell you just what great secret it was of which Perion be­came aware. Many men have seen the sun­rise, but the serenity and awe and sweet­ness of this daily mir­acle, the huge as­sur­ance which it em­an­ates that the be­hold­er is both im­pot­ent and greatly be­loved, is not en­tirely an af­fair of the sky’s tinc­ture. And thus it was with Perion. He knew what he could not ex­plain. He knew such joy and ter­ror as none has ever worded. A cur­tain had lif­ted briefly; and the fa­mil­i­ar world which Perion knew, for the brief in­stant, had ap­peared to be a paint­ing upon that cur­tain.

			Now, dazzled, he saw Meli­cent for the first time. …

			I think he saw the lines already form­ing in her face, and knew that, but for him, this wo­man, na­ked now of gear and friends, had been to­night a queen among her own ac­claim­ing people. I think he wor­shipped where he did not dare to love, as every man can­not but do when starkly fron­ted by the di­vine and stu­pendous un­reas­on of a wo­man’s choice, among so many oth­er men, of him. And yet, I think that Perion re­called what Ayrart de Mon­tors had said of wo­men and their love, so long ago:—“They are more wise than we; and al­ways they make us bet­ter by in­dom­it­ably be­liev­ing we are bet­ter than in real­ity a man can ever be.”

			I think that Perion knew, now, de Mon­tors had been in the right. The pity and mys­tery and beauty of that world wherein High God had—scorn­fully?—placed a smug Perion, seemed to the Comte de la Forêt, I think, un­bear­able. I think a new and finer love smote Perion as a sword strikes.

			I think he did not speak be­cause there was no scope for words. I know that he knelt (in­curi­ous for once of vic­tory) be­fore this stranger who was not the Meli­cent whom he had sought so long, and that all con­sid­er­a­tion of a lost young Meli­cent de­par­ted from him, as mists leave our world when the sun rises.

			I think that this was her high hour of tri­umph.

			Caet­era De­sunt

		
	
		
			
				The Afterword

				
					
						These lives made out of loves that long since were
						

						Lives wrought as ours of earth and burn­ing air,
						

						Was such not theirs, the twain I take, and give
						

						Out of my life to make their dead life live
						

						Some days of mine, and blow my liv­ing breath
						

						Between dead lips for­got­ten even of death?
						

						So many and many of old have giv­en my twain
						

						Love and live song and honey-hearted pain.
					

				

			
			
				Thus, rather sud­denly, ends our know­ledge of the love-busi­ness between Perion and Meli­cent. For at this point, as ab­ruptly as it began, the one ex­ist­ing chron­icle of their ad­ven­tures makes con­clu­sion, like a bit of in­ter­rup­ted mu­sic, and thereby af­fords con­jec­ture no in­con­sid­er­able bounds wherein to ex­er­cise it­self. Yet, in view of the fact that de­duc­tions as to what be­fell these lov­ers af­ter­ward can at best res­ult in free­han­ded the­or­ising, it seems more prof­it­able in this place to speak very briefly of the frag­ment­ary Ro­man de Lusig­nan, since the his­tory of Meli­cent and Perion as set forth in this book makes no pre­ten­sions to be more than a ren­der­ing in­to Eng­lish of this ma­nu­script, with slight ad­di­tions from the earli­est known prin­ted ver­sion of 1546.

			
			
				II

				M. Verville, in his mono­graph on Nic­olas de Caen,2 con­siders it prob­able that the Ro­man de Lusig­nan was prin­ted in Bruges by Col­ard Man­sion at about the same time Man­sion pub­lished the Dizain des Reines. This is pos­sible; but un­til a copy of the book is dis­covered, our sole au­thor­ity for the ro­mance must con­tin­ue to be the frag­ment­ary MS. No. 503 in the Al­lon­bi­an Col­lec­tion.

				Among the in­nu­mer­able ma­nu­scripts in the Brit­ish Mu­seum there is per­haps none which opens a wider field for guess­work. In its en­tirety the Ro­man de Lusig­nan was, if ap­pear­ances are to be trus­ted, a leis­ured and am­bi­tious hand­ling of the Me­lusina le­gend; but in the pre­served por­tion Me­lusina fig­ures hardly at all. We have merely the fi­nal chapters of what would seem to have been the first half, or per­haps the first third, of the com­plete nar­rat­ive; so that this ma­nu­script ac­count of Me­lusina’s be­guile­ments breaks off, fant­ast­ic­ally, at a peri­od by many years an­teri­or to a date which those bet­ter known ver­sions of Jean d’Ar­ras and Thur­ing von Ringoltingen se­lect as the only ap­pro­pri­ate start­ing-point.

				By means of a few elisions, how­ever, the epis­od­ic story of Meli­cent and of the men who loved Meli­cent has been dis­embed­ded from what sur­vives of the main nar­rat­ive. This epis­ode may reas­on­ably be con­sidered as com­plete in it­self, in spite of its pre­cip­it­ous com­mence­ment; we are not told any­thing very def­in­ite con­cern­ing Perion’s earli­er re­la­tions with Me­lusina, it is true, but then they are hardly of any es­pe­cial im­port­ance. And spec­u­la­tions as to the tale’s per­plex­ing chro­no­logy, or as to the curi­ous treat­ment of the Ahas­uer­us le­gend, wherein Nic­olas so strik­ingly dif­fers from his pre­curs­ors, Mat­thew Par­is and Phil­ippe Mouskes, or as to the prob­able course of lat­ter in­cid­ents in the ro­mance (which must al­most in­ev­it­ably have reached its cli­max in the found­a­tion of the house of Lusig­nan by Perion’s son Ray­mond­in and Me­lusina) are more prof­it­ably left to M. Verville’s in­genu­ity.

			
			
				III

				One fea­ture, though, of this ro­mance de­mands par­tic­u­lar com­ment. The hap­pen­ings of the Meli­cent-epis­ode pivot re­mark­ably upon dom­nei—upon chiv­al­ric love, upon the frauen­di­enst of the min­ne­sing­ers, or upon “wo­man-wor­ship,” as we might bunglingly trans­late a word for which in Eng­lish there is no pre­cisely equi­val­ent syn­onym. There­fore this Eng­lish ver­sion of the Meli­cent-epis­ode has been called Dom­nei, at whatever price of un­in­tel­li­gib­il­ity.

				For there is really no oth­er word or com­bin­a­tion of words which seems quite to sum up, or even in­dic­ate this pre­cise at­ti­tude to­ward life. Dom­nei was less a pref­er­ence for one es­pe­cial wo­man than a code of philo­sophy. “The com­plic­a­tion of opin­ions and ideas, of af­fec­tions and habits,” writes Charles Claude Faur­i­el,3 “which promp­ted the che­va­lier to de­vote him­self to the ser­vice of a lady, and by which he strove to prove to her his love and to mer­it hers in re­turn, was ex­pressed by the single word dom­nei.”

				And this, of course, is true enough. Yet dom­nei was even more than a com­plic­a­tion of opin­ions and af­fec­tions and habits: it was also a mal­ady and a re­li­gion quite in­com­mu­nic­ably blen­ded.

				Thus you will find that Dante—to cite only the most read­ily ac­cess­ible of me­di­ev­al amor­ists—en­larges as to dom­nei in both these last-named as­pects im­par­tially. Dom­nei sus­pends all his senses save that of sight, makes him turn pale, causes tremors in his left side, and sends him to bed “like a little beaten child, in tears”; through­out you have the mani­fest­a­tions of dom­nei de­scribed in terms be­fit­ting the symp­toms of a phys­ic­al dis­ease: but as con­cerns the oth­er as­pect, Dante nev­er wear­ies of re­it­er­at­ing that it is dom­nei which has turned his thoughts to­ward God; and with ter­rible sin­cer­ity he be­holds in Be­atrice de’Bardi the highest il­lu­min­a­tion which Di­vine Grace may per­mit to hu­man­kind. “This is no wo­man; rather it is one of heav­en’s most ra­di­ant an­gels,” he says with ter­rible sin­cer­ity.

				With ter­rible sin­cer­ity, let it be re­peated: for the ser­vice of dom­nei was nev­er, as some would af­fect to in­ter­pret it, a mod­ish and ordered af­fect­a­tion; the his­tor­ies of Peire de Maën­zac, of Guil­laume de Caibe­sta­ing, of Geof­frey Rudel, of Ul­rich von Liecht­en­stein, of the Monk of Pu­cibot, of Pons de Cap­dueilh, and even of Peire Vid­al and Guil­laume de Balaun, sur­vive to prove it was a ser­i­ous thing, a stark and life-dis­pos­ing real­ity. En cor gen­til dom­nei per mort no passa, as Nic­olas him­self de­clares. The ser­vice of dom­nei in­volved, it in fact in­vited, an­guish; it was a mar­tyr­dom whereby the lov­er was up­lif­ted to saint­ship and the lady to little less than, if any­thing less than, god­head. For it was a can­on of dom­nei, it was the very es­sence of dom­nei, that the wo­man one loves is provid­en­tially set between her lov­er’s ap­pre­hen­sion, and God, as the mo­bile and vi­tal im­age and cor­por­eal re­mind­er of heav­en, as a quick sym­bol of beauty and holi­ness, of pur­ity and per­fec­tion. In her the lov­er views—em­bod­ied, ap­par­ent to hu­man sense, and even ac­cess­ible to hu­man en­ter­prise—all qual­it­ies of God which can be com­pre­hen­ded by merely hu­man fac­ulties. It is pre­cisely as such an in­ter­me­di­ary that Meli­cent fig­ures to­ward Perion, and, in a some­what dif­fer­ent de­gree, to­ward Ahas­uer­us—since Ahas­uer­us is of ne­ces­sity apart in all things from the run of hu­man­ity.

				Yet in­stances were not lack­ing in the ser­vice of dom­nei where wor­ship of the sym­bol de­veloped in­to a re­li­gion suf­fi­cing in it­self, and be­came com­pet­it­or with wor­ship of what the sym­bol primar­ily rep­res­en­ted—such in­stances as have their ana­logues in the le­gend of Ritter Tan­nhäuser, or in Au­cas­sin’s re­solve in the ro­mance to go down in­to hell with “his sweet mis­tress whom he so much loves,” or (here per­haps most per­fectly ex­ampled) in Arnaud de Mer­veil’s na­ive de­clar­a­tion that whatever por­tion of his heart be­longs to God heav­en holds in vas­salage to Ad­elaide de Bez­i­ers. It is upon this dark­er and re­bel­li­ous side of dom­nei, of a re­li­gion pathet­ic­ally dragged dust­ward by the lux­uri­ance and ef­flor­es­cence of over-pas­sion­ate ser­vice, that Nic­olas has touched in de­pict­ing De­met­ri­os.

			
			
				IV

				Nic­olas de Caen, him­self the ser­vit­or par amours of Isa­bella of Bur­gundy, has else­where writ­ten of dom­nei (in his Le Roi Amaury) in terms such as it may not be en­tirely out of place to tran­scribe here. Beelze­bub, as you may re­mem­ber, has been dis­com­fited in his en­deav­ours to en­snare King Amaury and is with­draw­ing in dis­gust.

				“A pest upon this dom­nei!”4 the fiend growls. “Nay, the match is at an end, and I may speak in per­fect cand­our now. I swear to you that, giv­en a man clear-eyed enough to see that a wo­man by or­din­ary is nour­ished much as he is nour­ished, and is sub­jec­ted to every bod­ily in­firm­ity which he en­dures and frets be­neath, I do not of­ten bungle mat­ters. But when a fool be­gins to flounder about the world, dead-drunk with ad­or­a­tion of an im­macu­late wo­man—a mon­ster which, as even the man’s own judg­ment as­sures him, does not ex­ist and nev­er will ex­ist—why, he be­comes as un­man­age­able as any oth­er ma­ni­ac when a frenzy is upon him. For then the idi­ot hun­gers after a life so high-pitched that his gross fac­ulties may not so much as glimpse it; he is so rapt with im­possible dreams that he be­comes ob­li­vi­ous to the nudgings of his most pet­ted vice; and he ab­hors his own in­nate and per­fectly nat­ur­al in­clin­a­tion to cow­ardice, and filth, and self-de­cep­tion. He, in fine, af­fords me and all oth­er ra­tion­al people no avail­able handle; and, in con­sequence, he very of­ten flounders bey­ond the reach of my whis­per­ings. There may be oth­er per­sons who can in­form you why such blatant folly should thus be the mas­ter-word of evil, but for my own part, I con­fess to ig­nor­ance.”

				“Nay, that folly, as you term it, and as hell will al­ways term it, is alike the riddle and the mas­ter­word of the uni­verse,” the old king replies. …

				

				And Nic­olas whole­heartedly be­lieved that this was true. We do not be­lieve this, quite, but it may be that we are none the hap­pi­er for our du­bi­ety.

				Ex­pli­cit
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			Endnotes

			1. Nic­olas de Caen gives here a minute ac­count of the mil­it­ary and nav­al evol­u­tions, with a full­ness that verges upon pro­lix­ity. It ap­pears ex­pedi­ent to omit all this.

			2. Paul Verville, No­tice sur la vie de Nic­olas de Caen, p. 112 (Rouen, 1911).

			3. His­toire de la lit­térat­ure provençale, p. 330 (Adler’s trans­la­tion, New York, 1860).

			4. Quoted with minor al­ter­a­tions from Wat­son’s ver­sion.
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