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				I

				Of Golden Wal­ter and His Fath­er

			
			Awhile ago there was a young man dwell­ing in a great and goodly city by the sea which had to name Lang­ton on Holm. He was but of five and twenty win­ters, a fair-faced man, yel­low-haired, tall and strong; rather wiser than fool­ish­er than young men are mostly wont; a vali­ant youth, and a kind; not of many words but cour­teous of speech; no rois­ter­er, nought mas­ter­ful, but peace­able and know­ing how to for­bear: in a fray a per­il­ous foe, and a trusty war-fel­low. His fath­er, with whom he was dwell­ing when this tale be­gins, was a great mer­chant, rich­er than a bar­on of the land, a head­man of the greatest of the Lin­eages of Lang­ton, and a cap­tain of the Porte; he was of the Lin­eage of the Gold­ings, there­fore was he called Bartho­lomew Golden, and his son Golden Wal­ter.

			Now ye may well deem that such a young­ling as this was looked upon by all as a lucky man without a lack; but there was this flaw in his lot, where­as he had fallen in­to the toils of love of a wo­man ex­ceed­ing fair, and had taken her to wife, she nought un­will­ing as it seemed. But when they had been wed­ded some six months he found by mani­fest tokens, that his fair­ness was not so much to her but that she must seek to the foul­ness of one wors­er than he in all ways; where­fore his rest de­par­ted from him, where­as he hated her for her un­truth and her hatred of him; yet would the sound of her voice, as she came and went in the house, make his heart beat; and the sight of her stirred de­sire with­in him, so that he longed for her to be sweet and kind with him, and deemed that, might it be so, he should for­get all the evil gone by. But it was not so; for ever when she saw him, her face changed, and her hatred of him be­came mani­fest, and how­so­ever she were sweet with oth­ers, with him she was hard and sour.

			So this went on a while till the cham­bers of his fath­er’s house, yea the very streets of the city, be­came loath­some to him; and yet he called to mind that the world was wide and he but a young man. So on a day as he sat with his fath­er alone, he spake to him and said: “Fath­er, I was on the quays even now, and I looked on the ships that were nigh boun, and thy sign I saw on a tall ship that seemed to me nighest boun. Will it be long ere she sail?”

			“Nay,” said his fath­er, “that ship, which hight the Kath­er­ine, will they warp out of the haven in two days’ time. But why askest thou of her?”

			“The shortest word is best, fath­er,” said Wal­ter, “and this it is, that I would de­part in the said ship and see oth­er lands.”

			“Yea and whith­er, son?” said the mer­chant.

			“Whith­er she goeth,” said Wal­ter, “for I am ill at ease at home, as thou wot­test, fath­er.”

			The mer­chant held his peace awhile, and looked hard on his son, for there was strong love between them; but at last he said: “Well, son, maybe it were best for thee; but maybe also we shall not meet again.”

			“Yet if we do meet, fath­er, then shalt thou see a new man in me.”

			“Well,” said Bartho­lomew, “at least I know on whom to lay the loss of thee, and when thou art gone, for thou shalt have thine own way herein, she shall no longer abide in my house. Nay, but it were for the strife that should arise thence­forth betwixt her kindred and ours, it should go some­what worse with her than that.”

			Said Wal­ter: “I pray thee shame her not more than needs must be, lest, so do­ing, thou shame both me and thy­self also.”

			Bartho­lomew held his peace again for a while; then he said: “Goeth she with child, my son?”

			Wal­ter reddened, and said: “I wot not; nor of whom the child may be.” Then they both sat si­lent, till Bartho­lomew spake, say­ing: “The end of it is, son, that this is Monday, and that thou shalt go aboard in the small hours of Wed­nes­day; and mean­while I shall look to it that thou go not away empty-handed; the skip­per of the Kath­er­ine is a good man and true, and knows the seas well; and my ser­vant Robert the Low, who is clerk of the lad­ing, is trust­worthy and wise, and as my­self in all mat­ters that look to­wards chaf­fer. The Kath­er­ine is new and stout-buil­ded, and should be lucky, where­as she is un­der the ward of her who is the saint called upon in the church where thou wert christened, and my­self be­fore thee; and thy moth­er, and my fath­er and moth­er all lie un­der the chancel there­of, as thou wot­test.”

			There­with the eld­er rose up and went his ways about his busi­ness, and there was no more said betwixt him and his son on this mat­ter.

		
	
		
			
				II

				Golden Wal­ter Takes Ship to Sail the Seas

			
			When Wal­ter went down to the Kath­er­ine next morn­ing, there was the skip­per Geof­frey, who did him rev­er­ence, and made him all cheer, and showed him his room aboard ship, and the plenteous goods which his fath­er had sent down to the quays already, such haste as he had made. Wal­ter thanked his fath­er’s love in his heart, but oth­er­wise took little heed to his af­fairs, but wore away the time about the haven, gaz­ing list­lessly on the ships that were mak­ing them ready out­ward, or un­lad­ing, and the mar­iners and ali­ens com­ing and go­ing: and all these were to him as the curi­ous im­ages woven on a tapestry.

			At last when he had well-nigh come back again to the Kath­er­ine, he saw there a tall ship, which he had scarce noted be­fore, a ship all-boun, which had her boats out, and men sit­ting to the oars there­of ready to tow her out­wards when the hawser should be cast off, and by seem­ing her mar­iners were but abid­ing for some one or oth­er to come aboard.

			So Wal­ter stood idly watch­ing the said ship, and as he looked, lo! folk passing him to­ward the gang­way. These were three; first came a dwarf, dark-brown of hue and hideous, with long arms and ears ex­ceed­ing great and dog-teeth that stuck out like the fangs of a wild beast. He was clad in a rich coat of yel­low silk, and bare in his hand a crooked bow, and was girt with a broad sax.

			After him came a maid­en, young by seem­ing, of scarce twenty sum­mers; fair of face as a flower; grey-eyed, brown-haired, with lips full and red, slim and gentle of body. Simple was her ar­ray, of a short and strait green gown, so that on her right ankle was clear to see an iron ring.

			Last of the three was a lady, tall and stately, so ra­di­ant of vis­age and glor­i­ous of raiment, that it were hard to say what like she was; for scarce might the eye gaze steady upon her ex­ceed­ing beauty; yet must every son of Adam who found him­self anigh her, lift up his eyes again after he had dropped them, and look again on her, and yet again and yet again. Even so did Wal­ter, and as the three passed by him, it seemed to him as if all the oth­er folk there about had van­ished and were nought; nor had he any vis­ion be­fore his eyes of any look­ing on them, save him­self alone. They went over the gang­way in­to the ship, and he saw them go along the deck till they came to the house on the poop, and entered it and were gone from his sight.

			There he stood star­ing, till little by little the throng­ing people of the quays came in­to his eye­shot again; then he saw how the hawser was cast off and the boats fell to tug­ging the big ship to­ward the har­bour-mouth with hale and how of men. Then the sail fell down from the yard and was sheeted home and filled with the fair wind as the ship’s bows ran up on the first green wave out­side the haven. Even there­with the ship­men cast abroad a ban­ner, where­on was done in a green field a grim wolf ramp­ing up against a maid­en, and so went the ship upon her way.

			Wal­ter stood awhile star­ing at her empty place where the waves ran in­to the haven-mouth, and then turned aside and to­ward the Kath­er­ine; and at first he was minded to go ask ship­mas­ter Geof­frey of what he knew con­cern­ing the said ship and her ali­en way­farers; but then it came in­to his mind, that all this was but an ima­gin­a­tion or dream of the day, and that he were best to leave it un­told to any. So there­with he went his way from the wa­ter­side, and through the streets un­to his fath­er’s house; but when he was but a little way thence, and the door was be­fore him, him-seemed for a mo­ment of time that he be­held those three com­ing out down the steps of stone and in­to the street; to wit the dwarf, the maid­en, and the stately lady: but when he stood still to abide their com­ing, and looked to­ward them, lo! there was noth­ing be­fore him save the goodly house of Bartho­lomew Golden, and three chil­dren and a cur dog play­ing about the steps there­of, and about him were four or five pass­ersby go­ing about their busi­ness. Then was he all con­fused in his mind, and knew not what to make of it, wheth­er those whom he had seemed to see pass aboard ship were but im­ages of a dream, or chil­dren of Adam in very flesh.

			How­so­ever, he entered the house, and found his fath­er in the cham­ber, and fell to speech with him about their mat­ters; but for all that he loved his fath­er, and wor­shipped him as a wise and vali­ant man, yet at that hour he might not hearken the words of his mouth, so much was his mind en­tangled in the thought of those three, and they were ever be­fore his eyes, as if they had been painted on a table by the best of lim­ners. And of the two wo­men he thought ex­ceed­ing much, and cast no wyte upon him­self for run­ning after the de­sire of strange wo­men. For he said to him­self that he de­sired not either of the twain; nay, he might not tell which of the twain, the maid­en or the stately queen, were clearest to his eyes; but sore he de­sired to see both of them again, and to know what they were.

			So wore the hours till the Wed­nes­day morn­ing, and it was time that he should bid farewell to his fath­er and get aboard ship; but his fath­er led him down to the quays and on to the Kath­er­ine, and there Wal­ter em­braced him, not without tears and fore­bod­ings; for his heart was full. Then presently the old man went aland; the gang­way was un­shipped, the hawsers cast off; the oars of the tow­ing-boats splashed in the dark wa­ter, the sail fell down from the yard, and was sheeted home, and out plunged the Kath­er­ine in­to the misty sea and rolled up the grey slopes, cast­ing abroad her an­cient with­al, where­on was beaten the token of Bartho­lomew Golden, to wit a B and a G to the right and the left, and there­above a cross and a tri­angle rising from the midst.

			Wal­ter stood on the stern and be­held, yet more with the mind of him than with his eyes; for it all seemed but the double of what the oth­er ship had done; and the thought of it as if the twain were as beads strung on one string and led away by it in­to the same place, and thence to go in the like or­der, and so on again and again, and nev­er to draw nigh­er to each oth­er.

		
	
		
			
				III

				Wal­ter Heareth Tid­ings of the Death of His Fath­er

			
			Fast sailed the Kath­er­ine over the seas, and nought be­fell to tell of, either to her­self or her crew. She came to one cheap­ing-town and then to an­oth­er, and so on to a third and a fourth; and at each was buy­ing and selling after the man­ner of chap­men; and Wal­ter not only looked on the do­ings of his fath­er’s folk, but lent a hand, what he might, to help them in all mat­ters, wheth­er it were in sea­man’s craft, or in chaf­fer. And the fur­ther he went and the longer the time wore, the more he was eased of his old trouble wherein his wife and her treas­on had to do.

			But as for the oth­er trouble, to wit his de­sire and long­ing to come up with those three, it yet flickered be­fore him; and though he had not seen them again as one sees people in the streets, and as if he might touch them if he would, yet were their im­ages of­ten be­fore his mind’s eye; and yet, as time wore, not so of­ten, nor so troub­lously; and for­sooth both to those about him and to him­self, he seemed as a man well healed of his mel­an­choly mood.

			Now they left that fourth stead, and sailed over the seas and came to a fifth, a very great and fair city, which they had made more than sev­en months from Lang­ton on Holm; and by this time was Wal­ter tak­ing heed and joy­ance in such things as were to­ward in that fair city, so far from his kindred, and es­pe­cially he looked on the fair wo­men there, and de­sired them, and loved them; but lightly, as be­falleth young men.

			Now this was the last coun­try whereto the Kath­er­ine was boun; so there they abode some ten months in daily chaf­fer, and in pleas­ur­ing them in be­hold­ing all that there was of rare and goodly, and mak­ing merry with the mer­chants and the towns­folk, and the coun­try-folk bey­ond the gates, and Wal­ter was grown as busy and gay as a strong young man is like to be, and was as one who would fain be of some ac­count amongst his own folk.

			But at the end of this while, it be­fell on a day, as he was leav­ing his hostel for his booth in the mar­ket, and had the door in his hand, there stood be­fore him three mar­iners in the guise of his own coun­try, and with them was one of clerkly as­pect, whom he knew at once for his fath­er’s scriven­er, Arnold Pen­strong by name; and when Wal­ter saw him his heart failed him and he cried out: “Arnold, what tid­ings? Is all well with the folk at Lang­ton?”

			Said Arnold: “Evil tid­ings are come with me; mat­ters are ill with thy folk; for I may not hide that thy fath­er, Bartho­lomew Golden, is dead, God rest his soul.”

			At that word it was to Wal­ter as if all that trouble which but now had sat so light upon him, was once again fresh and heavy, and that his past life of the last few months had nev­er been; and it was to him as if he saw his fath­er ly­ing dead on his bed, and heard the folk lament­ing about the house. He held his peace awhile, and then he said in a voice as of an angry man:

			“What, Arnold! and did he die in his bed, or how? for he was neither old nor ail­ing when we par­ted.”

			Said Arnold: “Yea, in his bed he died: but first he was some­what sword-bit­ten.”

			“Yea, and how?” quoth Wal­ter.

			Said Arnold: “When thou wert gone, in a few days’ wear­ing, thy fath­er sent thy wife out of his house back to her kindred of the Red­dings with no hon­our, and yet with no such shame as might have been, without blame to us of those who knew the tale of thee and her; which, God-a-mercy, will be pretty much the whole of the city.”

			“Nev­er­the­less, the Red­dings took it amiss, and would have a mote with us Gold­ings to talk of boot­ing. By ill-luck we yea-said that for the sav­ing of the city’s peace. But what bet­id? We met in our Guild-hall, and there be­fell the talk between us; and in that talk cer­tain words could not be hid­den, though they were none too seemly nor too meek. And the said words once spoken drew forth the whetted steel; and there then was the hew­ing and thrust­ing! Two of ours were slain out­right on the floor, and four of theirs, and many were hurt on either side. Of these was thy fath­er, for as thou mayst well deem, he was nought back­ward in the fray; but des­pite his hurts, two in the side and one on the arm, he went home on his own feet, and we deemed that we had come to our above. But well-a-way! it was an evil vic­tory, where­as in ten days he died of his hurts. God have his soul! But now, my mas­ter, thou mayst well wot that I am not come to tell thee this only, but moreover to bear the word of the kindred, to wit that thou come back with me straight­way in the swift cut­ter which hath borne me and the tid­ings; and thou mayst look to it, that though she be swift and light, she is a keel full weath­erly.”

			Then said Wal­ter: “This is a bid­ding of war. Come back will I, and the Red­dings shall wot of my com­ing. Are ye all-boun?”

			“Yea,” said Arnold, “we may up an­chor this very day, or to­mor­row morn at latest. But what aileth thee, mas­ter, that thou starest so wild over my shoulder? I pray thee take it not so much to heart! Ever it is the wont of fath­ers to de­part this world be­fore their sons.”

			But Wal­ter’s vis­age from wrath­ful red had be­come pale, and he poin­ted up street, and cried out: “Look! dost thou see?”

			“See what, mas­ter?” quoth Arnold: “what! here cometh an ape in gay raiment; be­like the beast of some jongleur. Nay, by God’s wounds! ’tis a man, though he be ex­ceed­ing mis­shapen like a very dev­il. Yea and now there cometh a pretty maid go­ing as if she were of his me­ney; and lo! here, a most goodly and noble lady! Yea, I see; and doubt­less she owneth both the two, and is of the greatest of the folk of this fair city; for on the maid­en’s ankle I saw an iron ring, which be­token­eth thrall­dom amongst these ali­ens. But this is strange! for notest thou not how the folk in the street heed not this quaint show; nay not even the stately lady, though she be as lovely as a god­dess of the gen­tiles, and beareth on her gems that would buy Lang­ton twice over; surely they must be over-wont to strange and gal­lant sights. But now, mas­ter, but now!”

			“Yea, what is it?” said Wal­ter.

			“Why, mas­ter, they should not yet be gone out of eye­shot, yet gone they are. What is be­come of them, are they sunk in­to the earth?”

			“Tush, man!” said Wal­ter, look­ing not on Arnold, but still star­ing down the street; “they have gone in­to some house while thine eyes were turned from them a mo­ment.”

			“Nay, mas­ter, nay,” said Arnold, “mine eyes were not off them one in­stant of time.”

			“Well,” said Wal­ter, some­what snap­pishly, “they are gone now, and what have we to do to heed such toys, we with all this grief and strife on our hands? Now would I be alone to turn the mat­ter of thine er­rand over in my mind. Mean­time do thou tell the ship­mas­ter Geof­frey and our oth­er folk of these tid­ings, and there­after get thee all ready; and come hith­er to me be­fore sun­rise to­mor­row, and I shall be ready for my part; and so sail we back to Lang­ton.”

			There­with he turned him back in­to the house, and the oth­ers went their ways; but Wal­ter sat alone in his cham­ber a long while, and pondered these things in his mind. And whiles he made up his mind that he would think no more of the vis­ion of those three, but would fare back to Lang­ton, and enter in­to the strife with the Red­dings and quell them, or die else. But lo, when he was quite steady in this doom, and his heart was lightened thereby, he found that he thought no more of the Red­dings and their strife, but as mat­ters that were passed and done with, and that now he was think­ing and de­vis­ing if by any means he might find out in what land dwelt those three. And then again he strove to put that from him, say­ing that what he had seen was but meet for one brain­sick, and a dream­er of dreams. But fur­ther­more he thought, Yea, and was Arnold, who this last time had seen the im­ages of those three, a dream­er of wak­ing dreams? for he was nought wonted in such wise; then thought he: At least I am well con­tent that he spake to me of their like­ness, not I to him; for so I may tell that there was at least some­thing be­fore my eyes which grew not out of mine own brain. And yet again, why should I fol­low them; and what should I get by it; and in­deed how shall I set about it?

			Thus he turned the mat­ter over and over; and at last, see­ing that if he grew no fool­ish­er over it, he grew no wiser, he be­came weary there­of, and be­stirred him, and saw to the truss­ing up of his goods, and made all ready for his de­par­ture, and so wore the day and slept at night­fall; and at day­break comes Arnold to lead him to their keel, which hight the Bartho­lomew. He tar­ried nought, and with few farewells went aboard ship, and an hour after they were in the open sea with the ship’s head turned to­ward Lang­ton on Holm.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				Storm Be­falls the Bartho­lomew, and She Is Driv­en Off Her Course

			
			Now swift sailed the Bartho­lomew for four weeks to­ward the north­w­est with a fair wind, and all was well with ship and crew. Then the wind died out on even of a day, so that the ship scarce made way at all, though she rolled in a great swell of the sea, so great, that it seemed to ridge all the main athwart. Moreover down in the west was a great bank of cloud huddled up in haze, where­as for twenty days past the sky had been clear, save for a few bright white clouds fly­ing be­fore the wind. Now the ship­mas­ter, a man right cun­ning in his craft, looked long on sea and sky, and then turned and bade the mar­iners take in sail and be right heed­ful. And when Wal­ter asked him what he looked for, and where­fore he spake not to him there­of, he said sur­lily: “Why should I tell thee what any fool can see without telling, to wit that there is weath­er to hand?”

			So they abode what should be­fall, and Wal­ter went to his room to sleep away the un­easy while, for the night was now fallen; and he knew no more till he was waked up by great hub­bub and clam­our of the ship­men, and the whip­ping of ropes, and thun­der of flap­ping sails, and the toss­ing and wel­ter­ing of the ship with­al. But, be­ing a very stout­hearted young man, he lay still in his room, partly be­cause he was a lands­man, and had no mind to tumble about amongst the ship­men and hinder them; and with­al he said to him­self: What mat­ter wheth­er I go down to the bot­tom of the sea, or come back to Lang­ton, since either way my life or my death will take away from me the ful­fil­ment of de­sire? Yet soothly if there hath been a shift of wind, that is not so ill; for then shall we be driv­en to oth­er lands, and so at the least our home­com­ing shall be delayed, and oth­er tid­ings may hap amidst of our tar­ry­ing. So let all be as it will.

			So in a little while, in spite of the ship’s wal­low­ing and the tu­mult of the wind and waves, he fell asleep again, and woke no more till it was full day­light, and there was the ship­mas­ter stand­ing in the door of his room, the sea­wa­ter all stream­ing from his wet-weath­er raiment. He said to Wal­ter: “Young mas­ter, the sele of the day to thee! For by good hap we have got­ten in­to an­oth­er day. Now I shall tell thee that we have striv­en to beat, so as not to be driv­en off our course, but all would not avail, where­fore for these three hours we have been run­ning be­fore the wind; but, fair sir, so big hath been the sea that but for our ship be­ing of the stoutest, and our men all yare, we had all grown ex­ceed­ing wise con­cern­ing the ground of the mid-main. Praise be to St. Nich­olas and all Hal­lows! for though ye shall presently look upon a new sea, and maybe a new land to boot, yet is that bet­ter than look­ing on the ugly things down be­low.”

			“Is all well with ship and crew then?” said Wal­ter.

			“Yea for­sooth,” said the ship­mas­ter; “ver­ily the Bartho­lomew is the darling of Oak Woods; come up and look at it, how she is deal­ing with wind and waves all free from fear.”

			So Wal­ter did on his foul-weath­er raiment, and went up on to the quar­ter­deck, and there in­deed was a change of days; for the sea was dark and tum­bling moun­tain-high, and the white-horses were run­ning down the val­leys there­of, and the clouds drave low over all, and bore a scud of rain along with them; and though there was but a rag of sail on her, the ship flew be­fore the wind, rolling a great wash of wa­ter from bul­wark to bul­wark.

			Wal­ter stood look­ing on it all awhile, hold­ing on by a stay-rope, and say­ing to him­self that it was well that they were driv­ing so fast to­ward new things.

			Then the ship­mas­ter came up to him and clapped him on the shoulder and said: “Well, ship­mate, cheer up! and now come be­low again and eat some meat, and drink a cup with me.”

			So Wal­ter went down and ate and drank, and his heart was light­er than it had been since he had heard of his fath­er’s death, and the feud await­ing him at home, which for­sooth he had deemed would stay his wan­der­ings a weary while, and there­with­al his hopes. But now it seemed as if he needs must wander, would he, would he not; and so it was that even this fed his hope; so sore his heart clung to that de­sire of his to seek home to those three that seemed to call him un­to them.

		
	
		
			
				V

				Now They Come to a New Land

			
			Three days they drave be­fore the wind, and on the fourth the clouds lif­ted, the sun shone out and the off­ing was clear; the wind had much abated, though it still blew a breeze, and was a head wind for sail­ing to­ward the coun­try of Lang­ton. So then the mas­ter said that, since they were be­wildered, and the wind so ill to deal with, it were best to go still be­fore the wind that they might make some land and get know­ledge of their where­abouts from the folk there­of. With­al he said that he deemed the land not to be very far dis­tant.

			So did they, and sailed on pleas­antly enough, for the weath­er kept on mend­ing, and the wind fell till it was but a light breeze, yet still foul for Lang­ton.

			So wore three days, and on the eve of the third, the man from the top­mast cried out that he saw land ahead; and so did they all be­fore the sun was quite set, though it were but a cloud no big­ger than a man’s hand.

			When night fell they struck not sail, but went forth to­ward the land fair and softly; for it was early sum­mer, so that the nights were neither long nor dark.

			But when it was broad day­light, they opened a land, a long shore of rocks and moun­tains, and nought else that they could see at first. Nev­er­the­less as day wore and they drew nigh­er, first they saw how the moun­tains fell away from the sea, and were be­hind a long wall of sheer cliff; and com­ing nigh­er yet, they be­held a green plain go­ing up after a little in green bents and slopes to the feet of the said cliff-wall.

			No city nor haven did they see there, not even when they were far nigh­er to the land; nev­er­the­less, where­as they hankered for the peace of the green earth after all the toss­ing and un­rest of the sea, and where­as also they doubted not to find at the least good and fresh wa­ter, and be­like oth­er bait in the plain un­der the moun­tains, they still sailed on not un­mer­rily; so that by night­fall they cast an­chor in five-fathom wa­ter hard by the shore.

			Next morn­ing they found that they were ly­ing a little way off the mouth of a river not right great; so they put out their boats and towed the ship up in­to the said river, and when they had gone up it for a mile or there­abouts they found the sea wa­ter failed, for little was the ebb and flow of the tide on that coast. Then was the river deep and clear, run­ning between smooth grassy land like to mead­ows. Also on their left board they saw presently three head of neat cattle go­ing, as if in a mead­ow of a homestead in their own land, and a few sheep; and there­after, about a bow-draught from the river, they saw a little house of wood and straw-thatch un­der a wooded mound, and with orch­ard trees about it. They wondered little there­at, for they knew no cause why that land should not be buil­ded, though it were in the far out­lands. How­ever, they drew their ship up to the bank, think­ing that they would at least abide awhile and ask tid­ings and have some re­fresh­ing of the green plain, which was so lovely and pleas­ant.

			But while they were busied herein they saw a man come out of the house, and down to the river to meet them; and they soon saw that he was tall and old, long-hoary of hair and beard, and clad mostly in the skins of beasts.

			He drew nigh without any fear or mis­trust, and com­ing close to them gave them the sele of the day in a kindly and pleas­ant voice. The ship­mas­ter greeted him in his turn, and said with­al: “Old man, art thou the king of this coun­try?”

			The eld­er laughed; “It hath had none oth­er a long while,” said he; “and at least there is no oth­er son of Adam here to gain­say.”

			“Thou art alone here then?” said the mas­ter.

			“Yea,” said the old man; “save for the beasts of the field and the wood, and the creep­ing things, and fowl. Where­fore it is sweet to me to hear your voices.”

			Said the mas­ter: “Where be the oth­er houses of the town?”

			The old man laughed. Said he: “When I said that I was alone, I meant that I was alone in the land and not only alone in this stead. There is no house save this betwixt the sea and the dwell­ings of the Bears, over the cliff-wall yon­der, yea and a long way over it.”

			“Yea,” quoth the ship­mas­ter grin­ning, “and be the bears of thy coun­try so man­like, that they dwell in buil­ded houses?”

			The old man shook his head. “Sir,” said he, “as to their bod­ily fash­ion, it is al­to­geth­er man­like, save that they be one and all high­er and big­ger than most. For they be bears only in name; they be a na­tion of half wild men; for I have been told by them that there be many more than that tribe whose folk I have seen, and that they spread wide about be­hind these moun­tains from east to west. Now, sir, as to their souls and un­der­stand­ings I war­rant them not; for miscre­ants they be, trow­ing neither in God nor his hal­lows.”

			Said the mas­ter: “Trow they in Ma­hound then?”

			“Nay,” said the eld­er, “I wot not for sure that they have so much as a false God; though I have it from them that they wor­ship a cer­tain wo­man with mickle wor­ship.”

			Then spake Wal­ter: “Yea, good sir, and how know­est thou that? dost thou deal with them at all?”

			Said the old man: “Whiles some of that folk come hith­er and have of me what I can spare; a calf or two, or a half-dozen of lambs or hog­gets; or a skin of wine or cider of mine own mak­ing: and they give me in re­turn such things as I can use, as skins of hart and bear and oth­er pel­tries; for now I am old, I can but little of the hunt­ing here­about. Whiles, also, they bring little lumps of pure cop­per, and would give me gold also, but it is of little use in this lonely land. Sooth to say, to me they are not mas­ter­ful or rough-handed; but glad am I that they have been here but of late, and are not like to come again this while; for ter­rible they are of as­pect, and where­as ye be ali­ens, be­like they would not hold their hands from off you; and moreover ye have weapons and oth­er mat­ters which they would cov­et sorely.”

			Quoth the mas­ter: “Since thou dealest with these wild men, will ye not deal with us in chaf­fer? For where­as we are come from long travel, we hanker after fresh victu­al, and here aboard are many things which were for thine avail.”

			Said the old man: “All that I have is yours, so that ye do but leave me enough till my next in­gath­er­ing: of wine and cider, such as it is, I have plenty for your ser­vice; ye may drink it till it is all gone, if ye will: a little corn and meal I have, but not much; yet are ye wel­come thereto, since the stand­ing corn in my garth is done blos­som­ing, and I have oth­er meat. Cheeses have I and dried fish; take what ye will there­of. But as to my neat and sheep, if ye have sore need of any, and will have them, I may not say you nay: but I pray you if ye may do without them, not to take my milch-beasts or their en­gen­der­ers; for, as ye have heard me say, the Bear-folk have been here but of late, and they have had of me all I might spare: but now let me tell you, if ye long after flesh-meat, that there is ven­ison of hart and hind, yea, and of buck and doe, to be had on this plain, and about the little woods at the feet of the rock-wall yon­der: neither are they ex­ceed­ing wild; for since I may not take them, I scare them not, and no oth­er man do they see to hurt them; for the Bear-folk come straight to my house, and fare straight home thence. But I will lead you the nighest way to where the ven­ison is easi­est to be got­ten. As to the wares in your ship, if ye will give me aught I will take it with a good will; and chiefly if ye have a fair knife or two and a roll of lin­en cloth, that were a good re­fresh­ment to me. But in any case what I have to give is free to you and wel­come.”

			The ship­mas­ter laughed: “Friend,” said he, “we can thee mickle thanks for all that thou bid­dest us. And wot well that we be no lift­ers or sea-thieves to take thy live­li­hood from thee. So to­mor­row, if thou wilt, we will go with thee and up­raise the hunt, and mean­while we will come aland, and walk on the green grass, and wa­ter our ship with thy good fresh wa­ter.”

			So the old carle went back to his house to make them ready what cheer he might, and the ship­men, who were twenty and one, all told, what with the mar­iners and Arnold and Wal­ter’s ser­vants, went ashore, all but two who watched the ship and abode their turn. They went well-weaponed, for both the mas­ter and Wal­ter deemed war­i­ness wis­dom, lest all might not be so good as it seemed. They took of their sail-cloths ashore and tilted them in on the mead­ow betwixt the house and the ship, and the carle brought them what he had for their avail, of fresh fruits, and cheeses, and milk, and wine, and cider, and honey, and there they feasted no­wise ill, and were right fain.

		
	
		
			
				VI

				The Old Man Tells Wal­ter of Him­self. Wal­ter Sees a Shard in the Cliff-Wall

			
			But when they had done their meat and drink the mas­ter and the ship­men went about the wa­ter­ing of the ship, and the oth­ers strayed off along the mead­ow, so that presently Wal­ter was left alone with the carle, and fell to speech with him and said: “Fath­er, me­seemeth thou should­est have some strange tale to tell, and as yet we have asked thee of nought save meat for our bel­lies: now if I ask thee con­cern­ing thy life, and how thou camest hith­er, and abided here, wilt thou tell me aught?”

			The old man smiled on him and said: “Son, my tale were long to tell; and may­hap­pen con­cern­ing much there­of my memory should fail me; and with­al there is grief therein, which I were loth to awaken: nev­er­the­less if thou ask, I will an­swer as I may, and in any case will tell thee nought save the truth.”

			Said Wal­ter: “Well then, hast thou been long here?”

			“Yea,” said the carle, “since I was a young man, and a stal­warth knight.”

			Said Wal­ter: “This house, didst thou build it, and raise these garths, and plant orch­ard and vine­yard, and gath­er to­geth­er the neat and the sheep, or did some oth­er do all this for thee?”

			Said the carle: “I did none of all this; there was one here be­fore me, and I entered in­to his in­her­it­ance, as though this were a lordly man­or, with a fair castle there­on, and all well stocked and plen­ished.”

			Said Wal­ter: “Didst thou find thy fore­go­er alive here?”

			“Yea,” said the eld­er, “yet he lived but for a little while after I came to him.”

			He was si­lent a while, and then he said: “I slew him: even so would he have it, though I bade him a bet­ter lot.”

			Said Wal­ter: “Didst thou come hith­er of thine own will?”

			“May­hap­pen,” said the carle; “who knoweth? Now have I no will to do either this or that. It is wont that maketh me do, or re­frain.”

			Said Wal­ter: “Tell me this; why didst thou slay the man? did he any scathe to thee?”

			Said the eld­er: “When I slew him, I deemed that he was do­ing me all scathe: but now I know that it was not so. Thus it was: I would needs go where he had been be­fore, and he stood in the path against me; and I over­threw him, and went on the way I would.”

			“What came there­of?” said Wal­ter.

			“Evil came of it,” said the carle.

			Then was Wal­ter si­lent a while, and the old man spake noth­ing; but there came a smile in his face that was both sly and some­what sad. Wal­ter looked on him and said: “Was it from hence that thou wouldst go that road?”

			“Yea,” said the carle.

			Said Wal­ter: “And now wilt thou tell me what that road was; whith­er it went and whereto it led, that thou must needs wend it, though thy first stride were over a dead man?”

			“I will not tell thee,” said the carle.

			Then they held their peace, both of them, and there­after got on to oth­er talk of no im­port.

			So wore the day till night came; and they slept safely, and on the mor­row after they had broken their fast, the more part of them set off with the carle to the hunt­ing, and they went, all of them, a three hours’ faring to­wards the foot of the cliffs, which was all grown over with cop­pice, hazel and thorn, with here and there a big oak or ash-tree; there it was, said the old man, where the ven­ison was most and best.

			Of their hunt­ing need nought be said, sav­ing that when the carle had put them on the track of the deer and shown them what to do, he came back again with Wal­ter, who had no great lust for the hunt­ing, and sorely longed to have some more talk with the said carle. He for his part seemed nought loth thereto, and so led Wal­ter to a mound or hil­lock amidst the clear of the plain, whence all was to be seen save where the wood covered it; but just be­fore where they now lay down there was no wood, save low bushes, betwixt them and the rock-wall; and Wal­ter noted that where­as oth­er­where, save in one place whereto their eyes were turned, the cliffs seemed well-nigh or quite sheer, or in­deed in some places beet­ling over, in that said place they fell away from each oth­er on either side; and be­fore this sink­ing was a slope or scree, that went gently up to­ward the sink­ing of the wall. Wal­ter looked long and earn­estly at this place, and spake nought, till the carle said: “What! thou hast found some­thing be­fore thee to look on. What is it then?”

			Quoth Wal­ter: “Some would say that where yon­der slopes run to­geth­er up to­wards that sink­ing in the cliff-wall there will be a pass in­to the coun­try bey­ond.”

			The carle smiled and said: “Yea, son; nor, so say­ing, would they err; for that is the pass in­to the Bear-coun­try, whereby those huge men come down to chaf­fer with me.”

			“Yea,” said Wal­ter; and there­with he turned him a little, and scanned the rock-wall, and saw how a few miles from that pass it turned some­what sharply to­ward the sea, nar­row­ing the plain much there, till it made a bight, the face where­of looked well-nigh north, in­stead of west, as did the more part of the wall. And in the midst of that north­ern-look­ing bight was a dark place which seemed to Wal­ter like a down­right shard in the cliff. For the face of the wall was of a bleak grey, and it was but little fur­rowed.

			So then Wal­ter spake: “Lo, old friend, there yon­der is again a place that me­seemeth is a pass; where­unto doth that one lead?” And he poin­ted to it: but the old man did not fol­low the point­ing of his fin­ger, but, look­ing down on the ground, answered con­fusedly, and said:

			“Maybe: I wot not. I deem that it also leade­th in­to the Bear-coun­try by a round­about road. It leade­th in­to the far land.”

			Wal­ter answered nought: for a strange thought had come up­per­most in his mind, that the carle knew far more than he would say of that pass, and that he him­self might be led thereby to find the won­drous three. He caught his breath hardly, and his heart knocked against his ribs; but he re­frained from speak­ing for a long while; but at last he spake in a sharp hard voice, which he scarce knew for his own: “Fath­er, tell me, I ad­jure thee by God and All-hal­lows, was it through yon­der shard that the road lay, when thou must needs make thy first stride over a dead man?”

			The old man spake not a while, then he raised his head, and looked Wal­ter full in the eyes, and said in a steady voice: “No, it was not.” There­after they sat look­ing at each oth­er a while; but at last Wal­ter turned his eyes away, but knew not what they be­held nor where he was, but he was as one in a swoon. For he knew full well that the carle had lied to him, and that he might as well have said aye as no, and told him, that it ver­ily was by that same shard that he had strid­den over a dead man. Nev­er­the­less he made as little semb­lance there­of as he might, and presently came to him­self, and fell to talk­ing of oth­er mat­ters, that had nought to do with the ad­ven­tures of the land. But after a while he spake sud­denly, and said: “My mas­ter, I was think­ing of a thing.”

			“Yea, of what?” said the carle.

			“Of this,” said Wal­ter; “that here in this land be strange ad­ven­tures to­ward, and that if we, and I in es­pe­cial, were to turn our backs on them, and go home with noth­ing done, it were pity of our lives: for all will be dull and deed­less there. I was deem­ing it were good if we tried the ad­ven­ture.”

			“What ad­ven­ture?” said the old man, rising up on his el­bow and star­ing sternly on him.

			Said Wal­ter: “The wend­ing yon­der pass to the east­ward, whereby the huge men come to thee from out of the Bear-coun­try; that we might see what should come there­of.”

			The carle leaned back again, and smiled and shook his head, and spake: “That ad­ven­ture were speedily proven: death would come of it, my son.”

			“Yea, and how?” said Wal­ter.

			The carle said: “The big men would take thee, and of­fer thee up as a blood-of­fer­ing to that wo­man, who is their Maw­met. And if ye go all, then shall they do the like with all of you.”

			Said Wal­ter: “Is that sure?”

			“Dead sure,” said the carle.

			“How know­est thou this?” said Wal­ter.

			“I have been there my­self,” said the carle.

			“Yea,” said Wal­ter, “but thou camest away whole.”

			“Art thou sure there­of?” said the carle.

			“Thou art alive yet, old man,” said Wal­ter, “for I have seen thee eat thy meat, which ghosts use not to do.” And he laughed.

			But the old man answered soberly: “If I es­caped, it was by this, that an­oth­er wo­man saved me, and not of­ten shall that be­fall. Nor wholly was I saved; my body es­caped for­sooth. But where is my soul? Where is my heart, and my life? Young man, I rede thee, try no such ad­ven­ture; but go home to thy kindred if thou canst. Moreover, wouldst thou fare alone? The oth­ers shall hinder thee.”

			Said Wal­ter: “I am the mas­ter; they shall do as I bid them: be­sides, they will be well pleased to share my goods amongst them if I give them a writ­ing to clear them of all charges which might be brought against them.”

			“My son! my son!” said the carle, “I pray thee go not to thy death!”

			Wal­ter heard him si­lently, but as if he were per­suaded to re­frain; and then the old man fell to, and told him much con­cern­ing this Bear-folk and their cus­toms, speak­ing very freely of them; but Wal­ter’s ears were scarce open to this talk: where­as he deemed that he should have nought to do with those wild men; and he durst not ask again con­cern­ing the coun­try whereto led the pass on the north­ward.

		
	
		
			
				VII

				Wal­ter Comes to the Shard in the Rock-Wall

			
			As they were in con­verse thus, they heard the hunters blow­ing on their horns all to­geth­er; where­on the old man arose, and said: “I deem by the blow­ing that the hunt will be over and done, and that they be blow­ing on their fel­lows who have gone scat­ter-meal about the wood. It is now some five hours after noon, and thy men will be get­ting back with their ven­ison, and will be fain­est of the victu­als they have caught; there­fore will I hasten on be­fore, and get ready fire and wa­ter and oth­er mat­ters for the cook­ing. Wilt thou come with me, young mas­ter, or abide thy men here?”

			Wal­ter said lightly: “I will rest and abide them here; since I can­not fail to see them hence as they go on their ways to thine house. And it may be well that I be at hand to com­mand them and for­bid, and put some or­der amongst them, for rough play­mates they be, some of them, and now all heated with the hunt­ing and the joy of the green earth.” Thus he spoke, as if nought were to­ward save sup­per and bed; but in­wardly hope and fear were con­tend­ing in him, and again his heart beat so hard, that he deemed that the carle must surely hear it. But the old man took him but ac­cord­ing to his out­ward seem­ing, and nod­ded his head, and went away quietly to­ward his house.

			When he had been gone a little, Wal­ter rose up heed­fully; he had with him a scrip wherein was some cheese and hard-fish, and a little flas­ket of wine; a short bow he had with him, and a quiver of ar­rows; and he was girt with a strong and good sword, and a wood-knife with­al. He looked to all this gear that it was nought amiss, and then speedily went down off the mound, and when he was come down, he found that it covered him from men com­ing out of the wood, if he went straight thence to that shard of the rock-wall where was the pass that led south­ward.

			Now it is no nay that thith­er­ward he turned, and went wisely, lest the carle should make a back­ward cast, and see him, or lest any strag­gler of his own folk might hap­pen upon him.

			For to say sooth, he deemed that did they wind him, they would be like to let him of his jour­ney. He had noted the bear­ings of the cliffs nigh the shard, and where­as he could see their heads every­where ex­cept from the depths of the thick­et, he was not like to go astray.

			He had made no great way ere he heard the horns blow­ing all to­geth­er again in one place, and look­ing thith­er­ward through the leafy boughs (for he was now amidst of a thick­et) he saw his men throng­ing the mound, and had no doubt there­fore that they were blow­ing on him; but be­ing well un­der cov­er he heeded it nought, and ly­ing still a little, saw them go down off the mound and go all of them to­ward the carle’s house, still blow­ing as they went, but not faring scat­ter-meal. Where­fore it was clear that they were nought troubled about him.

			So he went on his way to the shard; and there is noth­ing to say of his jour­ney till he got be­fore it with the last of the clear day, and entered it straight­way. It was in sooth a down­right breach or cleft in the rock-wall, and there was no hill or bent lead­ing up to it, noth­ing but a tumble of stones be­fore it, which was some­what un­easy go­ing, yet needed nought but la­bour to over­come it, and when he had got over this, and was in the very pass it­self, he found it no ill go­ing: for­sooth at first it was little worse than a rough road betwixt two great stony slopes, though a little trickle of wa­ter ran down amidst of it. So, though it was so nigh night­fall, yet Wal­ter pressed on, yea, and long after the very night was come. For the moon rose wide and bright a little after night­fall. But at last he had gone so long, and was so wear­ied, that he deemed it nought but wis­dom to rest him, and so lay down on a piece of green­sward betwixt the stones, when he had eaten a morsel out of his satchel, and drunk of the wa­ter out of the stream. There as he lay, if he had any doubt of per­il, his wear­i­ness soon made it all one to him, for presently he was sleep­ing as soundly as any man in Lang­ton on Holm.

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				Wal­ter Wends the Waste

			
			Day was yet young when he awoke: he leapt to his feet, and went down to the stream and drank of its wa­ters, and washed the night off him in a pool there­of, and then set forth on his way again. When he had gone some three hours, the road, which had been go­ing up all the way, but some­what gently, grew steep­er, and the bent on either side lowered, and lowered, till it sank at last al­to­geth­er, and then was he on a rough moun­tain-neck with little grass, and no wa­ter; save that now and again was a soft place with a flow amidst of it, and such places he must needs fetch a com­pass about, lest he be mired. He gave him­self but little rest, eat­ing what he needs must as he went. The day was bright and calm, so that the sun was nev­er hid­den, and he steered by it due south. All that day he went, and found no more change in that huge neck, save that whiles it was more and whiles less steep. A little be­fore night­fall he happened on a shal­low pool some twenty yards over; and he deemed it good to rest there, since there was wa­ter for his avail, though he might have made some­what more out of the tail end of the day.

			When dawn came again he awoke and arose, nor spent much time over his break­fast; but pressed on all he might; and now he said to him­self, that what­so­ever oth­er per­il were athwart his way, he was out of the danger of the chase of his own folk.

			All this while he had seen no four-footed beast, save now and again a hill-fox, and once some out­land­ish kind of hare; and of fowl but very few: a crow or two, a long-winged hawk, and twice an eagle high up aloft.

			Again, the third night, he slept in the stony wil­der­ness, which still led him up and up. Only to­ward the end of the day, him­seemed that it had been less steep for a long while: oth­er­wise nought was changed, on all sides it was nought but the end­less neck, where­from nought could be seen, but some oth­er part of it­self. This fourth night with­al he found no wa­ter whereby he might rest, so that he awoke parched, and long­ing to drink just when the dawn was at its cold­est.

			But on the fifth mor­row the ground rose but little, and at last, when he had been go­ing wear­ily a long while, and now, hard on noon­tide, his thirst grieved him sorely, he came on a spring welling out from un­der a high rock, the wa­ter where­from trickled feebly away. So eager was he to drink, that at first he heeded nought else; but when his thirst was fully quenched his eyes caught sight of the stream which flowed from the well, and he gave a shout, for lo! it was run­ning south. Where­fore it was with a merry heart that he went on, and as he went, came on more streams, all run­ning south or there­abouts. He hastened on all he might, but in des­pite of all the speed he made, and that he felt the land now go­ing down south­ward, night over­took him in that same wil­der­ness. Yet when he stayed at last for sheer wear­i­ness, he lay down in what he deemed by the moon­light to be a shal­low val­ley, with a ridge at the south­ern end there­of.

			He slept long, and when he awoke the sun was high in the heav­ens, and nev­er was bright­er or clear­er morn­ing on the earth than was that. He arose and ate of what little was yet left him, and drank of the wa­ter of a stream which he had fol­lowed the even­ing be­fore, and be­side which he had laid him down; and then set forth again with no great hope to come on new tid­ings that day. But yet when he was fairly afoot, him­seemed that there was some­thing new in the air which he breathed, that was soft and bore sweet scents home to him; where­as here­to­fore, and that es­pe­cially for the last three or four days, it had been harsh and void, like the face of the desert it­self.

			So on he went, and presently was mount­ing the ridge afore­said, and, as oft hap­pens when one climbs a steep place, he kept his eyes on the ground, till he felt he was on the top of the ridge. Then he stopped to take breath, and raised his head and looked, and lo! he was ver­ily on the brow of the great moun­tain-neck, and down be­low him was the hanging of the great hill-slopes, which fell down, not slowly, as those he had been those days a-mount­ing, but speedily enough, though with little of broken places or sheer cliffs. But bey­ond this last of the desert there was be­fore him a lovely land of wooded hills, green plains, and little val­leys, stretch­ing out far and wide, till it ended at last in great blue moun­tains and white snowy peaks bey­ond them.

			Then for very sur­prise of joy his spir­it wavered, and he felt faint and dizzy, so that he was fain to sit down a while and cov­er his face with his hands. Presently he came to his sober mind again, and stood up and looked forth keenly, and saw no sign of any dwell­ing of man. But he said to him­self that that might well be be­cause the good and well-grassed land was still so far off, and that he might yet look to find men and their dwell­ings when he had left the moun­tain wil­der­ness quite be­hind him: So there­with he fell to go­ing his ways down the moun­tain, and lost little time therein, where­as he now had his live­li­hood to look to.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				Wal­ter Happen­eth on the First of Those Three Creatures

			
			What with one thing, what with an­oth­er, as his hav­ing to turn out of his way for sheer rocks, or for slopes so steep that he might not try the per­il of them, and again for bogs im­pass­able, he was fully three days more be­fore he had quite come out of the stony waste, and by that time, though he had nev­er lacked wa­ter, his scanty victu­al was quite done, for all his care­ful hus­bandry there­of. But this troubled him little, where­as he looked to find wild fruits here and there and to shoot some small deer, as hare or coney, and make a shift to cook the same, since he had with him flint and fire-steel. Moreover the fur­ther he went, the surer he was that he should soon come across a dwell­ing, so smooth and fair as everything looked be­fore him. And he had scant fear, save that he might hap­pen on men who should en­thrall him.

			But when he was come down past the first green slopes, he was so worn, that he said to him­self that rest was bet­ter than meat, so little as he had slept for the last three days; so he laid him down un­der an ash-tree by a stream-side, nor asked what was o’clock, but had his fill of sleep, and even when he awoke in the fresh morn­ing was little fain of rising, but lay betwixt sleep­ing and wak­ing for some three hours more; then he arose, and went fur­ther down the next green bent, yet some­what slowly be­cause of his hun­ger-weak­ness. And the scent of that fair land came up to him like the odour of one great nose­gay.

			So he came to where the land was level, and there were many trees, as oak and ash, and sweet-chest­nut and wych-elm, and horn­beam and quick­en-tree, not grow­ing in a close wood or tangled thick­et, but set as though in or­der on the flowery green­sward, even as it might be in a great king’s park.

			So came he to a big bird-cherry, where­of many boughs hung low down laden with fruit: his belly re­joiced at the sight, and he caught hold of a bough, and fell to pluck­ing and eat­ing. But whiles he was amidst of this, he heard sud­denly, close anigh him, a strange noise of roar­ing and bray­ing, not very great, but ex­ceed­ing fierce and ter­rible, and not like to the voice of any beast that he knew. As has been afore­said, Wal­ter was no faint-heart; but what with the weak­ness of his trav­ail and hun­ger, what with the strange­ness of his ad­ven­ture and his loneli­ness, his spir­it failed him; he turned round to­wards the noise, his knees shook and he trembled: this way and that he looked, and then gave a great cry and tumbled down in a swoon; for close be­fore him, at his very feet, was the dwarf whose im­age he had seen be­fore, clad in his yel­low coat, and grin­ning up at him from his hideous hairy coun­ten­ance.

			How long he lay there as one dead, he knew not, but when he woke again there was the dwarf sit­ting on his hams close by him. And when he lif­ted up his head, the dwarf sent out that fear­ful harsh voice again; but this time Wal­ter could make out words therein, and knew that the creature spoke and said:

			“How now! What art thou? Whence comest? What wantest?”

			Wal­ter sat up and said: “I am a man; I hight Golden Wal­ter; I come from Lang­ton; I want victu­al.”

			Said the dwarf, writh­ing his face griev­ously, and laugh­ing for­sooth: “I know it all: I asked thee to see what wise thou wouldst lie. I was sent forth to look for thee; and I have brought thee loath­some bread with me, such as ye ali­ens must needs eat: take it!”

			There­with he drew a loaf from a satchel which he bore, and thrust it to­wards Wal­ter, who took it some­what doubt­fully for all his hun­ger.

			The dwarf yelled at him: “Art thou dainty, ali­en? Wouldst thou have flesh? Well, give me thy bow and an ar­row or two, since thou art lazy-sick, and I will get thee a coney or a hare, or a quail maybe. Ah, I for­got; thou art dainty, and wilt not eat flesh as I do, blood and all to­geth­er, but must needs half burn it in the fire, or mar it with hot wa­ter; as they say my Lady does: or as the Wretch, the Thing does; I know that, for I have seen It eat­ing.”

			“Nay,” said Wal­ter, “this suf­ficeth;” and he fell to eat­ing the bread, which was sweet between his teeth. Then when he had eaten a while, for hun­ger com­pelled him, he said to the dwarf: “But what mean­est thou by the Wretch and the Thing? And what Lady is thy Lady?”

			The creature let out an­oth­er word­less roar as of furi­ous an­ger; and then the words came: “It hath a face white and red, like to thine; and hands white as thine, yea, but whiter; and the like it is un­der­neath its raiment, only whiter still: for I have seen It—yes, I have seen It; ah yes and yes and yes.”

			And there­with his words ran in­to gib­ber and yelling, and he rolled about and smote at the grass: but in a while he grew quiet again and sat still, and then fell to laugh­ing hor­ribly again, and then said: “But thou, fool, wilt think It fair if thou fallest in­to Its hands, and wilt re­pent it there­after, as I did. Oh, the mock­ing and gibes of It, and the tears and shrieks of It; and the knife! What! say­est thou of my Lady?—What Lady? O ali­en, what oth­er Lady is there? And what shall I tell thee of her? it is like that she made me, as she made the Bear men. But she made not the Wretch, the Thing; and she hat­eth It sorely, as I do. And some day to come—”

			There­at he brake off and fell to word­less yelling a long while, and there­after spake all pant­ing: “Now I have told thee over­much, and O if my Lady come to hear there­of. Now I will go.”

			And there­with he took out two more loaves from his wal­let, and tossed them to Wal­ter, and so turned and went his ways; whiles walk­ing up­right, as Wal­ter had seen his im­age on the quay of Lang­ton; whiles bound­ing and rolling like a ball thrown by a lad; whiles scut­tling along on all-fours like an evil beast, and ever and anon giv­ing forth that harsh and evil cry.

			Wal­ter sat a while after he was out of sight, so stricken with hor­ror and loath­ing and a fear of he knew not what, that he might not move. Then he plucked up a heart, and looked to his weapons and put the oth­er loaves in­to his scrip.

			Then he arose and went his ways won­der­ing, yea and dread­ing, what kind of creature he should next fall in with. For soothly it seemed to him that it would be worse than death if they were all such as this one; and that if it were so, he must needs slay and be slain.

		
	
		
			
				X

				Wal­ter Happen­eth on An­oth­er Creature in the Strange Land

			
			But as he went on through the fair and sweet land so bright and sun-lit­ten, and he now res­ted and fed, the hor­ror and fear ran off from him, and he wandered on mer­rily, neither did aught be­fall him save the com­ing of night, when he laid him down un­der a great spread­ing oak with his drawn sword ready to hand, and fell asleep at once, and woke not till the sun was high.

			Then he arose and went on his way again; and the land was no wors­er than yes­ter­day; but even bet­ter, it might be; the green­sward more flowery, the oaks and chest­nuts great­er. Deer of di­verse kinds he saw, and might eas­ily have got his meat there­of; but he meddled not with them since he had his bread, and was timor­ous of light­ing a fire. With­al he doubted little of hav­ing some en­ter­tain­ment; and that, might be, nought evil; since even that fear­ful dwarf had been cour­teous to him after his kind, and had done him good and not harm. But of the hap­pen­ing on the Wretch and the Thing, where­of the dwarf spake, he was yet some­what afeard.

			After he had gone a while and when­as the sum­mer morn was at its bright­est, he saw a little way ahead a grey rock rising up from amidst of a ring of oak-trees; so he turned thith­er straight­way; for in this plain-land he had seen no rocks here­to­fore; and as he went he saw that there was a foun­tain gush­ing out from un­der the rock, which ran thence in a fair little stream. And when he had the rock and the foun­tain and the stream clear be­fore him, lo! a child of Adam sit­ting be­side the foun­tain un­der the shad­ow of the rock. He drew a little nigh­er, and then he saw that it was a wo­man, clad in green like the sward where­on she lay. She was play­ing with the welling out of the wa­ter, and she had trussed up her sleeves to the shoulder that she might thrust her bare arms therein. Her shoes of black leath­er lay on the grass be­side her, and her feet and legs yet shone with the brook.

			Be­like amidst the splash­ing and clat­ter of the wa­ter she did not hear him draw­ing nigh, so that he was close to her be­fore she lif­ted up her face and saw him, and he be­held her, that it was the maid­en of the thrice-seen pa­geant. She reddened when she saw him, and hast­ily covered up her legs with her gown-skirt, and drew down the sleeves over her arms, but oth­er­wise stirred not. As for him, he stood still, striv­ing to speak to her; but no word might he bring out, and his heart beat sorely.

			But the maid­en spake to him in a clear sweet voice, wherein was now no trouble: “Thou art an ali­en, art thou not? For I have not seen thee be­fore.”

			“Yea,” he said, “I am an ali­en; wilt thou be good to me?”

			She said: “And why not? I was afraid at first, for I thought it had been the King’s Son. I looked to see none oth­er; for of goodly men he has been the only one here in the land this long while, till thy com­ing.”

			He said: “Didst thou look for my com­ing at about this time?”

			“O nay,” she said; “how might I?”

			Said Wal­ter: “I wot not; but the oth­er man seemed to be look­ing for me, and knew of me, and he brought me bread to eat.”

			She looked on him anxiously, and grew some­what pale, as she said: “What oth­er one?”

			Now Wal­ter did not know what the dwarf might be to her, fel­low-ser­vant or what­not, so he would not show his loath­ing of him; but answered wisely: “The little man in the yel­low raiment.”

			But when she heard that word, she went sud­denly very pale, and leaned her head aback, and beat the air with her hands; but said presently in a faint voice: “I pray thee talk not of that one while I am by, nor even think of him, if thou may­est for­bear.”

			He spake not, and she was a little while be­fore she came to her­self again; then she opened her eyes, and looked upon Wal­ter and smiled kindly on him, as though to ask his par­don for hav­ing scared him. Then she rose up in her place, and stood be­fore him; and they were nigh to­geth­er, for the stream betwixt them was little.

			But he still looked anxiously upon her and said: “Have I hurt thee? I pray thy par­don.”

			She looked on him more sweetly still, and said: “O nay; thou wouldst not hurt me, thou!”

			Then she blushed very red, and he in like wise; but af­ter­wards she turned pale, and laid a hand on her breast, and Wal­ter cried out hast­ily: “O me! I have hurt thee again. Wherein have I done amiss?”

			“In nought, in nought,” she said; “but I am troubled, I wot not where­fore; some thought hath taken hold of me, and I know it not. May­hap­pen in a little while I shall know what troubles me. Now I bid thee de­part from me a little, and I will abide here; and when thou comest back, it will either be that I have found it out or not; and in either case I will tell thee.”

			She spoke earn­estly to him; but he said: “How long shall I abide away?”

			Her face was troubled as she answered him: “For no long while.”

			He smiled on her and turned away, and went a space to the oth­er side of the oak-trees, whence she was still with­in eye­shot. There he abode un­til the time seemed long to him; but he schooled him­self and for­bore; for he said: Lest she send me away again. So he abided un­til again the time seemed long to him, and she called not to him: but once again he for­bore to go; then at last he arose, and his heart beat and he trembled, and he walked back again speedily, and came to the maid­en, who was still stand­ing by the rock of the spring, her arms hanging down, her eyes down­cast. She looked up at him as he drew nigh, and her face changed with eager­ness as she said: “I am glad thou art come back, though it be no long while since thy de­par­ture” (sooth to say it was scarce half an hour in all). “Nev­er­the­less I have been think­ing many things, and there­of will I now tell thee.”

			He said: “Maid­en, there is a river betwixt us, though it be no big one. Shall I not stride over, and come to thee, that we may sit down to­geth­er side by side on the green grass?”

			“Nay,” she said, “not yet; tarry a while till I have told thee of mat­ters. I must now tell thee of my thoughts in or­der.”

			Her col­our went and came now, and she plaited the folds of her gown with rest­less fin­gers. At last she said: “Now the first thing is this; that though thou hast seen me first only with­in this hour, thou hast set thine heart upon me to have me for thy speech-friend and thy darling. And if this be not so, then is all my speech, yea and all my hope, come to an end at once.”

			“O yea!” said Wal­ter, “even so it is: but how thou hast found this out I wot not; since now for the first time I say it, that thou art in­deed my love, and my dear and my darling.”

			“Hush,” she said, “hush! lest the wood have ears, and thy speech is loud: abide, and I shall tell thee how I know it. Wheth­er this thy love shall out­last the first time that thou hold­est my body in thine arms, I wot not, nor dost thou. But sore is my hope that it may be so; for I also, though it be but scarce an hour since I set eyes on thee, have cast mine eyes on thee to have thee for my love and my darling, and my speech-friend. And this is how I wot that thou lovest me, my friend. Now is all this dear and joy­ful, and over­flows my heart with sweet­ness. But now must I tell thee of the fear and the evil which li­eth be­hind it.”

			Then Wal­ter stretched out his hands to her, and cried out: “Yea, yea! But whatever evil en­tangle us, now we both know these two things, to wit, that thou lovest me, and I thee, wilt thou not come hith­er, that I may cast mine arms about thee, and kiss thee, if not thy kind lips or thy friendly face at all, yet at least thy dear hand: yea, that I may touch thy body in some wise?”

			She looked on him stead­ily, and said softly: “Nay, this above all things must not be; and that it may not be is a part of the evil which en­tangles us. But hearken, friend, once again I tell thee that thy voice is over loud in this wil­der­ness fruit­ful of evil. Now I have told thee, in­deed, of two things where­of we both wot; but next I must needs tell thee of things where­of I wot, and thou wot­test not. Yet this were bet­ter, that thou pledge thy word not to touch so much as one of my hands, and that we go to­geth­er a little way hence away from these tumbled stones, and sit down upon the open green­sward; where­as here is cov­er if there be spy­ing abroad.”

			Again, as she spoke, she turned very pale; but Wal­ter said: “Since it must be so, I pledge thee my word to thee as I love thee.”

			And there­with she knelt down, and did on her foot­gear, and then sprang lightly over the rivu­let; and then the twain of them went side by side some half a fur­long thence, and sat down, shad­owed by the boughs of a slim quick­en-tree grow­ing up out of the green­sward, where­on for a good space around was neither bush nor brake.

			There began the maid­en to talk soberly, and said: “This is what I must needs say to thee now, that thou art come in­to a land per­il­ous for any­one that loveth aught of good; from which, for­sooth, I were fain that thou wert got­ten away safely, even though I should die of long­ing for thee. As for my­self, my per­il is, in a meas­ure, less than thine; I mean the per­il of death. But lo, thou, this iron on my foot is token that I am a thrall, and thou know­est in what wise thralls must pay for trans­gres­sions. Fur­ther­more, of what I am, and how I came hith­er, time would fail me to tell; but some­while, maybe, I shall tell thee. I serve an evil mis­tress, of whom I may say that scarce I wot if she be a wo­man or not; but by some creatures is she ac­coun­ted for a god, and as a god is her­ied; and surely nev­er god was crueller nor colder than she. Me she hat­eth sorely; yet if she hated me little or nought, small were the gain to me if it were her pleas­ure to deal hardly by me. But as things now are, and are like to be, it would not be for her pleas­ure, but for her pain and loss, to make an end of me, there­fore, as I said e’en now, my mere life is not in per­il with her; un­less, per­chance, some sud­den pas­sion get the bet­ter of her, and she slay me, and re­pent of it there­after. For so it is, that if it be the least evil of her con­di­tions that she is wan­ton, at least wan­ton she is to the let­ter. Many a time hath she cast the net for the catch­ing of some goodly young man; and her latest prey (save it be thou) is the young man whom I named, when first I saw thee, by the name of the King’s Son. He is with us yet, and I fear him; for of late hath he wear­ied of her, though it is but plain truth to say of her, that she is the won­der of all Beau­ties of the World. He hath wear­ied of her, I say, and hath cast his eyes upon me, and if I were heed­less, he would be­tray me to the ut­ter­most of the wrath of my mis­tress. For needs must I say of him, though he be a goodly man, and now fallen in­to thrall­dom, that he hath no bowels of com­pas­sion; but is a dast­ard, who for an hour’s pleas­ure would undo me, and there­after would stand by smil­ing and tak­ing my mis­tress’s par­don with good cheer, while for me would be no par­don. Seest thou, there­fore, how it is with me between these two cruel fools? And moreover there are oth­ers of whom I will not even speak to thee.”

			And there­with she put her hands be­fore her face, and wept, and mur­mured: “Who shall de­liv­er me from this death in life?”

			But Wal­ter cried out: “For what else am I come hith­er, I, I?”

			And it was a near thing that he did not take her in his arms, but he re­membered his pledged word, and drew aback from her in ter­ror, where­as he had an ink­ling of why she would not suf­fer it; and he wept with her.

			But sud­denly the Maid left weep­ing, and said in a changed voice: “Friend, where­as thou speak­est of de­liv­er­ing me, it is more like that I shall de­liv­er thee. And now I pray thy par­don for thus griev­ing thee with my grief, and that more es­pe­cially be­cause thou mayst not solace thy grief with kisses and caresses; but so it was, that for once I was smit­ten by the thought of the an­guish of this land, and the joy of all the world be­sides.”

			There­with she caught her breath in a half-sob, but re­frained her and went on: “Now dear friend and darling, take good heed to all that I shall say to thee, where­as thou must do after the teach­ing of my words. And first, I deem by the mon­ster hav­ing met thee at the gates of the land, and re­freshed thee, that the Mis­tress hath looked for thy com­ing; nay, by thy com­ing hith­er at all, that she hath cast her net and caught thee. Hast thou noted aught that might seem to make this more like?”

			Said Wal­ter: “Three times in full day­light have I seen go past me the im­ages of the mon­ster and thee and a glor­i­ous lady, even as if ye were alive.”

			And there­with he told her in few words how it had gone with him since that day on the quay at Lang­ton.

			She said: “Then it is no longer per­haps, but cer­tain, that thou art her latest catch; and even so I deemed from the first: and, dear friend, this is why I have not suffered thee to kiss or caress me, so sore as I longed for thee. For the Mis­tress will have thee for her only, and hath lured thee hith­er for nought else; and she is wise in wiz­ardry (even as some deal am I), and wert thou to touch me with hand or mouth on my na­ked flesh, yea, or were it even my raiment, then would she scent the sa­vour of thy love upon me, and then, though it may be she would spare thee, she would not spare me.”

			Then was she si­lent a little, and seemed very down­cast, and Wal­ter held his peace from grief and con­fu­sion and help­less­ness; for of wiz­ardry he knew nought.

			At last the Maid spake again, and said: “Nev­er­the­less we will not die rede­less. Now thou must look to this, that from hence­for­ward it is thee, and not the King’s Son, whom she de­sireth, and that so much the more that she hath not set eyes on thee. Re­mem­ber this, what­so­ever her seem­ing may be to thee. Now, there­fore, shall the King’s Son be free, though he know it not, to cast his love on whomso he will; and, in a way, I also shall be free to yeasay him. Though, for­sooth, so ful­filled is she with malice and spite, that even then she may turn round on me to pun­ish me for do­ing that which she would have me do. Now let me think of it.”

			Then was she si­lent a good while, and spoke at last: “Yea, all things are per­il­ous, and a per­il­ous rede I have thought of, where­of I will not tell thee as yet; so waste not the short while by ask­ing me. At least the worst will be no worse than what shall come if we strive not against it. And now, my friend, amongst per­ils it is grow­ing more and more per­il­ous that we twain should be longer to­geth­er. But I would say one thing yet; and maybe an­oth­er there­after. Thou hast cast thy love upon one who will be true to thee, what­so­ever may be­fall; yet is she a guile­ful creature, and might not help it her life long, and now for thy very sake must needs be more guile­ful now than ever be­fore. And as for me, the guile­ful, my love have I cast upon a lovely man, and one true and simple, and a stout-heart; but at such a pinch is he, that if he with­stand all tempta­tion, his with­stand­ing may be­like undo both him and me. There­fore swear we both of us, that by both of us shall all guile and all fall­ing away be for­giv­en on the day when we shall be free to love each the oth­er as our hearts will.”

			Wal­ter cried out: “O love, I swear it in­deed! thou art my Hal­low, and I will swear it as on the rel­ics of a Hal­low; on thy hands and thy feet I swear it.”

			The words seemed to her a dear caress; and she laughed, and blushed, and looked full kindly on him; and then her face grew sol­emn, and she said: “On thy life I swear it!”

			Then she said: “Now is there nought for thee to do but to go hence straight to the Golden House, which is my Mis­tress’s house, and the only house in this land (save one which I may not see), and li­eth south­ward no long way. How she will deal with thee, I wot not; but all I have said of her and thee and the King’s Son is true. There­fore I say to thee, be wary and cold at heart, what­so­ever out­ward semb­lance thou mayst make. If thou have to yield thee to her, then yield rather late than early, so as to gain time. Yet not so late as to seem shamed in yield­ing for fear’s sake. Hold fast to thy life, my friend, for in ward­ing that, thou ward­est me from grief without rem­edy. Thou wilt see me ere long; it may be to­mor­row, it may be some days hence. But for­get not, that what I may do, that I am do­ing. Take heed also that thou pay no more heed to me, or rather less, than if thou wert meet­ing a maid­en of no ac­count in the streets of thine own town. O my love! bar­ren is this first farewell, as was our first meet­ing; but surely shall there be an­oth­er meet­ing bet­ter than the first, and the last farewell may be long and long yet.”

			There­with she stood up, and he knelt be­fore her a little while without any word, and then arose and went his ways; but when he had gone a space he turned about, and saw her still stand­ing in the same place; she stayed a mo­ment when she saw him turn, and then her­self turned about.

			So he de­par­ted through the fair land, and his heart was full with hope and fear as he went.

		
	
		
			
				XI

				Wal­ter Happen­eth on the Mis­tress

			
			It was but a little after noon when Wal­ter left the Maid be­hind: he steered south by the sun, as the Maid had bid­den him, and went swiftly; for, as a good knight wend­ing to battle, the time seemed long to him till he should meet the foe.

			So an hour be­fore sun­set he saw some­thing white and gay gleam­ing through the boles of the oak-trees, and presently there was clear be­fore him a most goodly house buil­ded of white marble, carved all about with knots and im­agery, and the carven folk were all painted of their lively col­ours, wheth­er it were their raiment or their flesh, and the hous­ings wherein they stood all done with gold and fair hues. Gay were the win­dows of the house; and there was a pillared porch be­fore the great door, with im­ages betwixt the pil­lars both of men and beasts: and when Wal­ter looked up to the roof of the house, he saw that it gleamed and shone; for all the tiles were of yel­low met­al, which he deemed to be of very gold.

			All this he saw as he went, and tar­ried not to gaze upon it; for he said, Be­like there will be time for me to look on all this be­fore I die. But he said also, that, though the house was not of the greatest, it was bey­ond com­pare of all houses of the world.

			Now he entered it by the porch, and came in­to a hall many-pillared, and vaul­ted over, the walls painted with gold and ul­tra­mar­ine, the floor dark, and spangled with many col­ours, and the win­dows glazed with knots and pic­tures. Mid­most there­of was a foun­tain of gold, whence the wa­ter ran two ways in gold-lined run­nels, spanned twice with little bridges of sil­ver. Long was that hall, and now not very light, so that Wal­ter was come past the foun­tain be­fore he saw any folk therein: then he looked up to­ward the high-seat, and him­seemed that a great light shone thence, and dazzled his eyes; and he went on a little way, and then fell on his knees; for there be­fore him on the high-seat sat that won­drous Lady, whose lively im­age had been shown to him thrice be­fore; and she was clad in gold and jew­els, as he had erst seen her. But now she was not alone; for by her side sat a young man, goodly enough, so far as Wal­ter might see him, and most richly clad, with a jew­elled sword by his side, and a chap­let of gems on his head. They held each oth­er by the hand, and seemed to be in dear con­verse to­geth­er; but they spake softly, so that Wal­ter might not hear what they said, till at last the man spake aloud to the Lady: “Seest thou not that there is a man in the hall?”

			“Yea,” she said, “I see him yon­der, kneel­ing on his knees; let him come nigh­er and give some ac­count of him­self.”

			So Wal­ter stood up and drew nigh, and stood there, all shame­faced and con­fused, look­ing on those twain, and won­der­ing at the beauty of the Lady. As for the man, who was slim, and black-haired, and straight-fea­tured, for all his good­li­ness Wal­ter ac­coun­ted him little, and no­wise deemed him to look chief­tain-like.

			Now the Lady spake not to Wal­ter any more than erst; but at last the man said: “Why doest thou not kneel as thou didst ere­while?”

			Wal­ter was on the point of giv­ing him back a fierce an­swer; but the Lady spake and said: “Nay, friend, it mat­ters not wheth­er he kneel or stand; but he may say, if he will, what he would have of me, and where­fore he is come hith­er.”

			Then spake Wal­ter, for as wroth and ashamed as he was: “Lady, I have strayed in­to this land, and have come to thine house as I sup­pose, and if I be not wel­come, I may well de­part straight­way, and seek a way out of thy land, if thou wouldst drive me thence, as well as out of thine house.”

			There­at the Lady turned and looked on him, and when her eyes met his, he felt a pang of fear and de­sire mingled shoot through his heart. This time she spoke to him; but coldly, without either wrath or any thought of him: “New­comer,” she said, “I have not bid­den thee hith­er; but here mayst thou abide a while if thou wilt; nev­er­the­less, take heed that here is no King’s Court. There is, for­sooth, a folk that ser­veth me (or, it may be, more than one), of whom thou wert best to know nought. Of oth­ers I have but two ser­vants, whom thou wilt see; and the one is a strange creature, who should scare thee or scathe thee with a good will, but of a good will shall serve nought save me; the oth­er is a wo­man, a thrall, of little avail, save that, be­ing com­pelled, she will work wo­man’s ser­vice for me, but whom none else shall com­pel … Yea, but what is all this to thee; or to me that I should tell it to thee? I will not drive thee away; but if thine en­ter­tain­ment please thee not, make no plaint there­of to me, but de­part at thy will. Now is this talk betwixt us over­long, since, as thou seest, I and this King’s Son are in con­verse to­geth­er. Art thou a King’s Son?”

			“Nay, Lady,” said Wal­ter, “I am but of the sons of the mer­chants.”

			“It mat­ters not,” she said; “go thy ways in­to one of the cham­bers.”

			And straight­way she fell a-talk­ing to the man who sat be­side her con­cern­ing the singing of the birds be­neath her win­dow in the morn­ing; and of how she had bathed her that day in a pool of the wood­lands, when she had been heated with hunt­ing, and so forth; and all as if there had been none there save her and the King’s Son.

			But Wal­ter de­par­ted all ashamed, as though he had been a poor man thrust away from a rich kins­man’s door; and he said to him­self that this wo­man was hate­ful, and nought love-worthy, and that she was little like to tempt him, des­pite all the fair­ness of her body.

			No one else he saw in the house that even; he found meat and drink duly served on a fair table, and there­after he came on a goodly bed, and all things need­ful, but no child of Adam to do him ser­vice, or bid him wel­come or warn­ing. Nev­er­the­less he ate, and drank, and slept, and put off thought of all these things till the mor­row, all the more as he hoped to see the kind maid­en some time betwixt sun­rise and sun­set on that new day.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				The Wear­ing of Four Days in the Wood Bey­ond the World

			
			He arose be­times, but found no one to greet him, neither was there any sound of folk mov­ing with­in the fair house; so he but broke his fast, and then went forth and wandered amongst the trees, till he found him a stream to bathe in, and after he had washed the night off him he lay down un­der a tree thereby for a while, but soon turned back to­ward the house, lest per­chance the Maid should come thith­er and he should miss her.

			It should be said that half a bow-shot from the house on that side (i.e. due north there­of) was a little hazel-brake, and round about it the trees were smal­ler of kind than the oaks and chest­nuts he had passed through be­fore, be­ing mostly of birch and quick­en-beam and young ash, with small wood betwixt them; so now he passed through the thick­et, and, com­ing to the edge there­of, be­held the Lady and the King’s Son walk­ing to­geth­er hand in hand, full lov­ingly by seem­ing.

			He deemed it un­meet to draw back and hide him, so he went forth past them to­ward the house. The King’s Son scowled on him as he passed, but the Lady, over whose beau­teous face flickered the joy­ous morn­ing smiles, took no more heed of him than if he had been one of the trees of the wood. But she had been so high and dis­dain­ful with him the even­ing be­fore, that he thought little of that. The twain went on, skirt­ing the hazel-copse, and he could not choose but turn his eyes on them, so sorely did the Lady’s beauty draw them. Then be­fell an­oth­er thing; for be­hind them the boughs of the hazels par­ted, and there stood that little evil thing, he or an­oth­er of his kind; for he was quite un­clad, save by his fell of yel­lowy-brown hair, and that he was girt with a leath­ern girdle, wherein was stuck an ugly two-edged knife: he stood up­right a mo­ment, and cast his eyes at Wal­ter and grinned, but not as if he knew him; and scarce could Wal­ter say wheth­er it were the one he had seen, or an­oth­er: then he cast him­self down on his belly, and fell to creep­ing through the long grass like a ser­pent, fol­low­ing the foot­steps of the Lady and her lov­er; and now, as he crept, Wal­ter deemed, in his loath­ing, that the creature was liker to a fer­ret than aught else. He crept on mar­vel­lous swiftly, and was soon clean out of sight. But Wal­ter stood star­ing after him for a while, and then lay down by the copse-side, that he might watch the house and the entry there­of; for he thought, now per­chance presently will the kind maid­en come hith­er to com­fort me with a word or two. But hour passed by hour, and still she came not; and still he lay there, and thought of the Maid, and longed for her kind­ness and wis­dom, till he could not re­frain his tears, and wept for the lack of her. Then he arose, and went and sat in the porch, and was very down­cast of mood.

			But as he sat there, back comes the Lady again, the King’s Son lead­ing her by the hand; they entered the porch, and she passed by him so close that the odour of her raiment filled all the air about him, and the sleek­ness of her side nigh touched him, so that he could not fail to note that her gar­ments were some­what dis­ar­rayed, and that she kept her right hand (for her left the King’s Son held) to her bos­om to hold the cloth to­geth­er there, where­as the rich raiment had been torn off from her right shoulder. As they passed by him, the King’s Son once more scowled on him, word­less, but even more fiercely than be­fore; and again the Lady heeded him nought.

			After they had gone on a while, he entered the hall, and found it empty from end to end, and no sound in it save the tink­ling of the foun­tain; but there was victu­al set on the board. He ate and drank there­of to keep life lusty with­in him, and then went out again to the wood-side to watch and to long; and the time hung heavy on his hands be­cause of the lack of the fair Maid­en.

			He was of mind not to go in­to the house to his rest that night, but to sleep un­der the boughs of the forest. But a little after sun­set he saw a bright-clad im­age mov­ing amidst the carven im­ages of the porch, and the King’s Son came forth and went straight to him, and said: “Thou art to enter the house, and go in­to thy cham­ber forth­with, and by no means to go forth of it betwixt sun­set and sun­rise. My Lady will not away with thy prowl­ing round the house in the night-tide.”

			There­with he turned away, and went in­to the house again; and Wal­ter fol­lowed him soberly, re­mem­ber­ing how the Maid had bid­den him for­bear. So he went to his cham­ber, and slept.

			But amidst of the night he awoke and deemed that he heard a voice not far off, so he crept out of his bed and peered around, lest, per­chance, the Maid had come to speak with him; but his cham­ber was dusk and empty: then he went to the win­dow and looked out, and saw the moon shin­ing bright and white upon the green­sward. And lo! the Lady walk­ing with the King’s Son, and he clad in thin and wan­ton raiment, but she in nought else save what God had giv­en her of long, crispy yel­low hair. Then was Wal­ter ashamed to look on her, see­ing that there was a man with her, and gat him back to his bed; but yet a long while ere he slept again he had the im­age be­fore his eyes of the fair wo­man on the dewy moon­lit grass.

			The next day mat­ters went much the same way, and the next also, save that his sor­row was in­creased, and he sickened sorely of hope de­ferred. On the fourth day also the forenoon wore as erst; but in the heat of the af­ter­noon Wal­ter sought to the hazel-copse, and laid him down there hard by a little clear­ing there­of, and slept from very wear­i­ness of grief. There, after a while, he woke with words still hanging in his ears, and he knew at once that it was they twain talk­ing to­geth­er.

			The King’s Son had just done his say, and now it was the Lady be­gin­ning in her honey-sweet voice, low but strong, wherein even was a little of husk­i­ness; she said: “Otto, be­like it were well to have a little pa­tience, till we find out what the man is, and whence he cometh; it will al­ways be easy to rid us of him; it is but a word to our Dwarf-king, and it will be done in a few minutes.”

			“Pa­tience!” said the King’s Son, an­grily; “I wot not how to have pa­tience with him; for I can see of him that he is rude and vi­ol­ent and head­strong, and a low­born wily one. For­sooth, he had pa­tience enough with me the oth­er even, when I rated him in, like the dog that he is, and he had no man­hood to say one word to me. Soothly, as he fol­lowed after me, I had a mind to turn about and deal him a buf­fet on the face, to see if I could but draw one angry word from him.”

			The Lady laughed, and said: “Well, Otto, I know not; that which thou deemest dast­ardy in him may be but prudence and wis­dom, and he an ali­en, far from his friends and nigh to his foes. Per­chance we shall yet try him what he is. Mean­while, I rede thee try him not with buf­fets, save he be weapon­less and with bounden hands; or else I deem that but a little while shalt thou be fain of thy blow.”

			Now when Wal­ter heard her words and the voice wherein they were said, he might not for­bear be­ing stirred by them, and to him, all lonely there, they seemed friendly.

			But he lay still, and the King’s Son answered the Lady and said: “I know not what is in thine heart con­cern­ing this run­agate, that thou shouldst be­mock me with his valiancy, where­of thou know­est nought. If thou deem me un­worthy of thee, send me back safe to my fath­er’s coun­try; I may look to have wor­ship there; yea, and the love of fair wo­men be­like.”

			There­with it seemed as if he had put forth his hand to the Lady to caress her, for she said: “Nay, lay not thine hand on my shoulder, for today and now it is not the hand of love, but of pride and folly, and would-be mas­tery. Nay, neither shalt thou rise up and leave me un­til thy mood is softer and kinder to me.”

			Then was there si­lence betwixt them a while, and there­after the King’s Son spake in a wheed­ling voice: “My god­dess, I pray thee par­don me! But canst thou won­der that I fear thy weary­ing of me, and am there­fore peev­ish and jeal­ous? thou so far above the Queens of the World, and I a poor youth that without thee were noth­ing!”

			She answered nought, and he went on again: “Was it not so, O god­dess, that this man of the sons of the mer­chants was little heed­ful of thee, and thy love­li­ness and thy majesty?”

			She laughed and said: “Maybe he deemed not that he had much to gain of us, see­ing thee sit­ting by our side, and where­as we spake to him coldly and sternly and dis­dain­fully. With­al, the poor youth was dazzled and shame­faced be­fore us; that we could see in the eyes and the mien of him.”

			Now this she spoke so kindly and sweetly, that again was Wal­ter all stirred there­at; and it came in­to his mind that it might be she knew he was anigh and hear­ing her, and that she spake as much for him as for the King’s Son: but that one answered: “Lady, didst thou not see some­what else in his eyes, to wit, that they had but of late looked on some fair wo­man oth­er than thee? As for me, I deem it not so un­like that on the way to thine hall he may have fallen in with thy Maid.”

			He spoke in a fal­ter­ing voice, as if shrink­ing from some storm that might come. And for­sooth the Lady’s voice was changed as she answered, though there was no out­ward heat in it; rather it was sharp and eager and cold at once. She said: “Yea, that is not ill thought of; but we may not al­ways keep our thrall in mind. If it be so as thou deemest, we shall come to know it most like when we next fall in with her; or if she hath been shy this time, then shall she pay the heav­ier for it; for we will ques­tion her by the Foun­tain in the Hall as to what bet­id by the Foun­tain of the Rock.”

			Spake the King’s Son, fal­ter­ing yet more: “Lady, were it not bet­ter to ques­tion the man him­self? the Maid is stout­hearted, and will not be speedily quelled in­to a true tale; where­as the man I deem of no ac­count.”

			“No, no,” said the Lady sharply, “it shall not be.”

			Then was she si­lent a while; and then she said: “How if the man should prove to be our mas­ter?”

			“Nay, our Lady,” said the King’s Son, “thou art jest­ing with me; thou and thy might and thy wis­dom, and all that thy wis­dom may com­mand, to be over­mastered by a gan­grel churl!”

			“But how if I will not have it com­mand, King’s Son?” said the Lady. “I tell thee I know thine heart, but thou know­est not mine. But be at peace! For since thou hast prayed for this wo­man—nay, not with thy words, I wot, but with thy trem­bling hands, and thine anxious eyes, and knit­ted brow—I say, since thou hast prayed for her so earn­estly, she shall es­cape this time. But wheth­er it will be to her gain in the long run, I mis­doubt me. See thou to that, Otto! thou who hast held me in thine arms so oft. And now thou may­est de­part if thou wilt.”

			It seemed to Wal­ter as if the King’s Son were dumb­foundered at her words: he answered nought, and presently he rose from the ground, and went his ways slowly to­ward the house. The Lady lay there a little while, and then went her ways also; but turned away from the house to­ward the wood at the oth­er end there­of, whereby Wal­ter had first come thith­er.

			As for Wal­ter, he was con­fused in mind and shaken in spir­it; and with­al he seemed to see guile and cruel deeds un­der the talk of those two, and waxed wrath­ful there­at. Yet he said to him­self, that nought might he do, but was as one bound hand and foot, till he had seen the Maid again.

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				Now Is the Hunt Up

			
			Next morn­ing was he up be­times, but he was cast down and heavy of heart, not look­ing for aught else to betide than had bet­id those last four days. But oth­er­wise it fell out; for when he came down in­to the hall, there was the lady sit­ting on the high-seat all alone, clad but in a coat of white lin­en; and she turned her head when she heard his foot­steps, and looked on him, and greeted him, and said: “Come hith­er, guest.”

			So he went and stood be­fore her, and she said: “Though as yet thou hast had no wel­come here, and no hon­our, it hath not entered in­to thine heart to flee from us; and to say sooth, that is well for thee, for flee away from our hand thou might­est not, nor might­est thou de­part without our fur­ther­ance. But for this we can thee thank, that thou hast abided here our bid­ding and eaten thine heart through the heavy wear­ing of four days, and made no plaint. Yet I can­not deem thee a dast­ard; thou so well knit and shapely of body, so clear-eyed and bold of vis­age. Where­fore now I ask thee, art thou will­ing to do me ser­vice, thereby to earn thy guest­ing?”

			Wal­ter answered her, some­what fal­ter­ing at first, for he was as­ton­ished at the change which had come over her; for now she spoke to him in friendly wise, though in­deed as a great lady would speak to a young man ready to serve her in all hon­our. Said he: “Lady, I can thank thee humbly and heart­ily in that thou bid­dest me do thee ser­vice; for these days past I have loathed the empti­ness of the hours, and nought bet­ter could I ask for than to serve so glor­i­ous a Mis­tress in all hon­our.”

			She frowned some­what, and said: “Thou shalt not call me Mis­tress; there is but one who so cal­leth me, that is my thrall; and thou art none such. Thou shalt call me Lady, and I shall be well pleased that thou be my squire, and for this present thou shalt serve me in the hunt­ing. So get thy gear; take thy bow and ar­rows, and gird thee to thy sword. For in this fair land may one find beasts more per­il­ous than be buck or hart. I go now to ar­ray me; we will de­part while the day is yet young; for so make we the sum­mer day the fairest.”

			He made obeis­ance to her, and she arose and went to her cham­ber, and Wal­ter dight him­self, and then abode her in the porch; and in less than an hour she came out of the hall, and Wal­ter’s heart beat when he saw that the Maid fol­lowed her hard at heel, and scarce might he school his eyes not to gaze over-eagerly at his dear friend. She was clad even as she was be­fore, and was changed in no wise, save that love troubled her face when she first be­held him, and she had much ado to mas­ter it: how­beit the Mis­tress heeded not the trouble of her, or made no semb­lance of heed­ing it, till the Maid­en’s face was all ac­cord­ing to its wont.

			But this Wal­ter found strange, that after all that dis­dain of the Maid’s thrall­dom which he had heard of the Mis­tress, and after all the threats against her, now was the Mis­tress be­come mild and de­bon­aire to her, as a good lady to her good maid­en. When Wal­ter bowed the knee to her, she turned un­to the Maid, and said: “Look thou, my Maid, at this fair new Squire that I have got­ten! Will not he be vali­ant in the green­wood? And see wheth­er he be well shapen or not. Doth he not touch thine heart, when thou thinkest of all the woe, and fear, and trouble of the World bey­ond the Wood, which he hath es­caped, to dwell in this little land peace­ably, and well-be­loved both by the Mis­tress and the Maid? And thou, my Squire, look a little at this fair slim Maid­en, and say if she pleaseth thee not: didst thou deem that we had any­thing so fair in this lonely place?”

			Frank and kind was the smile on her ra­di­ant vis­age, nor did she seem to note any whit the trouble on Wal­ter’s face, nor how he strove to keep his eyes from the Maid. As for her, she had so wholly mastered her coun­ten­ance, that be­like she used her face guile­fully, for she stood as one humble but happy, with a smile on her face, blush­ing, and with her head hung down as if shame­faced be­fore a goodly young man, a stranger.

			But the Lady looked upon her kindly and said: “Come hith­er, child, and fear not this frank and free young man, who be­like feareth thee a little, and full cer­tainly feareth me; and yet only after the man­ner of men.”

			And there­with she took the Maid by the hand and drew her to her, and pressed her to her bos­om, and kissed her cheeks and her lips, and un­did the la­cing of her gown and bared a shoulder of her, and swept away her skirt from her feet; and then turned to Wal­ter and said: “Lo thou, Squire! is not this a lovely thing to have grown up amongst our rough oak-boles? What! art thou look­ing at the iron ring there? It is nought, save a token that she is mine, and that I may not be without her.”

			Then she took the Maid by the shoulders and turned her about as in sport, and said: “Go thou now, and bring hith­er the good grey ones; for needs must we bring home some ven­ison today, where­as this stout war­ri­or may not feed on nought save manchets and honey.”

			So the Maid went her way, tak­ing care, as Wal­ter deemed, to give no side glance to him. But he stood there shame­faced, so con­fused with all this open­hearted kind­ness of the great Lady and with the fresh sight of the darling beauty of the Maid, that he went nigh to think­ing that all he had heard since he had come to the porch of the house that first time was but a dream of evil.

			But while he stood pon­der­ing these mat­ters, and star­ing be­fore him as one mazed, the Lady laughed out in his face, and touched him on the arm and said: “Ah, our Squire, is it so that now thou hast seen my Maid thou wouldst with a good will abide be­hind to talk with her? But call to mind thy word pledged to me e’en now! And moreover I tell thee this for thy be­hoof now she is out of earshot, that I will above all things take thee away today: for there be oth­er eyes, and they nought un­comely, that look at whiles on my fair-ankled thrall; and who knows but the swords might be out if I take not the bet­ter heed, and give thee not every whit of thy will.”

			As she spoke and moved for­ward, he turned a little, so that now the edge of that hazel-cop­pice was with­in his eye­shot, and he deemed that once more he saw the yel­low-brown evil thing crawl­ing forth from the thick­et; then, turn­ing sud­denly on the Lady, he met her eyes, and seemed in one mo­ment of time to find a far oth­er look in them than that of frank­ness and kind­ness; though in a flash they changed back again, and she said mer­rily and sweetly: “So, so, Sir Squire, now art thou awake again, and may­est for a little while look on me.”

			Now it came in­to his head, with that look of hers, all that might be­fall him and the Maid if he mastered not his pas­sion, nor did what he might to dis­semble; so he bent the knee to her, and spoke boldly to her in her own vein, and said: “Nay, most gra­cious of ladies, nev­er would I abide be­hind today since thou farest afield. But if my speech be hampered, or mine eyes stray, is it not be­cause my mind is con­fused by thy beauty, and the honey of kind words which floweth from thy mouth?”

			She laughed out­right at his word, but not dis­dain­fully, and said: “This is well spoken, Squire, and even what a squire should say to his liege lady, when the sun is up on a fair morn­ing, and she and he and all the world are glad.”

			She stood quite near him as she spoke, her hand was on his shoulder, and her eyes shone and sparkled. Sooth to say, that ex­cus­ing of his con­fu­sion was like enough in seem­ing to the truth; for sure nev­er creature was fash­ioned fairer than she: clad she was for the green­wood as the hunt­ing-god­dess of the Gen­tiles, with her green gown gathered un­to her girdle, and san­dals on her feet; a bow in her hand and a quiver at her back: she was taller and big­ger of fash­ion than the dear Maid­en, whiter of flesh, and more glor­i­ous, and bright­er of hair; as a flower of flowers for fair­ness and fra­grance.

			She said: “Thou art ver­ily a fair squire be­fore the hunt is up, and if thou be as good in the hunt­ing, all will be bet­ter than well, and the guest will be wel­come. But lo! here cometh our Maid with the good grey ones. Go meet her, and we will tarry no longer than for thy tak­ing the leash in hand.”

			So Wal­ter looked, and saw the Maid com­ing with two couple of great hounds in the leash strain­ing against her as she came along. He ran lightly to meet her, won­der­ing if he should have a look, or a half-whis­per from her; but she let him take the white thongs from her hand, with the same half-smile of shame­faced­ness still set on her face, and, go­ing past him, came softly up to the Lady, sway­ing like a wil­low-branch in the wind, and stood be­fore her, with her arms hanging down by her sides. Then the Lady turned to her, and said: “Look to thy­self, our Maid, while we are away. This fair young man thou need­est not to fear in­deed, for he is good and leal; but what thou shalt do with the King’s Son I wot not. He is a hot lov­er for­sooth, but a hard man; and whiles evil is his mood, and per­il­ous both to thee and me. And if thou do his will, it shall be ill for thee; and if thou do it not, take heed of him, and let me, and me only, come between his wrath and thee. I may do some­what for thee. Even yes­ter­day he was in­stant with me to have thee chas­tised after the man­ner of thralls; but I bade him keep si­lence of such words, and jeered him and mocked him, till he went away from me peev­ish and in an­ger. So look to it that thou fall not in­to any trap of his con­triv­ance.”

			Then the Maid cast her­self at the Mis­tress’s feet, and kissed and em­braced them; and as she rose up, the Lady laid her hand lightly on her head, and then, turn­ing to Wal­ter, cried out: “Now, Squire, let us leave all these troubles and wiles and de­sires be­hind us, and flit through the merry green­wood like the Gen­tiles of old days.”

			And there­with she drew up the laps of her gown till the white­ness of her knees was seen, and set off swiftly to­ward the wood that lay south of the house, and Wal­ter fol­lowed, mar­vel­ling at her good­li­ness; nor durst he cast a look back­ward to the Maid­en, for he knew that she de­sired him, and it was her only that he looked to for his de­liv­er­ance from this house of guile and lies.

		
	
		
			
				XIV

				The Hunt­ing of the Hart

			
			As they went, they found a change in the land, which grew emp­ti­er of big and wide-spread­ing trees, and more be­set with thick­ets. From one of these they roused a hart, and Wal­ter let slip his hounds there­after and he and the Lady fol­lowed run­ning. Ex­ceed­ing swift was she, and well-breathed with­al, so that Wal­ter wondered at her; and eager she was in the chase as the very hounds, heed­ing noth­ing the scratch­ing of bri­ars or the whip­ping of stiff twigs as she sped on. But for all their eager hunt­ing, the quarry out­ran both dogs and folk, and gat him in­to a great thick­et, amid­most where­of was a wide plash of wa­ter. In­to the thick­et they fol­lowed him, but he took to the wa­ter un­der their eyes and made land on the oth­er side; and be­cause of the tangle of un­der­wood, he swam across much faster than they might have any hope to come round on him; and so were the hunters left un­done for that time.

			So the Lady cast her­self down on the green grass anigh the wa­ter, while Wal­ter blew the hounds in and coupled them up; then he turned round to her, and lo! she was weep­ing for des­pite that they had lost the quarry; and again did Wal­ter won­der that so little a mat­ter should raise a pas­sion of tears in her. He durst not ask what ailed her, or prof­fer her solace, but was not ill apaid by be­hold­ing her love­li­ness as she lay.

			Presently she raised up her head and turned to Wal­ter, and spake to him an­grily and said: “Squire, why dost thou stand star­ing at me like a fool?”

			“Yea, Lady,” he said; “but the sight of thee maketh me fool­ish to do aught else but to look on thee.”

			She said, in a peev­ish voice: “Tush, Squire, the day is too far spent for soft and courtly speeches; what was good there is nought so good here. With­al, I know more of thine heart than thou deemest.”

			Wal­ter hung down his head and reddened, and she looked on him, and her face changed, and she smiled and said, kindly this time: “Look ye, Squire, I am hot and weary, and ill-con­tent; but presently it will be bet­ter with me; for my knees have been telling my shoulders that the cold wa­ter of this little lake will be sweet and pleas­ant this sum­mer noonday, and that I shall for­get my foil when I have taken my pleas­ure therein. Where­fore, go thou with thine hounds without the thick­et and there abide my com­ing. And I bid thee look not aback as thou goest, for therein were per­il to thee: I shall not keep thee tar­ry­ing long alone.”

			He bowed his head to her, and turned and went his ways. And now, when he was a little space away from her, he deemed her in­deed a mar­vel of wo­men, and well-nigh for­gat all his doubts and fears con­cern­ing her, wheth­er she were a fair im­age fash­ioned out of lies and guile, or it might be but an evil thing in the shape of a goodly wo­man. For­sooth, when he saw her caress­ing the dear and friendly Maid, his heart all turned against her, des­pite what his eyes and his ears told his mind, and she seemed like as it were a ser­pent en­fold­ing the sim­pli­city of the body which he loved.

			But now it was all changed, and he lay on the grass and longed for her com­ing; which was delayed for some­what more than an hour. Then she came back to him, smil­ing and fresh and cheer­ful, her green gown let down to her heels.

			He sprang up to meet her, and she came close to him, and spake from a laugh­ing face: “Squire, hast thou no meat in thy wal­let? For, me­seemeth, I fed thee when thou wert hungry the oth­er day; do thou now the same by me.”

			He smiled, and louted to her, and took his wal­let and brought out thence bread and flesh and wine, and spread them all out be­fore her on the green grass, and then stood by humbly be­fore her. But she said: “Nay, my Squire, sit down by me and eat with me, for today are we both hunters to­geth­er.”

			So he sat down by her trem­bling, but neither for awe of her great­ness, nor for fear and hor­ror of her guile and sor­cery.

			A while they sat there to­geth­er after they had done their meat, and the Lady fell a-talk­ing with Wal­ter con­cern­ing the parts of the earth, and the man­ners of men, and of his jour­ney­ings to and fro.

			At last she said: “Thou hast told me much and answered all my ques­tions wisely, and as my good Squire should, and that pleaseth me. But now tell me of the city wherein thou wert born and bred; a city where­of thou hast hitherto told me nought.”

			“Lady,” he said, “it is a fair and a great city, and to many it seemeth lovely. But I have left it, and now it is noth­ing to me.”

			“Hast thou not kindred there?” said she.

			“Yea,” said he, “and foe­men with­al; and a false wo­man way­layeth my life there.”

			“And what was she?” said the Lady.

			Said Wal­ter: “She was but my wife.”

			“Was she fair?” said the Lady.

			Wal­ter looked on her a while, and then said: “I was go­ing to say that she was well-nigh as fair as thou; but that may scarce be. Yet was she very fair. But now, kind and gra­cious Lady, I will say this word to thee: I mar­vel that thou askest so many things con­cern­ing the city of Lang­ton on Holm, where I was born, and where are my kindred yet; for me­seemeth that thou know­est it thy­self.”

			“I know it, I?” said the Lady.

			“What, then! thou know­est it not?” said Wal­ter.

			Spake the Lady, and some of her old dis­dain was in her words: “Dost thou deem that I wander about the world and its cheap­ing-steads like one of the chap­men? Nay, I dwell in the Wood bey­ond the World, and nowhere else. What hath put this word in­to thy mouth?”

			He said: “Par­don me, Lady, if I have mis­done; but thus it was: Mine own eyes be­held thee go­ing down the quays of our city, and thence a ship­board, and the ship sailed out of the haven. And first of all went a strange dwarf, whom I have seen here, and then thy Maid; and then went thy gra­cious and lovely body.”

			The Lady’s face changed as he spoke, and she turned red and then pale, and set her teeth; but she re­frained her, and said: “Squire, I see of thee that thou art no li­ar, nor light of wit, there­fore I sup­pose that thou hast ver­ily seen some ap­pear­ance of me; but nev­er have I been in Lang­ton, nor thought there­of, nor known that such a stead there was un­til thou namedst it e’en now. Where­fore, I deem that an en­emy hath cast the shad­ow of me on the air of that land.”

			“Yea, my Lady,” said Wal­ter; “and what en­emy might­est thou have to have done this?”

			She was slow of an­swer, but spake at last from a quiv­er­ing mouth of an­ger: “Know­est thou not the saw, that a man’s foes are they of his own house? If I find out for a truth who hath done this, the said en­emy shall have an evil hour with me.”

			Again she was si­lent, and she clenched her hands and strained her limbs in the heat of her an­ger; so that Wal­ter was afraid of her, and all his mis­giv­ings came back to his heart again, and he re­pen­ted that he had told her so much. But in a little while all that trouble and wrath seemed to flow off her, and again was she of good cheer, and kind and sweet to him and she said: “But in sooth, how­ever it may be, I thank thee, my Squire and friend, for telling me here­of. And surely no wyte do I lay on thee. And, moreover, is it not this vis­ion which hath brought thee hith­er?”

			“So it is, Lady,” said he.

			“Then have we to thank it,” said the Lady, “and thou art wel­come to our land.”

			And there­with she held out her hand to him, and he took it on his knees and kissed it: and then it was as if a red-hot iron had run through his heart, and he felt faint, and bowed down his head. But he held her hand yet, and kissed it many times, and the wrist and the arm, and knew not where he was.

			But she drew a little away from him, and arose and said: “Now is the day wear­ing, and if we are to bear back any ven­ison we must buckle to the work. So arise, Squire, and take the hounds and come with me; for not far off is a little thick­et which mostly har­bours fois­on of deer, great and small. Let us come our ways.”

		
	
		
			
				XV

				The Slay­ing of the Quarry

			
			So they walked on quietly thence some half a mile, and ever the Lady would have Wal­ter to walk by her side, and not fol­low a little be­hind her, as was meet for a ser­vant to do; and she touched his hand at whiles as she showed him beast and fowl and tree, and the sweet­ness of her body over­came him, so that for a while he thought of noth­ing save her.

			Now when they were come to the thick­et-side, she turned to him and said: “Squire, I am no ill wood­man, so that thou mayst trust me that we shall not be brought to shame the second time; and I shall do sagely; so nock an ar­row to thy bow, and abide me here, and stir not hence; for I shall enter this thick­et without the hounds, and arouse the quarry for thee; and see that thou be brisk and clean-shoot­ing, and then shalt thou have a re­ward of me.”

			There­with she drew up her skirts through her girdle again, took her bent bow in her hand, and drew an ar­row out of the quiver, and stepped lightly in­to the thick­et, leav­ing him long­ing for the sight of her, as he hearkened to the tread of her feet on the dry leaves, and the rust­ling of the brake as she thrust through it.

			Thus he stood for a few minutes, and then he heard a kind of gib­ber­ing cry without words, yet as of a wo­man, com­ing from the thick­et, and while his heart was yet gath­er­ing the thought that some­thing had gone amiss, he glided swiftly, but with little stir, in­to the brake.

			He had gone but a little way ere he saw the Lady stand­ing there in a nar­row clear­ing, her face pale as death, her knees cleav­ing to­geth­er, her body sway­ing and tot­ter­ing, her hands hanging down, and the bow and ar­row fallen to the ground; and ten yards be­fore her a great-headed yel­low creature crouch­ing flat to the earth and slowly draw­ing nigh­er.

			He stopped short; one ar­row was already notched to the string, and an­oth­er hung loose to the less­er fin­gers of his string-hand. He raised his right hand, and drew and loosed in a twink­ling; the shaft flew close to the Lady’s side, and straight­way all the wood rung with a huge roar, as the yel­low li­on turned about to bite at the shaft which had sunk deep in­to him be­hind the shoulder, as if a bolt out of the heav­ens had smit­ten him. But straight­way had Wal­ter loosed again, and then, throw­ing down his bow, he ran for­ward with his drawn sword gleam­ing in his hand, while the li­on weltered and rolled, but had no might to move for­ward. Then Wal­ter went up to him war­ily and thrust him through to the heart, and leapt aback, lest the beast might yet have life in him to smite; but he left his strug­gling, his huge voice died out, and he lay there move­less be­fore the hunter.

			Wal­ter abode a little, fa­cing him, and then turned about to the Lady, and she had fallen down in a heap where­as she stood, and lay there all huddled up and voice­less. So he knelt down by her, and lif­ted up her head, and bade her arise, for the foe was slain. And after a little she stretched out her limbs, and turned about on the grass, and seemed to sleep, and the col­our came in­to her face again, and it grew soft and a little smil­ing. Thus she lay awhile, and Wal­ter sat by her watch­ing her, till at last she opened her eyes and sat up, and knew him, and smil­ing on him said: “What hath be­fallen, Squire, that I have slept and dreamed?”

			He answered noth­ing, till her memory came back to her, and then she arose, trem­bling and pale, and said: “Let us leave this wood, for the En­emy is therein.”

			And she hastened away be­fore him till they came out at the thick­et-side where­as the hounds had been left, and they were stand­ing there un­easy and whin­ing; so Wal­ter coupled them, while the Lady stayed not, but went away swiftly home­ward, and Wal­ter fol­lowed.

			At last she stayed her swift feet, and turned round on Wal­ter, and said: “Squire, come hith­er.”

			So did he, and she said: “I am weary again; let us sit un­der this quick­en-tree, and rest us.”

			So they sat down, and she sat look­ing between her knees a while; and at last she said: “Why didst thou not bring the li­on’s hide?”

			He said: “Lady, I will go back and flay the beast, and bring on the hide.”

			And he arose there­with, but she caught him by the skirts and drew him down, and said: “Nay, thou shalt not go; abide with me. Sit down again.”

			He did so, and she said: “Thou shalt not go from me; for I am afraid: I am not used to look­ing on the face of death.”

			She grew pale as she spoke, and set a hand to her breast, and sat so a while without speak­ing. At last she turned to him smil­ing, and said: “How was it with the as­pect of me when I stood be­fore the per­il of the En­emy?” And she laid a hand upon his.

			“O gra­cious one,” quoth he, “thou wert, as ever, full lovely, but I feared for thee.”

			She moved not her hand from his, and she said: “Good and true Squire, I said ere I entered the thick­et e’en now that I would re­ward thee if thou slew­est the quarry. He is dead, though thou hast left the skin be­hind upon the car­case. Ask now thy re­ward, but take time to think what it shall be.”

			He felt her hand warm upon his, and drew in the sweet odour of her mingled with the wood­land scents un­der the hot sun of the af­ter­noon, and his heart was clouded with man­like de­sire of her. And it was a near thing but he had spoken, and craved of her the re­ward of the free­dom of her Maid, and that he might de­part with her in­to oth­er lands; but as his mind wavered betwixt this and that, the Lady, who had been eye­ing him keenly, drew her hand away from him; and there­with doubt and fear flowed in­to his mind, and he re­frained him of speech.

			Then she laughed mer­rily and said: “The good Squire is shame­faced; he feareth a lady more than a li­on. Will it be a re­ward to thee if I bid thee to kiss my cheek?”

			There­with she leaned her face to­ward him, and he kissed her well-fa­vouredly, and then sat gaz­ing on her, won­der­ing what should betide to him on the mor­row.

			Then she arose and said: “Come, Squire, and let us home; be not abashed, there shall be oth­er re­wards here­after.”

			So they went their ways quietly; and it was nigh sun­set against they entered the house again. Wal­ter looked round for the Maid, but be­held her not; and the Lady said to him: “I go to my cham­ber, and now is thy ser­vice over for this day.”

			Then she nod­ded to him friendly and went her ways.

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				Of the King’s Son and the Maid

			
			But as for Wal­ter, he went out of the house again, and fared slowly over the wood­lawns till he came to an­oth­er close thick­et or brake; he entered from mere wan­ton­ness, or that he might be the more apart and hid­den, so as to think over his case. There he lay down un­der the thick boughs, but could not so herd his thoughts that they would dwell steady in look­ing in­to what might come to him with­in the next days; rather vis­ions of those two wo­men and the mon­ster did but float be­fore him, and fear and de­sire and the hope of life ran to and fro in his mind.

			As he lay thus he heard foot­steps draw­ing near, and he looked between the boughs, and though the sun had just set, he could see close by him a man and a wo­man go­ing slowly, and they hand in hand; at first he deemed it would be the King’s Son and the Lady, but presently he saw that it was the King’s Son in­deed, but that it was the Maid whom he was hold­ing by the hand. And now he saw of him that his eyes were bright with de­sire, and of her that she was very pale. Yet when he heard her be­gin to speak, it was in a steady voice that she said: “King’s Son, thou hast threatened me oft and un­kindly, and now thou threaten­est me again, and no less un­kindly. But whatever were thy need herein be­fore, now is there no more need; for my Mis­tress, of whom thou wert weary, is now grown weary of thee, and be­like will not now re­ward me for draw­ing thy love to me, as once she would have done; to wit, be­fore the com­ing of this stranger. There­fore I say, since I am but a thrall, poor and help­less, betwixt you two mighty ones, I have no choice but to do thy will.”

			As she spoke she looked all round about her, as one dis­traught by the an­guish of fear. Wal­ter, amidst of his wrath and grief, had well-nigh drawn his sword and rushed out of his lair upon the King’s Son. But he deemed it sure that, so do­ing, he should undo the Maid al­to­geth­er, and him­self also be­like, so he re­frained him, though it were a hard mat­ter.

			The Maid had stayed her feet now close to where Wal­ter lay, some five yards from him only, and he doubted wheth­er she saw him not from where she stood. As to the King’s Son, he was so in­tent upon the Maid, and so greedy of her beauty, that it was not like that he saw any­thing.

			Now moreover Wal­ter looked, and deemed that he be­held some­thing through the grass and brack­en on the oth­er side of those two, an ugly brown and yel­low body, which, if it were not some beast of the fou­mart kind, must needs be the mon­strous dwarf, or one of his kin; and the flesh crept upon Wal­ter’s bones with the hor­ror of him. But the King’s Son spoke un­to the Maid: “Sweet­ling, I shall take the gift thou givest me, neither shall I threaten thee any more, how­beit thou givest it not very gladly or gra­ciously.”

			She smiled on him with her lips alone, for her eyes were wan­der­ing and hag­gard. “My lord,” she said, “is not this the man­ner of wo­men?”

			“Well,” he said, “I say that I will take thy love even so giv­en. Yet let me hear again that thou lovest not that vile new­comer, and that thou hast not seen him, save this morn­ing along with my Lady. Nay now, thou shalt swear it.”

			“What shall I swear by?” she said.

			Quoth he, “Thou shalt swear by my body;” and there­with he thrust him­self close up against her; but she drew her hand from his, and laid it on his breast, and said: “I swear it by thy body.”

			He smiled on her licor­ously, and took her by the shoulders, and kissed her face many times, and then stood aloof from her, and said: “Now have I had hansel: but tell me, when shall I come to thee?”

			She spoke out clearly: “With­in three days at fur­thest; I will do thee to wit of the day and the hour to­mor­row, or the day after.”

			He kissed her once more, and said: “For­get it not, or the threat holds good.”

			And there­with he turned about and went his ways to­ward the house; and Wal­ter saw the yel­low-brown thing creep­ing after him in the gath­er­ing dusk.

			As for the Maid, she stood for a while without mov­ing, and look­ing after the King’s Son and the creature that fol­lowed him. Then she turned about to where Wal­ter lay and lightly put aside the boughs, and Wal­ter leapt up, and they stood face to face. She said softly but eagerly: “Friend, touch me not yet!”

			He spake not, but looked on her sternly. She said: “Thou art angry with me?”

			Still he spake not; but she said: “Friend, this at least I will pray thee; not to play with life and death; with hap­pi­ness and misery. Dost thou not re­mem­ber the oath which we swore each to each but a little while ago? And dost thou deem that I have changed in these few days? Is thy mind con­cern­ing thee and me the same as it was? If it be not so, now tell me. For now have I the mind to do as if neither thou nor I are changed to each oth­er, who­ever may have kissed mine un­will­ing lips, or whom­so­ever thy lips may have kissed. But if thou hast changed, and wilt no longer give me thy love, nor crave mine, then shall this steel” (and she drew a sharp knife from her girdle) “be for the fool and the dast­ard who hath made thee wroth with me, my friend, and my friend that I deemed I had won. And then let come what will come! But if thou be nought changed, and the oath yet holds, then, when a little while hath passed, may we thrust all evil and guile and grief be­hind us, and long joy shall lie be­fore us, and long life, and all hon­our in death: if only thou wilt do as I bid thee, O my dear, and my friend, and my first friend!”

			He looked on her, and his breast heaved up as all the sweet­ness of her kind love took hold on him, and his face changed, and the tears filled his eyes and ran over, and rained down be­fore her, and he stretched out his hand to­ward her.

			Then she said ex­ceed­ing sweetly: “Now in­deed I see that it is well with me, yea, and with thee also. A sore pain it is to me, that not even now may I take thine hand, and cast mine arms about thee, and kiss the lips that love me. But so it has to be. My dear, even so I were fain to stand here long be­fore thee, even if we spake no more word to each oth­er; but abid­ing here is per­il­ous; for there is ever an evil spy upon my do­ings, who has now as I deem fol­lowed the King’s Son to the house, but who will re­turn when he has tracked him home thith­er: so we must sun­der. But be­like there is yet time for a word or two: first, the rede which I had thought on for our de­liv­er­ance is now afoot, though I durst not tell thee there­of, nor have time thereto. But this much shall I tell thee, that where­as great is the craft of my Mis­tress in wiz­ardry, yet I also have some little craft therein, and this, which she hath not, to change the as­pect of folk so ut­terly that they seem oth­er than they ver­ily are; yea, so that one may have the as­pect of an­oth­er. Now the next thing is this: what­so­ever my Mis­tress may bid thee, do her will therein with no more nay-say­ing than thou deemest may please her. And the next thing: whereso­ever thou mayst meet me, speak not to me, make no sign to me, even when I seem to be all alone, till I stoop down and touch the ring on my ankle with my right hand; but if I do so, then stay thee, without fail, till I speak. The last thing I will say to thee, dear friend, ere we both go our ways, this it is. When we are free, and thou know­est all that I have done, I pray thee deem me not evil and wicked, and be not wroth with me for my deed; where­as thou wot­test well that I am not in like plight with oth­er wo­men. I have heard tell that when the knight goeth to the war, and hath over­come his foes by the shear­ing of swords and guile­ful tricks, and hath come back home to his own folk, they praise him and bless him, and crown him with flowers, and boast of him be­fore God in the min­ster for his de­liv­er­ance of friend and folk and city. Why shouldst thou be worse to me than this? Now is all said, my dear and my friend; farewell, farewell!”

			There­with she turned and went her ways to­ward the house in all speed, but mak­ing some­what of a com­pass. And when she was gone, Wal­ter knelt down and kissed the place where her feet had been, and arose there­after, and made his way to­ward the house, he also, but slowly, and stay­ing oft on his way.

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				Of the House and the Pleas­ance in the Wood

			
			On the mor­row morn­ing Wal­ter loitered a while about the house till the morn was grown old, and then about noon he took his bow and ar­rows and went in­to the woods to the north­ward, to get him some ven­ison. He went some­what far ere he shot him a fawn, and then he sat him down to rest un­der the shade of a great chest­nut-tree, for it was not far past the hot­test of the day. He looked around thence and saw be­low him a little dale with a pleas­ant stream run­ning through it, and he be­thought him of bathing therein, so he went down and had his pleas­ure of the wa­ter and the wil­lowy banks; for he lay na­ked a while on the grass by the lip of the wa­ter, for joy of the flick­er­ing shade, and the little breeze that ran over the down-long ripples of the stream.

			Then he did on his raiment, and began to come his ways up the bent, but had scarce gone three steps ere he saw a wo­man com­ing to­wards him from down­stream. His heart came in­to his mouth when he saw her, for she stooped and reached down her arm, as if she would lay her hand on her ankle, so that at first he deemed it had been the Maid, but at the second eye­shot he saw that it was the Mis­tress. She stood still and looked on him, so that he deemed she would have him come to her. So he went to meet her, and grew some­what shame­faced as he drew nigh­er, and wondered at her, for now was she clad but in one gar­ment of some dark grey silky stuff, em­broidered with, as it were, a gar­land of flowers about the middle, but which was so thin that, as the wind drif­ted it from side and limb, it hid her no more, but for the said gar­land, than if wa­ter were run­ning over her: her face was full of smil­ing joy and con­tent as she spake to him in a kind, caress­ing voice, and said: “I give thee good day, good Squire, and well art thou met.” And she held out her hand to him. He knelt down be­fore her and kissed it, and abode still upon his knees, and hanging down his head.

			But she laughed out­right, and stooped down to him, and put her hand to his arms, and raised him up, and said to him: “What is this, my Squire, that thou knee­lest to me as to an idol?”

			He said fal­ter­ing: “I wot not; but per­chance thou art an idol; and I fear thee.”

			“What!” she said, “more than yes­ter­day, when­as thou saw­est me afraid?”

			Said he: “Yea, for that now I see thee un­hid­den, and me­seemeth there hath been none such since the old days of the Gen­tiles.”

			She said: “Hast thou not yet be­thought thee of a gift to crave of me, a re­ward for the slay­ing of mine en­emy, and the sav­ing of me from death?”

			“O my Lady,” he said, “even so much would I have done for any oth­er lady, or, for­sooth, for any poor man; for so my man­hood would have bid­den me. Speak not of gifts to me then. Moreover” (and he reddened there­with, and his voice faltered), “didst thou not give me my sweet re­ward yes­ter­day? What more durst I ask?”

			She held her peace awhile, and looked on him keenly; and he reddened un­der her gaze. Then wrath came in­to her face, and she reddened and knit her brows, and spake to him in a voice of an­ger, and said: “Nay, what is this? It is grow­ing in my mind that thou deemest the gift of me un­worthy! Thou, an ali­en, an out­cast; one en­dowed with the little wis­dom of the World without the Wood! And here I stand be­fore thee, all glor­i­ous in my na­ked­ness, and so ful­filled of wis­dom, that I can make this wil­der­ness to any whom I love more full of joy than the king­doms and cit­ies of the world—and thou!—Ah, but it is the En­emy that hath done this, and made the guile­less guile­ful! Yet will I have the up­per hand at least, though thou suf­fer for it, and I suf­fer for thee.”

			Wal­ter stood be­fore her with hanging head, and he put forth his hands as if pray­ing off her an­ger, and pondered what an­swer he should make; for now he feared for him­self and the Maid; so at last he looked up to her, and said boldly: “Nay, Lady, I know what thy words mean, where­as I re­mem­ber thy first wel­come of me. I wot, for­sooth, that thou wouldst call me base­born, and of no ac­count, and un­worthy to touch the hem of thy raiment; and that I have been over­bold, and guilty to­wards thee; and doubt­less this is sooth, and I have de­served thine an­ger: but I will not ask thee to par­don me, for I have done but what I must needs.”

			She looked on him calmly now, and without any wrath, but rather as if she would read what was writ­ten in his in­most heart. Then her face changed in­to joy­ous­ness again, and she smote her palms to­geth­er, and cried out: “This is but fool­ish talk; for yes­ter­day did I see thy valiancy, and today I have seen thy good­li­ness; and I say, that though thou might­est not be good enough for a fool wo­man of the earthly bar­on­age, yet art thou good enough for me, the wise and the mighty, and the lovely. And where­as thou say­est that I gave thee but dis­dain when first thou camest to us, grudge not against me there­for, be­cause it was done but to prove thee; and now thou art proven.”

			Then again he knelt down be­fore her, and em­braced her knees, and again she raised him up, and let her arm hang down over his shoulder, and her cheek brush his cheek; and she kissed his mouth and said: “Hereby is all for­giv­en, both thine of­fence and mine; and now cometh joy and merry days.”

			There­with her smil­ing face grew grave, and she stood be­fore him look­ing stately and gra­cious and kind at once, and she took his hand and said: “Thou might­est deem my cham­ber in the Golden House of the Wood over-queenly, since thou art no mas­ter­ful man. So now hast thou chosen well the place wherein to meet me today, for hard by on the oth­er side of the stream is a bower of pleas­ance, which, for­sooth, not every­one who cometh to this land may find; there shall I be to thee as one of the up­coun­try dam­sels of thine own land, and thou shalt not be abashed.”

			She sidled up to him as she spoke, and would he, would he not, her sweet voice tickled his very soul with pleas­ure, and she looked aside on him happy and well-con­tent.

			So they crossed the stream by the shal­low be­low the pool wherein Wal­ter had bathed, and with­in a little they came upon a tall fence of flake-hurdles, and a simple gate therein. The Lady opened the same, and they entered thereby in­to a close all planted as a most fair garden, with hedges of rose and wood­bine, and with linden-trees a-blos­som, and long ways of green grass betwixt bor­ders of lilies and clove-gil­li­flowers, and oth­er sweet gar­land-flowers. And a branch of the stream which they had crossed ere­while wandered through that garden; and in the midst was a little house built of post and pan, and thatched with yel­low straw, as if it were new done.

			Then Wal­ter looked this way and that, and wondered at first, and tried to think in his mind what should come next, and how mat­ters would go with him; but his thought would not dwell steady on any oth­er mat­ter than the beauty of the Lady amidst the beauty of the garden; and with­al she was now grown so sweet and kind, and even some­what tim­id and shy with him, that scarce did he know whose hand he held, or whose fra­grant bos­om and sleek side went so close to him.

			So they wandered here and there through the wan­ing of the day, and when they entered at last in­to the cool dusk house, then they loved and played to­geth­er, as if they were a pair of lov­ers guile­less, with no fear for the mor­row, and no seeds of enmity and death sown betwixt them.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				The Maid Gives Wal­ter Tryst

			
			Now, on the mor­row, when Wal­ter was awake, he found there was no one ly­ing be­side him, and the day was no longer very young; so he arose, and went through the garden from end to end, and all about, and there was none there; and al­beit that he dreaded to meet the Lady there, yet was he sad at heart and fear­ful of what might betide. How­so­ever, he found the gate whereby they had entered yes­ter­day, and he went out in­to the little dale; but when he had gone a step or two he turned about, and could see neither garden nor fence, nor any sign of what he had seen there­of but lately. He knit his brow and stood still to think of it, and his heart grew the heav­ier thereby; but presently he went his ways and crossed the stream, but had scarce come up on to the grass on the fur­ther side, ere he saw a wo­man com­ing to meet him, and at first, full as he was of the tide of yes­ter­day and the won­drous garden, deemed that it would be the Lady; but the wo­man stayed her feet, and, stoop­ing, laid a hand on her right ankle, and he saw that it was the Maid. He drew anigh to her, and saw that she was nought so sad of coun­ten­ance as the last time she had met him, but flushed of cheek and bright-eyed.

			As he came up to her she made a step or two to meet him, hold­ing out her two hands, and then re­frained her, and said smil­ing: “Ah, friend, be­like this shall be the last time that I shall say to thee, touch me not, nay, not so much as my hand, or if it were but the hem of my raiment.”

			The joy grew up in his heart, and he gazed on her fondly, and said: “Why, what hath be­fallen of late?”

			“O friend,” she began, “this hath be­fallen.”

			But as he looked on her, the smile died from her face, and she be­came deadly pale to the very lips; she looked askance to her left side, where­as ran the stream; and Wal­ter fol­lowed her eyes, and deemed for one in­stant that he saw the mis­shapen yel­low vis­age of the dwarf peer­ing round from a grey rock, but the next there was noth­ing. Then the Maid, though she were as pale as death, went on in a clear, steady, hard voice, wherein was no joy or kind­ness, keep­ing her face to Wal­ter and her back to the stream: “This hath be­fallen, friend, that there is no longer any need to re­frain thy love nor mine; there­fore I say to thee, come to my cham­ber (and it is the red cham­ber over against thine, though thou knew­est it not) an hour be­fore this next mid­night, and then thy sor­row and mine shall be at an end: and now I must needs de­part. Fol­low me not, but re­mem­ber!”

			And there­with she turned about and fled like the wind down the stream.

			But Wal­ter stood won­der­ing, and knew not what to make of it, wheth­er it were for good or ill: for he knew now that she had paled and been seized with ter­ror be­cause of the up­heav­ing of the ugly head; and yet she had seemed to speak out the very thing she had to say. How­so­ever it were, he spake aloud to him­self: Whatever comes, I will keep tryst with her.

			Then he drew his sword, and turned this way and that, look­ing all about if he might see any sign of the Evil Thing; but nought might his eyes be­hold, save the grass, and the stream, and the bushes of the dale. So then, still hold­ing his na­ked sword in his hand, he clomb the bent out of the dale; for that was the only way he knew to the Golden House; and when he came to the top, and the sum­mer breeze blew in his face, and he looked down a fair green slope be­set with goodly oaks and chest­nuts, he was re­freshed with the life of the earth, and he felt the good sword in his fist, and knew that there was might and long­ing in him, and the world seemed open un­to him.

			So he smiled, if it were some­what grimly, and sheathed his sword and went on to­ward the house.

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				Wal­ter Goes to Fetch Home the Li­on’s Hide

			
			He entered the cool dusk through the porch, and, look­ing down the pillared hall, saw bey­ond the foun­tain a gleam of gold, and when he came past the said foun­tain he looked up to the high-seat, and lo! the Lady sit­ting there clad in her queenly raiment. She called to him, and he came; and she hailed him, and spake gra­ciously and calmly, yet as if she knew nought of him save as the leal ser­vant of her, a high Lady. “Squire,” she said, “we have deemed it meet to have the hide of the ser­vant of the En­emy, the li­on to wit, whom thou slew­est yes­ter­day, for a car­pet to our feet; where­fore go now, take thy wood-knife, and flay the beast, and bring me home his skin. This shall be all thy ser­vice for this day, so mayst thou do it at thine own leis­ure, and not weary thy­self. May good go with thee.”

			He bent the knee be­fore her, and she smiled on him gra­ciously, but reached out no hand for him to kiss, and heeded him but little. Where­fore, in spite of him­self, and though he knew some­what of her guile, he could not help mar­vel­ling that this should be she who had lain in his arms nightlong but of late.

			Howso that might be, he took his way to­ward the thick­et where he had slain the li­on, and came thith­er by then it was af­ter­noon, at the hot­test of the day. So he entered therein, and came to the very place where­as the Lady had lain, when she fell down be­fore the ter­ror of the li­on; and there was the mark of her body on the grass where she had lain that while, like as it were the form of a hare. But when Wal­ter went on to where he had slain that great beast, lo! he was gone, and there was no sign of him; but there were Wal­ter’s own foot­prints, and the two shafts which he had shot, one feathered red, and one blue. He said at first: Be­like someone hath been here, and hath had the car­case away. Then he laughed in very des­pite, and said: How may that be, since there are no signs of drag­ging away of so huge a body, and no blood or fur on the grass if they had cut him up, and moreover no tramp­ling of feet, as if there had been many men at the deed. Then was he all abashed, and again laughed in scorn of him­self, and said: For­sooth I deemed I had done manly; but now for­sooth I shot nought, and nought there was be­fore the sword of my fath­er’s son. And what may I deem now, but that this is a land of mere lies, and that there is nought real and alive therein save me. Yea, be­like even these trees and the green grass will presently de­part from me, and leave me fall­ing down through the clouds.

			There­with he turned away, and gat him to the road that led to the Golden House, won­der­ing what next should be­fall him, and go­ing slowly as he pondered his case. So came he to that first thick­et where they had lost their quarry by wa­ter; so he entered the same, mus­ing, and bathed him in the pool that was therein, after he had wandered about it awhile, and found noth­ing new.

			So again he set him to the home­ward road, when the day was now wan­ing, and it was near sun­set that he was come nigh un­to the house, though it was hid­den from him as then by a low bent that rose be­fore him; and there he abode and looked about him.

			Now as he looked, over the said bent came the fig­ure of a wo­man, who stayed on the brow there­of and looked all about her, and then ran swiftly down to meet Wal­ter, who saw at once that it was the Maid.

			She made no stay then till she was but three paces from him, and then she stooped down and made the sign to him, and then spake to him breath­lessly, and said: “Hearken! but speak not till I have done: I bade thee to­night’s meet­ing be­cause I saw that there was one anigh whom I must needs be­guile. But by thine oath, and thy love, and all that thou art, I ad­jure thee come not un­to me this night as I bade thee! but be hid­den in the hazel-copse out­side the house, as it draws to­ward mid­night, and abide me there. Dost thou hearken, and wilt thou? Say yes or no in haste, for I may not tarry a mo­ment of time. Who knoweth what is be­hind me?”

			“Yes,” said Wal­ter hast­ily; “but friend and love—”

			“No more,” she said; “hope the best;” and turn­ing from him she ran away swiftly, not by the way she had come, but side­ways, as though to reach the house by fetch­ing a com­pass.

			But Wal­ter went slowly on his way, think­ing with­in him­self that now at that present mo­ment there was nought for it but to re­frain him from do­ing, and to let oth­ers do; yet deemed he that it was little manly to be as the pawn upon the board, pushed about by the will of oth­ers.

			Then, as he went, he be­thought him of the Maid­en’s face and as­pect, as she came run­ning to him, and stood be­fore him for that minute; and all eager­ness he saw in her, and sore love of him, and dis­tress of soul, all blent to­geth­er.

			So came he to the brow of the bent whence he could see ly­ing be­fore him, scarce more than a bow-shot away, the Golden House now gil­ded again and reddened by the set­ting sun. And even there­with came a gay im­age to­ward him, flash­ing back the level rays from gold and steel and sil­ver; and lo! there was come the King’s Son. They met presently, and the King’s Son turned to go be­side him, and said mer­rily: “I give thee good even, my Lady’s Squire! I owe thee some­thing of cour­tesy, where­as it is by thy means that I shall be made happy, both to­night, and to­mor­row, and many to­mor­rows; and sooth it is, that but little cour­tesy have I done thee hitherto.”

			His face was full of joy, and the eyes of him shone with glad­ness. He was a goodly man, but to Wal­ter he seemed an ill one; and he hated him so much, that he found it no easy mat­ter to an­swer him; but he re­frained him­self, and said: “I can thee thank, King’s Son; and good it is that someone is happy in this strange land.”

			“Art thou not happy then, Squire of my Lady?” said the oth­er.

			Wal­ter had no mind to show this man his heart, nay, nor even a corner there­of; for he deemed him an en­emy. So he smiled sweetly and some­what fool­ishly, as a man luck­ily in love, and said: “O yea, yea, why should I not be so? How might I be oth­er­wise?”

			“Yea then,” said the King’s Son, “why didst thou say that thou wert glad someone is happy? Who is un­happy, deemest thou?” and he looked on him keenly.

			Wal­ter answered slowly: “Said I so? I sup­pose then that I was think­ing of thee; for when first I saw thee, yea, and af­ter­wards, thou didst seem heavy­hearted and ill-con­tent.”

			The face of the King’s Son cleared at this word, and he said: “Yea, so it was; for look you, both ways it was: I was un­free, and I had sown the true de­sire of my heart where­as it waxed not. But now I am on the brink and verge of free­dom, and presently shall my de­sire be blos­somed. Nay now, Squire, I deem thee a good fel­low, though it may be some­what of a fool; so I will no more speak riddles to thee. Thus it is: the Maid hath prom­ised me all mine ask­ing, and is mine; and in two or three days, by her help­ing also, I shall see the world again.”

			Quoth Wal­ter, smil­ing askance on him: “And the Lady? what shall she say to this mat­ter?”

			The King’s Son reddened, but smiled falsely enough, and said: “Sir Squire, thou know­est enough not to need to ask this. Why should I tell thee that she ac­coun­teth more of thy little fin­ger than of my whole body? Now I tell thee here­of freely; first, be­cause this my fruition of love, and my free­ing from thrall­dom, is, in a way, of thy do­ing. For thou art be­come my sup­plant­er, and hast taken thy place with yon­der lovely tyr­ant. Fear not for me! she will let me go. As for thy­self, see thou to it! But again I tell thee here­of be­cause my heart is light and full of joy, and telling thee will pleas­ure me, and can­not do me any harm. For if thou say: How if I carry the tale to my Lady? I an­swer, thou wilt not. For I know that thine heart hath been some­what set on the jew­el that my hand hol­d­e­th; and thou know­est well on whose head the Lady’s wrath would fall, and that would be neither thine nor mine.”

			“Thou say­est sooth,” said Wal­ter; “neither is treas­on my wont.”

			So they walked on si­lently a while, and then Wal­ter said: “But how if the Maid­en had nay-said thee; what hadst thou done then?”

			“By the heav­ens!” said the King’s Son fiercely, “she should have paid for her nay-say; then would I—” But he broke off, and said quietly, yet some­what dog­gedly: “Why talk of what might have been? She gave me her yea-say pleas­antly and sweetly.”

			Now Wal­ter knew that the man lied, so he held his peace there­on; but presently he said: “When thou art free wilt thou go to thine own land again?”

			“Yea,” said the King’s Son; “she will lead me thith­er.”

			“And wilt thou make her thy lady and queen when thou comest to thy fath­er’s land?” said Wal­ter.

			The King’s Son knit his brow, and said: “When I am in mine own land I may do with her what I will; but I look for it that I shall do no oth­er­wise with her than that she shall be well-con­tent.”

			Then the talk between them dropped, and the King’s Son turned off to­ward the wood, singing and joy­ous; but Wal­ter went soberly to­ward the house. For­sooth he was not greatly cast down, for be­sides that he knew that the King’s Son was false, he deemed that un­der this double tryst lay some­thing which was a-do­ing in his own be­half. Yet was he eager and troubled, if not down­hearted, and his soul was cast about betwixt hope and fear.

		
	
		
			
				XX

				Wal­ter Is Bid­den to An­oth­er Tryst

			
			So came he in­to the pillared hall, and there he found the Lady walk­ing to and fro by the high-seat; and when he drew nigh she turned on him, and said in a voice rather eager than angry: “What hast thou done, Squire? Why art thou come be­fore me?”

			He was abashed, and bowed be­fore her and said: “O gra­cious Lady, thou bad­est me ser­vice, and I have been about it.”

			She said: “Tell me then, tell me, what hath betided?”

			“Lady,” said he, “when I entered the thick­et of thy swoon­ing I found there no car­case of the li­on, nor any sign of the drag­ging away of him.”

			She looked full in his face for a little, and then went to her chair, and sat down therein; and in a little while spake to him in a softer voice, and said: “Did I not tell thee that some en­emy had done that un­to me? and lo! now thou seest that so it is.”

			Then was she si­lent again, and knit her brows and set her teeth; and there­after she spake harshly and fiercely: “But I will over­come her, and make her days evil, but keep death away from her, that she may die many times over; and know all the sick­ness of the heart, when foes be nigh, and friends afar, and there is none to de­liv­er!”

			Her eyes flashed, and her face was dark with an­ger; but she turned and caught Wal­ter’s eyes, and the stern­ness of his face, and she softened at once, and said: “But thou! this hath little to do with thee; and now to thee I speak: Now cometh even and night. Go thou to thy cham­ber, and there shalt thou find raiment worthy of thee, what thou now art, and what thou shalt be; do on the same, and make thy­self most goodly, and then come thou hith­er and eat and drink with me, and af­ter­wards de­part whith­er thou wilt, till the night has worn to its mid­most; and then come thou to my cham­ber, to wit, through the ivory door in the gal­lery above; and then and there shall I tell thee a thing, and it shall be for the weal both of thee and of me, but for the grief and woe of the En­emy.”

			There­with she reached her hand to him, and he kissed it, and de­par­ted and came to his cham­ber, and found raiment there­before rich bey­ond meas­ure; and he wondered if any new snare lay therein: yet if there were, he saw no way whereby he might es­cape it, so he did it on, and be­came as the most glor­i­ous of kings, and yet love­li­er than any king of the world.

			Sithence he went his way in­to the pillared hall, when it was now night, and without the moon was up, and the trees of the wood as still as im­ages. But with­in the hall shone bright with many candles, and the foun­tain glittered in the light of them, as it ran tink­ling sweetly in­to the little stream; and the sil­vern bridges gleamed, and the pil­lars shone all round about.

			And there on the dais was a table dight most roy­ally, and the Lady sit­ting there­at, clad in her most glor­i­ous ar­ray, and be­hind her the Maid stand­ing humbly, yet clad in pre­cious web of shim­mer­ing gold, but with feet un­shod, and the iron ring upon her ankle.

			So Wal­ter came his ways to the high-seat, and the Lady rose and greeted him, and took him by the hands, and kissed him on either cheek, and sat him down be­side her. So they fell to their meat, and the Maid served them; but the Lady took no more heed of her than if she were one of the pil­lars of the hall; but Wal­ter she caressed oft with sweet words, and the touch of her hand, mak­ing him drink out of her cup and eat out of her dish. As to him, he was bash­ful by seem­ing, but ver­ily fear­ful; he took the Lady’s caresses with what grace he might, and durst not so much as glance at her Maid. Long in­deed seemed that ban­quet to him, and longer yet en­dured the wear­i­ness of his abid­ing there, kind to his foe and un­kind to his friend; for after the ban­quet they still sat a while, and the Lady talked much to Wal­ter about many things of the ways of the world, and he answered what he might, dis­traught as he was with the thought of those two trysts which he had to deal with.

			At last spake the Lady and said: “Now must I leave thee for a little, and thou wot­test where and how we shall meet next; and mean­while dis­port thee as thou wilt, so that thou weary not thy­self, for I love to see thee joy­ous.”

			Then she arose stately and grand; but she kissed Wal­ter on the mouth ere she turned to go out of the hall. The Maid fol­lowed her; but or ever she was quite gone, she stooped and made that sign, and looked over her shoulder at Wal­ter, as if in en­treaty to him, and there was fear and an­guish in her face; but he nod­ded his head to her in yea-say of the tryst in the hazel-copse, and in a trice she was gone.

			Wal­ter went down the hall, and forth in­to the early night; but in the jaws of the porch he came up against the King’s Son, who, gaz­ing at his at­tire glit­ter­ing with all its gems in the moon­light, laughed out, and said: “Now may it be seen how thou art ris­en in de­gree above me, where­as I am but a king’s son, and that a king of a far coun­try; where­as thou art a king of kings, or shalt be this night, yea, and of this very coun­try wherein we both are.”

			Now Wal­ter saw the mock which lay un­der his words; but he kept back his wrath, and answered: “Fair sir, art thou as well con­ten­ted with thy lot as when the sun went down? Hast thou no doubt or fear? Will the Maid ver­ily keep tryst with thee, or hath she giv­en thee yea-say but to es­cape thee this time? Or, again, may she not turn to the Lady and ap­peal to her against thee?”

			Now when he had spoken these words, he re­pen­ted there­of, and feared for him­self and the Maid, lest he had stirred some mis­giv­ing in that young man’s fool­ish heart. But the King’s Son did but laugh, and answered nought but to Wal­ter’s last words, and said: “Yea, yea! this word of thine showeth how little thou wot­test of that which li­eth betwixt my darling and thine. Doth the lamb ap­peal from the shep­herd to the wolf? Even so shall the Maid ap­peal from me to thy Lady. What! ask thy Lady at thy leis­ure what her wont hath been with her thrall; she shall think it a fair tale to tell thee there­of. But there­of is my Maid all whole now by reas­on of her wis­dom in leech­craft, or some­what more. And now I tell thee again, that the be­fore­said Maid must needs do my will; for if I be the deep sea, and I deem not so ill of my­self, that oth­er one is the dev­il; as be­like thou shalt find out for thy­self later on. Yea, all is well with me, and more than well.”

			And there­with he swung mer­rily in­to the lit­ten hall. But Wal­ter went out in­to the moon­lit night, and wandered about for an hour or more, and stole war­ily in­to the hall and thence in­to his own cham­ber. There he did off that roy­al ar­ray, and did his own raiment upon him; he girt him with sword and knife, took his bow and quiver, and stole down and out again, even as he had come in. Then he fetched a com­pass, and came down in­to the hazel-cop­pice from the north, and lay hid­den there while the night wore, till he deemed it would lack but little of mid­night.

		
	
		
			
				XXI

				Wal­ter and the Maid Flee from the Golden House

			
			There he abode amidst the hazels, heark­en­ing every littlest sound; and the sounds were nought but the night voices of the wood, till sud­denly there burst forth from the house a great wail­ing cry. Wal­ter’s heart came up in­to his mouth, but he had no time to do aught, for fol­low­ing hard on the cry came the sound of light feet close to him, the boughs were thrust aside, and there was come the Maid, and she but in her white coat, and bare­foot. And then first he felt the sweet­ness of her flesh on his, for she caught him by the hand and said breath­lessly: “Now, now! there may yet be time, or even too much, it may be. For the sav­ing of breath ask me no ques­tions, but come!”

			He dal­lied not, but went as she led, and they were lightfoot, both of them.

			They went the same way, due south to wit, whereby he had gone a-hunt­ing with the Lady; and whiles they ran and whiles they walked; but so fast they went, that by grey of the dawn they were come as far as that cop­pice or thick­et of the Li­on; and still they hastened on­ward, and but little had the Maid spoken, save here and there a word to hearten up Wal­ter, and here and there a shy word of en­dear­ment. At last the dawn grew in­to early day, and as they came over the brow of a bent, they looked down over a plain land where­as the trees grew scat­ter-meal, and bey­ond the plain rose up the land in­to long green hills, and over those again were blue moun­tains great and far away.

			Then spake the Maid: “Over yon­der lie the outly­ing moun­tains of the Bears, and through them we needs must pass, to our great per­il. Nay, friend,” she said, as he handled his sword-hilt, “it must be pa­tience and wis­dom to bring us through, and not the fal­low blade of one man, though he be a good one. But look! be­low there runs a stream through the first of the plain, and I see nought for it but we must now rest our bod­ies. Moreover I have a tale to tell thee which is burn­ing my heart; for maybe there will be a par­don to ask of thee moreover; where­fore I fear thee.”

			Quoth Wal­ter: “How may that be?”

			She answered him not, but took his hand and led him down the bent. But he said: “Thou say­est, rest; but are we now out of all per­il of the chase?”

			She said: “I can­not tell till I know what hath be­fallen her. If she be not to hand to set on her track­ers, they will scarce hap­pen on us now; if it be not for that one.”

			And she shuddered, and he felt her hand change as he held it.

			Then she said: “But per­il or no per­il, needs must we rest; for I tell thee again, what I have to say to thee bur­neth my bos­om for fear of thee, so that I can go no fur­ther un­til I have told thee.”

			Then he said: “I wot not of this Queen and her migh­ti­ness and her ser­vants. I will ask there­of later. But be­sides the oth­ers, is there not the King’s Son, he who loves thee so un­wor­thily?”

			She paled some­what, and said: “As for him, there had been nought for thee to fear in him, save his treas­on: but now shall he neither love nor hate any more; he died last mid­night.”

			“Yea, and how?” said Wal­ter.

			“Nay,” she said, “let me tell my tale all to­geth­er once for all, lest thou blame me over­much. But first we will wash us and com­fort us as best we may, and then amidst our rest­ing shall the word be said.”

			By then were they come down to the stream-side, which ran fair in pools and stickles amidst rocks and sandy banks. She said: “There be­hind the great grey rock is my bath, friend; and here is thine; and lo! the up­ris­ing of the sun!”

			So she went her ways to the said rock, and he bathed him, and washed the night off him, and by then he was clad again she came back fresh and sweet from the wa­ter, and with her lap full of cher­ries from a wild­ing which over­hung her bath. So they sat down to­geth­er on the green grass above the sand, and ate the break­fast of the wil­der­ness: and Wal­ter was full of con­tent as he watched her, and be­held her sweet­ness and her love­li­ness; yet were they, either of them, some­what shy and shame­faced each with the oth­er; so that he did but kiss her hands once and again, and though she shrank not from him, yet had she no bold­ness to cast her­self in­to his arms.

		
	
		
			
				XXII

				Of the Dwarf and the Par­don

			
			Now she began to say: “My friend, now shall I tell thee what I have done for thee and me; and if thou have a mind to blame me, and pun­ish me, yet re­mem­ber first, that what I have done has been for thee and our hope of happy life. Well, I shall tell thee—”

			But there­with­al her speech failed her; and, spring­ing up, she faced the bent and poin­ted with her fin­ger, and she all deadly pale, and shak­ing so that she might scarce stand, and might speak no word, though a feeble gib­ber­ing came from her mouth.

			Wal­ter leapt up and put his arm about her, and looked whith­er­ward she poin­ted, and at first saw nought; and then nought but a brown and yel­low rock rolling down the bent: and then at last he saw that it was the Evil Thing which had met him when first he came in­to that land; and now it stood up­right, and he could see that it was clad in a coat of yel­low sam­ite.

			Then Wal­ter stooped down and gat his bow in­to his hand, and stood be­fore the Maid, while he nocked an ar­row. But the mon­ster made ready his tackle while Wal­ter was stoop­ing down, and or ever he could loose, his bow­string twanged, and an ar­row flew forth and grazed the Maid’s arm above the el­bow, so that the blood ran, and the Dwarf gave forth a harsh and hor­rible cry. Then flew Wal­ter’s shaft, and true was it aimed, so that it smote the mon­ster full on the breast, but fell down from him as if he were made of stone. Then the creature set up his hor­rible cry again, and loosed with­al, and Wal­ter deemed that he had smit­ten the Maid, for she fell down in a heap be­hind him. Then waxed Wal­ter wood-wroth, and cast down his bow and drew his sword, and strode for­ward to­wards the bent against the Dwarf. But he roared out again, and there were words in his roar, and he said “Fool! thou shalt go free if thou wilt give up the En­emy.”

			“And who,” said Wal­ter, “is the En­emy?”

			Yelled the Dwarf: “She, the pink and white thing ly­ing there; she is not dead yet; she is but dy­ing for fear of me. Yea, she hath reas­on! I could have set the shaft in her heart as eas­ily as scratch­ing her arm; but I need her body alive, that I may wreak me on her.”

			“What wilt thou do with her?” said Wal­ter; for now he had heard that the Maid was not slain he had waxed wary again, and stood watch­ing his chance.

			The Dwarf yelled so at his last word, that no word came from the noise a while, and then he said: “What will I with her? Let me at her, and stand by and look on, and then shalt thou have a strange tale to carry off with thee. For I will let thee go this while.”

			Said Wal­ter: “But what need to wreak thee? What hath she done to thee?”

			“What need! what need!” roared the Dwarf; “have I not told thee that she is the En­emy? And thou askest of what she hath done! of what! Fool, she is the mur­der­er! she hath slain the Lady that was our Lady, and that made us; she whom all we wor­shipped and ad­ored. O im­pudent fool!”

			There­with he nocked and loosed an­oth­er ar­row, which would have smit­ten Wal­ter in the face, but that he lowered his head in the very nick of time; then with a great shout he rushed up the bent, and was on the Dwarf be­fore he could get his sword out, and leap­ing aloft dealt the creature a stroke amid­most of the crown; and so migh­tily be smote, that he drave the heavy sword right through to the teeth, so that he fell dead straight­way.

			Wal­ter stood over him a minute, and when be saw that he moved not, he went slowly down to the stream, whereby the Maid yet lay cower­ing down and quiv­er­ing all over, and cov­er­ing her face with her hands. Then he took her by the wrist and said: “Up, Maid­en, up! and tell me this tale of the slay­ing.”

			But she shrunk away from him, and looked at him with wild eyes, and said: “What hast thou done with him? Is he gone?”

			“He is dead,” said Wal­ter; “I have slain him; there lies he with cloven skull on the bent-side: un­less, for­sooth, he van­ish away like the li­on I slew! or else, per­chance, he will come to life again! And art thou a lie like to the rest of them? let me hear of this slay­ing.”

			She rose up, and stood be­fore him trem­bling, and said: “O, thou art angry with me, and thine an­ger I can­not bear. Ah, what have I done? Thou hast slain one, and I, maybe, the oth­er; and nev­er had we es­caped till both these twain were dead. Ah! thou dost not know! thou dost not know! O me! what shall I do to ap­pease thy wrath!”

			He looked on her, and his heart rose to his mouth at the thought of sun­der­ing from her. Still he looked on her, and her piteous friendly face melted all his heart; he threw down his sword, and took her by the shoulders, and kissed her face over and over, and strained her to him, so that he felt the sweet­ness of her bos­om. Then he lif­ted her up like a child, and set her down on the green grass, and went down to the wa­ter, and filled his hat there­from, and came back to her; then he gave her to drink, and bathed her face and her hands, so that the col­our came aback to the cheeks and lips of her: and she smiled on him and kissed his hands, and said: “O now thou art kind to me.”

			“Yea,” said he, “and true it is that if thou hast slain, I have done no less, and if thou hast lied, even so have I; and if thou hast played the wan­ton, as I deem not that thou hast, I full surely have so done. So now thou shalt par­don me, and when thy spir­it has come back to thee, thou shalt tell me thy tale in all friend­ship, and in all lov­ing-kind­ness will I hearken the same.”

			There­with he knelt be­fore her and kissed her feet. But she said: “Yea, yea; what thou willest, that will I do. But first tell me one thing. Hast thou bur­ied this hor­ror and hid­den him in the earth?”

			He deemed that fear had be­wildered her, and that she scarcely yet knew how things had gone. But he said: “Fair sweet friend, I have not done it as yet; but now will I go and do it, if it seem good to thee.”

			“Yea,” she said, “but first must thou smite off his head, and lie it by his but­tocks when he is in the earth; or evil things will hap­pen else. This of the bury­ing is no idle mat­ter, I bid thee be­lieve.”

			“I doubt it not,” said he; “surely such malice as was in this one will be hard to slay.” And he picked up his sword, and turned to go to the field of deed.

			She said: “I must needs go with thee; ter­ror hath so filled my soul, that I durst not abide here without thee.”

			So they went both to­geth­er to where the creature lay. The Maid durst not look on the dead mon­ster, but Wal­ter noted that he was girt with a big un­gainly sax; so he drew it from the sheath, and there smote off the hideous head of the fiend with his own weapon. Then they twain to­geth­er la­boured the earth, she with Wal­ter’s sword, he with the ugly sax, till they had made a grave deep and wide enough; and therein they thrust the creature, and covered him up, weapons and all to­geth­er.

		
	
		
			
				XXIII

				Of the Peace­ful End­ing of That Wild Day

			
			There­after Wal­ter led the Maid down again, and said to her: “Now, sweet­ling, shall the story be told.”

			“Nay, friend,” she said, “not here. This place hath been pol­luted by my craven fear, and the hor­ror of the vile wretch, of whom no words may tell his vile­ness. Let us hence and on­ward. Thou seest I have once more come to life again.”

			“But,” said he, “thou hast been hurt by the Dwarf’s ar­row.”

			She laughed, and said: “Had I nev­er had great­er hurt from them than that, little had been the tale there­of: yet where­as thou lookest dol­or­ous about it, we will speedily heal it.”

			There­with she sought about, and found nigh the stream-side cer­tain herbs; and she spake words over them, and bade Wal­ter lay them on the wound, which, for­sooth, was of the least, and he did so, and bound a strip of his shirt about her arm; and then would she set forth. But he said: “Thou art all un­shod; and but if that be seen to, our jour­ney shall be stayed by thy foot-sore­ness: I may make a shift to fash­ion thee brogues.”

			She said: “I may well go bare­foot. And in any case, I en­treat thee that we tarry here no longer, but go away hence, if it be but for a mile.”

			And she looked piteously on him, so that he might not gain­say her.

			So then they crossed the stream, and set for­ward, when amidst all these haps the day was worn to mid­morn­ing. But after they had gone a mile, they sat them down on a knoll un­der the shad­ow of a big thorn-tree, with­in sight of the moun­tains. Then said Wal­ter: “Now will I cut thee the brogues from the skirt of my buff-coat, which shall be well meet for such work; and mean­while shalt thou tell me thy tale.”

			“Thou art kind,” she said; “but be kinder yet, and abide my tale till we have done our day’s work. For we were best to make no long delay here; be­cause, though thou hast slain the King-dwarf, yet there be oth­ers of his kindred, who swarm in some parts of the wood as the rab­bits in a war­ren. Now true it is that they have but little un­der­stand­ing, less, it may be, than the very brute beasts; and that, as I said afore, un­less they be set on our slot like to hounds, they shall have no ink­ling of where to seek us, yet might they hap­pen upon us by mere mis­ad­ven­ture. And moreover, friend,” quoth she, blush­ing, “I would beg of thee some little res­pite; for though I scarce fear thy wrath any more, since thou hast been so kind to me, yet is there shame in that which I have to tell thee. Where­fore, since the fairest of the day is be­fore us, let us use it all we may, and, when thou hast done me my new foot­gear, get us gone for­ward again.”

			He kissed her kindly and yea-said her ask­ing: he had already fallen to work on the leath­er, and in a while had fash­ioned her the brogues; so she tied them to her feet, and arose with a smile and said: “Now am I hale and strong again, what with the rest, and what with thy lov­ing-kind­ness, and thou shalt see how nimble I shall be to leave this land, for as fair as it is. Since for­sooth a land of lies it is, and of grief to the chil­dren of Adam.”

			So they went their ways thence, and fared nimbly in­deed, and made no stay till some three hours after noon, when they res­ted by a thick­et-side, where the straw­ber­ries grew plenty; they ate there­of what they would: and from a great oak hard by Wal­ter shot him first one cul­ver, and then an­oth­er, and hung them to his girdle to be for their even­ing’s meal; sithence they went for­ward again, and nought be­fell them to tell of, till they were come, when­as it lacked scarce an hour of sun­set, to the banks of an­oth­er river, not right great, but big­ger than the last one. There the Maid cast her­self down and said: “Friend, no fur­ther will thy friend go this even; nay, to say sooth, she can­not. So now we will eat of thy ven­ison, and then shall my tale be, since I may no longer delay it; and there­after shall our slum­ber be sweet and safe as I deem.”

			She spake mer­rily now, and as one who feared noth­ing, and Wal­ter was much heartened by her words and her voice, and he fell to and made a fire, and a wood­land oven in the earth, and sithence dighted his fowl, and baked them after the man­ner of wood­men. And they ate, both of them, in all love, and in good-lik­ing of life, and were much strengthened by their sup­per. And when they were done, Wal­ter eked his fire, both against the chill of the mid­night and dawn­ing, and for a guard against wild beasts, and by that time night was come, and the moon aris­en. Then the Maid­en drew up to the fire, and turned to Wal­ter and spake.

		
	
		
			
				XXIV

				The Maid Tells of What Had Be­fallen Her

			
			“Now, friend, by the clear of the moon and this fire­light will I tell what I may and can of my tale. Thus it is: If I be wholly of the race of Adam I wot not; nor can I tell thee how many years old I may be. For there are, as it were, shards or gaps in my life, wherein are but a few things dimly re­membered, and doubt­less many things for­got­ten. I re­mem­ber well when I was a little child, and right happy, and there were people about me whom I loved, and who loved me. It was not in this land; but all things were lovely there; the year’s be­gin­ning, the happy mid-year, the year’s wan­ing, the year’s end­ing, and then again its be­gin­ning. That passed away, and then for a while is more than dim­ness, for nought I re­mem­ber save that I was. There­after I re­mem­ber again, and am a young maid­en, and I know some things, and long to know more. I am no­wise happy; I am amongst people who bid me go, and I go; and do this, and I do it: none loveth me, none tor­men­teth me; but I wear my heart in long­ing for I scarce know what. Neither then am I in this land, but in a land that I love not, and a house that is big and stately, but nought lovely. Then is a dim time again, and sithence a time not right clear; an evil time, wherein I am older, well-nigh grown to wo­man­hood. There are a many folk about me, and they foul, and greedy, and hard; and my spir­it is fierce, and my body feeble; and I am set to tasks that I would not do, by them that are un­wiser than I; and smit­ten I am by them that are less vali­ant than I; and I know lack, and stripes, and divers misery. But all that is now be­come but a dim pic­ture to me, save that amongst all these un­friends is a friend to me; an old wo­man, who tel­l­eth me sweet tales of oth­er life, wherein all is high and goodly, or at the least vali­ant and doughty, and she setteth hope in my heart and lear­neth me, and maketh me to know much … O much … so that at last I am grown wise, and wise to be mighty if I durst. Yet am I nought in this land all this while, but, as me­seemeth, in a great and a foul city.”

			“And then, as it were, I fall asleep; and in my sleep is nought, save here and there a wild dream, somedeal lovely, somedeal hideous: but of this dream is my Mis­tress a part, and the mon­ster, with­al, whose head thou didst cleave today. But when I am awaken from it, then am I ver­ily in this land, and my­self, as thou seest me today. And the first part of my life here is this, that I am in the pillared ball yon­der, half-clad and with bound hands; and the Dwarf leade­th me to the Lady, and I hear his hor­rible croak as he sayeth: ‘Lady, will this one do?’ and then the sweet voice of the Lady say­ing: ‘This one will do; thou shalt have thy re­ward: now, set thou the token upon her.’ Then I re­mem­ber the Dwarf drag­ging me away, and my heart sink­ing for fear of him: but for that time he did me no more harm than the riv­et­ting upon my leg this iron ring which here thou seest.”

			“So from that time for­ward I have lived in this land, and been the thrall of the Lady; and I re­mem­ber my life here day by day, and no part of it has fallen in­to the dim­ness of dreams. There­of will I tell thee but little: but this I will tell thee, that in spite of my past dreams, or it may be be­cause of them, I had not lost the wis­dom which the old wo­man had erst learned me, and for more wis­dom I longed. Maybe this long­ing shall now make both thee and me happy, but for the passing time it brought me grief. For at first my Mis­tress was in­deed way­ward with me, but as any great lady might be with her bought thrall, whiles caress­ing me, and whiles chas­tising me, as her mood went; but she seemed not to be cruel of malice, or with any set pur­pose. But so it was (rather little by little than by any great sud­den un­cov­er­ing of my in­tent), that she came to know that I also had some of the wis­dom whereby she lived her queenly life. That was about two years after I was first her thrall, and three weary years have gone by since she began to see in me the en­emy of her days. Now why or where­fore I know not, but it seemeth that it would not avail her to slay me out­right, or suf­fer me to die; but nought with­held her from pil­ing up griefs and miser­ies on my head. At last she set her ser­vant, the Dwarf, upon me, even he whose head thou clavest today. Many things I bore from him where­of it were un­seemly for my tongue to tell be­fore thee; but the time came when he ex­ceeded, and I could bear no more; and then I showed him this sharp knife (where­with I would have thrust me through to the heart if thou hadst not pardoned me e’en now), and I told him that if he for­bore me not, I would slay, not him, but my­self; and this he might not away with be­cause of the com­mand­ment of the Lady, who had giv­en him the word that in any case I must be kept liv­ing. And her hand, with­al, fear held some­what here­after. Yet was there need to me of all my wis­dom; for with all this her hatred grew, and whiles raged with­in her so furi­ously that it over­mastered her fear, and at such times she would have put me to death if I had not es­caped her by some turn of my lore.”

			“Now fur­ther, I shall tell thee that some­what more than a year ago hith­er to this land came the King’s Son, the second goodly man, as thou art the third, whom her sor­cer­ies have drawn hith­er since I have dwelt here. For­sooth, when he first came, he seemed to us, to me, and yet more to my Lady, to be as beau­ti­ful as an an­gel, and sorely she loved him; and he her, after his fash­ion: but he was light-minded, and cold-hearted, and in a while he must needs turn his eyes upon me, and of­fer me his love, which was but foul and un­kind as it turned out; for when I nay-said him, as maybe I had not done save for fear of my Mis­tress, he had no pity upon me, but spared not to lead me in­to the trap of her wrath, and leave me without help, or a good word. But, O friend, in spite of all grief and an­guish, I learned still, and waxed wise, and wiser, abid­ing the day of my de­liv­er­ance, which has come, and thou art come.”

			There­with she took Wal­ter’s hands and kissed them; but he kissed her face, and her tears wet her lips. Then she went on: “But sithence, months ago, the Lady began to weary of this dast­ard, des­pite of his beauty; and then it was thy turn to be swept in­to her net; I partly guess how. For on a day in broad day­light, as I was serving my Mis­tress in the hall, and the Evil Thing, whose head is now cloven, was ly­ing across the threshold of the door, as it were a dream fell upon me, though I strove to cast it off for fear of chas­tise­ment; for the pillared hall wavered, and van­ished from my sight, and my feet were tread­ing a rough stone pave­ment in­stead of the marble won­der of the hall, and there was the scent of the salt sea and of the tackle of ships, and be­hind me were tall houses, and be­fore me the ships in­deed, with their ropes beat­ing and their sails flap­ping and their masts waver­ing; and in mine ears was the hale and how of mar­iners; things that I had seen and heard in the dim­ness of my life gone by.”

			“And there was I, and the Dwarf be­fore me, and the Lady after me, go­ing over the gang­way aboard of a tall ship, and she gathered way and was got­ten out of the haven, and straight­way I saw the mar­iners cast abroad their an­cient.”

			Quoth Wal­ter: “What then! Saw­est thou the blaz­on there­on, of a wolf-like beast ramp­ing up against a maid­en? And that might well have been thou.”

			She said: “Yea, so it was; but re­frain thee, that I may tell on my tale! The ship and the sea van­ished away, but I was not back in the hall of the Golden House; and again were we three in the street of the self­same town which we had but just left; but some­what dim was my vis­ion there­of, and I saw little save the door of a goodly house be­fore me, and speedily it died out, and we were again in the pillared hall, wherein my thrall­dom was made mani­fest.”

			“Maid­en,” said Wal­ter, “one ques­tion I would ask thee; to wit, didst thou see me on the quay by the ships?”

			“Nay,” she said, “there were many folk about, but they were all as im­ages of the ali­ens to me. Now hearken fur­ther: three months there­after came the dream upon me again, when we were all three to­geth­er in the Pillared Hall; and again was the vis­ion some­what dim. Once more we were in the street of a busy town, but all un­like to that oth­er one, and there were men stand­ing to­geth­er on our right hands by the door of a house.”

			“Yea, yea,” quoth Wal­ter; “and, for­sooth, one of them was who but I.”

			“Re­frain thee, be­loved!” she said; “for my tale draweth to its end­ing, and I would have thee hearken heed­fully: for maybe thou shalt once again deem my deed past par­don. Some twenty days after this last dream, I had some leis­ure from my Mis­tress’s ser­vice, so I went to dis­port me by the Well of the Oak-tree (or for­sooth she might have set in my mind the thought of go­ing there, that I might meet thee and give her some oc­ca­sion against me); and I sat thereby, no­wise lov­ing the earth, but sick at heart, be­cause of late the King’s Son had been more than ever in­stant with me to yield him my body, threat­en­ing me else with cast­ing me in­to all that the worst could do to me of tor­ments and shames day by day. I say my heart failed me, and I was well-nigh brought to the point of yea-say­ing his de­sires, that I might take the chance of some­thing be­fall­ing me that were less bad than the worst. But here must I tell thee a thing, and pray thee to take it to heart. This, more than aught else, had giv­en me strength to nay-say that dast­ard, that my wis­dom both hath been, and now is, the wis­dom of a wise maid, and not of a wo­man, and all the might there­of shall I lose with my maid­en­head. Evil wilt thou think of me then, for all I was tried so sore, that I was at point to cast it all away, so wretchedly as I shrank from the hor­ror of the Lady’s wrath.”

			“But there as I sat pon­der­ing these things, I saw a man com­ing, and thought no oth­er­wise there­of but that it was the King’s Son, till I saw the stranger draw­ing near, and his golden hair, and his grey eyes; and then I heard his voice, and his kind­ness pierced my heart, and I knew that my friend had come to see me; and O, friend, these tears are for the sweet­ness of that past hour!”

			Said Wal­ter: “I came to see my friend, I also. Now have I noted what thou bad­est me; and I will for­bear all as thou com­mand­est me, till we be safe out of the desert and far away from all evil things; but wilt thou ban me from all caresses?”

			She laughed amidst of her tears, and said: “O, nay, poor lad, if thou wilt be but wise.”

			Then she leaned to­ward him, and took his face betwixt her hands and kissed him oft, and the tears star­ted in his eyes for love and pity of her.

			Then she said: “Alas, friend! even yet mayst thou doom me guilty, and all thy love may turn away from me, when I have told thee all that I have done for the sake of thee and me. O, if then there might be some chas­tise­ment for the guilty wo­man, and not mere sun­der­ing!”

			“Fear noth­ing, sweet­ling,” said he; “for in­deed I deem that already I know partly what thou hast done.”

			She sighed, and said: “I will tell thee next, that I banned thy kiss­ing and caress­ing of me till today be­cause I knew that my Mis­tress would surely know if a man, if thou, hadst so much as touched a fin­ger of mine in love, it was to try me herein that on the morn­ing of the hunt­ing she kissed and em­braced me, till I al­most died there­of, and showed thee my shoulder and my limbs; and to try thee with­al, if thine eye should glister or thy cheek flush there­at; for in­deed she was ra­ging in jeal­ousy of thee. Next, my friend, even whiles we were talk­ing to­geth­er at the Well of the Rock, I was pon­der­ing on what we should do to es­cape from this land of lies. Maybe thou wilt say: Why didst thou not take my hand and flee with me as we fled today? Friend, it is most true, that were she not dead we had not es­caped thus far. For her track­ers would have fol­lowed us, set on by her, and brought us back to an evil fate. There­fore I tell thee that from the first I did plot the death of those two, the Dwarf and the Mis­tress. For no oth­er­wise might­est thou live, or I es­cape from death in life. But as to the dast­ard who threatened me with a thrall’s pains, I heeded him nought to live or die, for well I knew that thy vali­ant sword, yea, or thy bare hands, would speedily tame him. Now first I knew that I must make a show of yield­ing to the King’s Son; and some­what how I did therein, thou know­est. But no night and no time did I give him to bed me, till after I had met thee as thou wentest to the Golden House, be­fore the ad­ven­ture of fetch­ing the li­on’s skin; and up to that time I had scarce known what to do, save ever to bid thee, with sore grief and pain, to yield thee to the wicked wo­man’s de­sire. But as we spake to­geth­er there by the stream, and I saw that the Evil Thing (whose head thou clavest e’en now) was spy­ing on us, then amidst the sick­ness of ter­ror which ever came over me when­so­ever I thought of him, and much more when I saw him (ah! he is dead now!), it came flash­ing in­to my mind how I might des­troy my en­emy. There­fore I made the Dwarf my mes­sen­ger to her, by bid­ding thee to my bed in such wise that he might hear it. And wot thou well, that he speedily car­ried her the tid­ings. Mean­while I hastened to lie to the King’s Son, and all priv­ily bade him come to me and not thee. And there­after, by dint of wait­ing and watch­ing, and tak­ing the only chance that there was, I met thee as thou camest back from fetch­ing the skin of the li­on that nev­er was, and gave thee that warn­ing, or else had we been un­done in­deed.”

			Said Wal­ter: “Was the li­on of her mak­ing or of thine then?”

			She said: “Of hers: why should I deal with such a mat­ter?”

			“Yea,” said Wal­ter, “but she ver­ily swooned, and she was ver­ily wroth with the En­emy.”

			The Maid smiled, and said: “If her lie was not like very sooth, then had she not been the crafts-mas­ter that I knew her: one may lie oth­er­wise than with the tongue alone: yet in­deed her wrath against the En­emy was nought feigned; for the En­emy was even I, and in these lat­ter days nev­er did her wrath leave me. But to go on with my tale.”

			“Now doubt thou not, that, when thou camest in­to the hall yes­ter eve, the Mis­tress knew of thy coun­ter­feit tryst with me, and meant nought but death for thee; yet first would she have thee in her arms again, there­fore did she make much of thee at table (and that was partly for my tor­ment also), and there­fore did she make that tryst with thee, and deemed doubt­less that thou wouldst not dare to forgo it, even if thou shouldst go to me there­after.”

			“Now I had trained that dast­ard to me as I have told thee, but I gave him a sleepy draught, so that when I came to the bed he might not move to­ward me nor open his eyes: but I lay down be­side him, so that the Lady might know that my body had been there; for well had she wot­ted if it had not. Then as there I lay I cast over him thy shape, so that none might have known but that thou wert ly­ing by my side, and there, trem­bling, I abode what should be­fall. Thus I passed through the hour when­as thou should­est have been at her cham­ber, and the time of my tryst with thee was come as the Mis­tress would be deem­ing; so that I looked for her speedily, and my heart well-nigh failed me for fear of her cruelty.”

			“Presently then I heard a stir­ring in her cham­ber, and I slipped from out the bed, and hid me be­hind the hangings, and was like to die for fear of her; and lo, presently she came steal­ing in softly, hold­ing a lamp in one hand and a knife in the oth­er. And I tell thee of a sooth that I also had a sharp knife in my hand to de­fend my life if need were. She held the lamp up above her head be­fore she drew near to the bed­side, and I heard her mut­ter: ‘She is not there then! but she shall be taken.’ Then she went up to the bed and stooped over it, and laid her hand on the place where I had lain; and there­with her eyes turned to that false im­age of thee ly­ing there, and she fell a-trem­bling and shak­ing, and the lamp fell to the ground and was quenched (but there was bright moon­light in the room, and still I could see what bet­id). But she uttered a noise like the low roar of a wild beast, and I saw her arm and hand rise up, and the flash­ing of the steel be­neath the hand, and then down came the hand and the steel, and I went nigh to swoon­ing lest per­chance I had wrought over well, and thine im­age were thy very self. The dast­ard died without a groan: why should I lament him? I can­not. But the Lady drew him to­ward her, and snatched the clothes from off his shoulders and breast, and fell a-gib­ber­ing sounds mostly without mean­ing, but broken here and there with words. Then I heard her say: ‘I shall for­get; I shall for­get; and the new days shall come.’ Then was there si­lence of her a little, and there­after she cried out in a ter­rible voice: ‘O no, no, no! I can­not for­get; I can­not for­get;’ and she raised a great wail­ing cry that filled all the night with hor­ror (didst thou not hear it?), and caught up the knife from the bed and thrust it in­to her breast, and fell down a dead heap over the bed and on to the man whom she had slain. And then I thought of thee, and joy smote across my ter­ror; how shall I gain­say it? And I fled away to thee, and I took thine hands in mine, thy dear hands, and we fled away to­geth­er. Shall we be still to­geth­er?”

			He spoke slowly, and touched her not, and she, for­bear­ing all sob­bing and weep­ing, sat look­ing wist­fully on him. He said: “I think thou hast told me all; and wheth­er thy guile slew her, or her own evil heart, she was slain last night who lay in mine arms the night be­fore. It was ill, and ill done of me, for I loved not her, but thee, and I wished for her death that I might be with thee. Thou wot­test this, and still thou lovest me, it may be over­ween­ingly. What have I to say then? If there be any guilt of guile, I also was in the guile; and if there be any guilt of murder, I also was in the murder. Thus we say to each oth­er; and to God and his Hal­lows we say: ‘We two have con­spired to slay the wo­man who tor­men­ted one of us, and would have slain the oth­er; and if we have done amiss therein, then shall we two to­geth­er pay the pen­alty; for in this have we done as one body and one soul.’ ”

			There­with he put his arms about her and kissed her, but soberly and friendly, as if he would com­fort her. And there­after he said to her: “Maybe to­mor­row, in the sun­light, I will ask thee of this wo­man, what she ver­ily was; but now let her be. And thou, thou art over-wear­ied, and I bid thee sleep.”

			So he went about and gathered of brack­en a great heap for her bed, and did his coat there­over, and led her thereto, and she lay down meekly, and smiled and crossed her arms over her bos­om, and presently fell asleep. But as for him, he watched by the fireside till dawn began to glim­mer, and then he also laid him down and slept.

		
	
		
			
				XXV

				Of the Tri­umphant Sum­mer Ar­ray of the Maid

			
			When the day was bright Wal­ter arose, and met the Maid com­ing from the ri­verb­ank, fresh and rosy from the wa­ter. She paled a little when they met face to face, and she shrank from him shyly. But he took her hand and kissed her frankly; and the two were glad, and had no need to tell each oth­er of their joy, though much else they deemed they had to say, could they have found words thereto.

			So they came to their fire and sat down, and fell to break­fast; and ere they were done, the Maid said: “My Mas­ter, thou seest we be come nigh un­to the hill-coun­try, and today about sun­set, be­like, we shall come in­to the Land of the Bear-folk; and both it is, that there is per­il if we fall in­to their hands, and that we may scarce es­cape them. Yet I deem that we may deal with the per­il by wis­dom.”

			“What is the per­il?” said Wal­ter; “I mean, what is the worst of it?”

			Said the Maid: “To be offered up in sac­ri­fice to their God.”

			“But if we es­cape death at their hands, what then?” said Wal­ter.

			“One of two things,” said she; “the first that they shall take us in­to their tribe.”

			“And will they sun­der us in that case?” said Wal­ter.

			“Nay,” said she.

			Wal­ter laughed and said: “Therein is little harm then. But what is the oth­er chance?”

			Said she: “That we leave them with their good­will, and come back to one of the lands of Christen­dom.”

			Said Wal­ter: “I am not all so sure that this is the bet­ter of the two choices, though, for­sooth, thou seemest to think so. But tell me now, what like is their God, that they should of­fer up new­comers to him?”

			“Their God is a wo­man,” she said, “and the Moth­er of their na­tion and tribes (or so they deem) be­fore the days when they had chief­tains and Lords of Battle.”

			“That will be long ago,” said he; “how then may she be liv­ing now?”

			Said the Maid: “Doubt­less that wo­man of yore agone is dead this many and many a year; but they take to them still a new wo­man, one after oth­er, as they may hap­pen on them, to be in the stead of the An­cient Moth­er. And to tell thee the very truth right out, she that li­eth dead in the Pillared Hall was even the last of these; and now, if they knew it, they lack a God. This shall we tell them.”

			“Yea, yea!” said Wal­ter, “a goodly wel­come shall we have of them then, if we come amongst them with our hands red with the blood of their God!”

			She smiled on him and said: “If I come amongst them with the tid­ings that I have slain her, and they trow therein, without doubt they shall make me Lady and God­dess in her stead.”

			“This is a strange word,” said Wal­ter, “but if so they do, how shall that fur­ther us in reach­ing the kindreds of the world, and the folk of Holy Church?”

			She laughed out­right, so joy­ous was she grown, now that she knew that his life was yet to be a part of hers. “Sweet­heart,” she said, “now I see that thou de­sirest wholly what I de­sire; yet in any case, abid­ing with them would be liv­ing and not dy­ing, even as thou hadst it e’en now. But, for­sooth, they will not hinder our de­par­ture if they deem me their God; they do not look for it, nor de­sire it, that their God should dwell with them daily. Have no fear.” Then she laughed again, and said: “What! thou lookest on me and deemest me to be but a sorry im­age of a god­dess; and me with my scanty coat and bare arms and na­ked feet! But wait! I know well how to ar­ray me when the time cometh. Thou shalt see it! And now, my Mas­ter, were it not meet that we took to the road?”

			So they arose, and found a ford of the river that took the Maid but to the knee, and so set forth up the green­sward of the slopes where­as there were but few trees; so went they faring to­ward the hill-coun­try.

			At the last they were come to the feet of the very hills, and in the hol­lows betwixt the but­tresses of them grew nut and berry trees, and the green­sward round about them was both thick and much flowery. There they stayed them and dined, where­as Wal­ter had shot a hare by the way, and they had found a bub­bling spring un­der a grey stone in a bight of the cop­pice, wherein now the birds were singing their best.

			When they had eaten and had res­ted some­what, the Maid arose and said: “Now shall the Queen ar­ray her­self, and seem like a very god­dess.”

			Then she fell to work, while Wal­ter looked on; and she made a gar­land for her head of eglan­tine where the roses were the fairest; and with mingled flowers of the sum­mer she wreathed her middle about, and let the gar­land of them hang down to be­low her knees; and knots of the flowers she made fast to the skirts of her coat, and did them for arm-rings about her arms, and for ank­lets and san­dals for her feet. Then she set a gar­land about Wal­ter’s head, and then stood a little off from him and set her feet to­geth­er, and lif­ted up her arms, and said: “Lo now! am I not as like to the Moth­er of Sum­mer as if I were clad in silk and gold? and even so shall I be deemed by the folk of the Bear. Come now, thou shalt see how all shall be well.”

			She laughed joy­ously; but he might scarce laugh for pity of his love. Then they set forth again, and began to climb the hills, and the hours wore as they went in sweet con­verse; till at last Wal­ter looked on the Maid, and smiled on her, and said: “One thing I would say to thee, lovely friend, to wit: wert thou clad in silk and gold, thy stately raiment might well suf­fer a few stains, or here and there a rent maybe; but stately would it be still when the folk of the Bear should come up against thee. But as to this flowery ar­ray of thine, in a few hours it shall be all faded and nought. Nay, even now, as I look on thee, the mead­ow-sweet that han­geth from thy girdle-stead has wax­en dull, and wel­ted; and the blos­som­ing eye­bright that is for a hem to the little white coat of thee is already for­get­ting how to be bright and blue. What say­est thou then?”

			She laughed at his word, and stood still, and looked back over her shoulder, while with her fin­gers she dealt with the flowers about her side like to a bird preen­ing his feath­ers. Then she said: “Is it ver­ily so as thou say­est? Look again!”

			So he looked, and wondered; for lo! be­neath his eyes the spires of the mead­ow-sweet grew crisp and clear again, the eye­bright blos­soms shone once more over the white­ness of her legs; the eglan­tine roses opened, and all was as fresh and bright as if it were still grow­ing on its own roots.

			He wondered, and was even somedeal aghast; but she said: “Dear friend, be not troubled! did I not tell thee that I am wise in hid­den lore? But in my wis­dom shall be no longer any scathe to any man. And again, this my wis­dom, as I told thee erst, shall end on the day where­on I am made all happy. And it is thou that shall wield it all, my Mas­ter. Yet must my wis­dom needs en­dure for a little sea­son yet. Let us on then, boldly and hap­pily.”

		
	
		
			
				XXVI

				They Come to the Folk of the Bears

			
			On they went, and be­fore long they were come up on to the down-coun­try, where was scarce a tree, save gnarled and knotty thorn-bushes here and there, but nought else high­er than the whin. And here on these up­per lands they saw that the pas­tures were much burned with the drought, al­beit sum­mer was not worn old. Now they went mak­ing due south to­ward the moun­tains, whose heads they saw from time to time rising deep blue over the bleak grey­ness of the down-land ridges. And so they went, till at last, hard on sun­set, after they had climbed long over a high bent, they came to the brow there­of, and, look­ing down, be­held new tid­ings.

			There was a wide val­ley be­low them, green­er than the downs which they had come over, and green­er yet amid­most, from the wa­ter­ing of a stream which, all be­set with wil­lows, wound about the bot­tom. Sheep and neat were pas­tur­ing about the dale, and moreover a long line of smoke was go­ing up straight in­to the wind­less heav­ens from the midst of a ring of little round houses built of turfs, and thatched with reed. And bey­ond that, to­ward an east­ward-ly­ing bight of the dale, they could see what looked like to a doom-ring of big stones, though there were no rocky places in that land. About the cook­ing-fire amidst of the houses, and here and there oth­er­where, they saw, stand­ing or go­ing to and fro, huge fig­ures of men and wo­men, with chil­dren play­ing about betwixt them.

			They stood and gazed down at it for a minute or two, and though all were at peace there, yet to Wal­ter, at least, it seemed strange and aw­ful. He spake softly, as though he would not have his voice reach those men, though they were, for­sooth, out of earshot of any­thing save a shout: “Are these then the chil­dren of the Bear? What shall we do now?”

			She said: “Yea, of the Bear they be, though there be oth­er folks of them far and far away to the north­ward and east­ward, near to the bor­ders of the sea. And as to what we shall do, let us go down at once, and peace­fully. In­deed, by now there will be no es­cape from them; for lo you! they have seen us.”

			For­sooth, some three or four of the big men had turned them to­ward the bent where­on stood the twain, and were hail­ing them in huge, rough voices, wherein, how­so­ever, seemed to be no an­ger or threat. So the Maid took Wal­ter by the hand, and thus they went down quietly, and the Bear-folk, see­ing them, stood all to­geth­er, fa­cing them, to abide their com­ing. Wal­ter saw of them, that though they were very tall and bigly made, they were not so far above the stature of men as to be mar­vels. The carles were long-haired, and shaggy of beard, and their hair all red or tawny; their skins, where their na­ked flesh showed, were burned brown with sun and weath­er, but to a fair and pleas­ant brown, nought like to black­amoors. The queans were comely and well-eyed; nor was there any­thing of fierce or evil-look­ing about either the carles or the queans, but some­what grave and sol­emn of as­pect were they. Clad were they all, sav­ing the young men-chil­dren, but some­what scantily, and in nought save sheep­skins or deer-skins.

			For weapons they saw amongst them clubs, and spears headed with bone or flint, and ugly axes of big flints set in wooden handles; nor was there, as far as they could see, either now or af­ter­ward, any bow amongst them. But some of the young men seemed to have slings done about their shoulders.

			Now when they were come but three fathom from them, the Maid lif­ted up her voice, and spake clearly and sweetly: “Hail, ye folk of the Bears! we have come amongst you, and that for your good and not for your hurt: where­fore we would know if we be wel­come.”

			There was an old man who stood fore­most in the midst, clad in a mantle of deer-skins worked very goodly, and with a gold ring on his arm, and a chap­let of blue stones on his head, and he spake: “Little are ye, but so goodly, that if ye were but big­ger, we should deem that ye were come from the Gods’ House. Yet have I heard, that how mighty so­ever may the Gods be, and chiefly our God, they be at whiles nought so bigly made as we of the Bears. How this may be, I wot not. But if ye be not of the Gods or their kindred, then are ye mere ali­ens; and we know not what to do with ali­ens, save we meet them in battle, or give them to the God, or save we make them chil­dren of the Bear. But yet again, ye may be mes­sen­gers of some folk who would bind friend­ship and al­li­ance with us: in which case ye shall at the least de­part in peace, and whiles ye are with us shall be our guests in all good cheer. Now, there­fore, we bid you de­clare the mat­ter un­to us.”

			Then spake the Maid: “Fath­er, it were easy for us to de­clare what we be un­to you here present. But, me­seemeth, ye who be gathered round the fire here this even­ing are less than the whole tale of the chil­dren of the Bear.”

			“So it is, Maid­en,” said the eld­er, “that many more chil­dren hath the Bear.”

			“This then we bid you,” said the Maid, “that ye send the tokens round and gath­er your people to you, and when they be as­sembled in the Doom-ring, then shall we put our er­rand be­fore you; and ac­cord­ing to that, shall ye deal with us.”

			“Thou hast spoken well,” said the eld­er; “and even so had we bid­den you ourselves. To­mor­row, be­fore noon, shall ye stand in the Doom-ring in this Dale, and speak with the chil­dren of the Bear.”

			There­with he turned to his own folk and called out some­thing, where­of those twain knew not the mean­ing; and there came to him, one after an­oth­er, six young men, un­to each of whom he gave a thing from out his pouch, but what it was Wal­ter might not see, save that it was little and of small ac­count: to each, also, he spake a word or two, and straight they set off run­ning, one after the oth­er, turn­ing to­ward the bent which was over against that whereby the twain had come in­to the Dale, and were soon out of sight in the gath­er­ing dusk.

			Then the eld­er turned him again to Wal­ter and the Maid, and spake: “Man and wo­man, what­so­ever ye may be, or what­so­ever may abide you to­mor­row, to­night, ye are wel­come guests to us; so we bid you come eat and drink at our fire.”

			So they sat all to­geth­er upon the grass round about the em­bers of the fire, and ate curds and cheese, and drank milk in abund­ance; and as the night grew on them they quickened the fire, that they might have light. This wild folk talked mer­rily amongst them­selves, with laughter enough and friendly jests, but to the new­comers they were few-spoken, though, as the twain deemed, for no enmity that they bore them. But this found Wal­ter, that the young­er ones, both men and wo­men, seemed to find it a hard mat­ter to keep their eyes off them; and seemed, with­al, to gaze on them with some­what of doubt, or, it might be, of fear.

			So when the night was wear­ing a little, the eld­er arose and bade the twain to come with him, and led them to a small house or booth, which was amid­most of all, and some­what big­ger than the oth­ers, and he did them to wit that they should rest there that night, and bade them sleep in peace and without fear till the mor­row. So they entered, and found beds there­on of heath­er and ling, and they laid them down sweetly, like broth­er and sis­ter, when they had kissed each oth­er. But they noted that four brisk men lay without the booth, and across the door, with their weapons be­side them, so that they must needs look upon them­selves as cap­tives.

			Then Wal­ter might not re­frain him, but spake: “Sweet and dear friend, I have come a long way from the quay at Lang­ton, and the vis­ion of the Dwarf, the Maid, and the Lady; and for this kiss where­with I have kissed thee e’en now, and the kind­ness of thine eyes, it was worth the time and the trav­ail. But to­mor­row, me­seemeth, I shall go no fur­ther in this world, though my jour­ney be far longer than from Lang­ton hith­er. And now may God and All Hal­lows keep thee amongst this wild folk, when­as I shall be gone from thee.”

			She laughed low and sweetly, and said: “Dear friend, dost thou speak to me thus mourn­fully to move me to love thee bet­ter? Then is thy la­bour lost; for no bet­ter may I love thee than now I do; and that is with mine whole heart. But keep a good cour­age, I bid thee; for we be not sundered yet, nor shall we be. Nor do I deem that we shall die here, or to­mor­row; but many years hence, after we have known all the sweet­ness of life. Mean­while, I bid thee good night, fair friend!”

		
	
		
			
				XXVII

				Morn­ing Amongst the Bears

			
			So Wal­ter laid him down and fell asleep, and knew no more till he awoke in bright day­light with the Maid stand­ing over him. She was fresh from the wa­ter, for she had been to the river to bathe her, and the sun through the open door fell stream­ing on her feet close to Wal­ter’s pil­low. He turned about and cast his arm about them, and caressed them, while she stood smil­ing upon him; then he arose and looked on her, and said: “How thou art fair and bright this morn­ing! And yet … and yet … were it not well that thou do off thee all this faded and droop­ing bravery of leaves and blos­soms, that maketh thee look like to a jongleur’s dam­sel on a mor­row of May-day?”

			And he gazed rue­fully on her.

			She laughed on him mer­rily, and said: “Yea, and be­like these oth­ers think no bet­ter of my at­tire, or not much bet­ter; for yon­der they are gath­er­ing small wood for the burnt-of­fer­ing; which, for­sooth, shall be thou and I, un­less I bet­ter it all by means of the wis­dom I learned of the old wo­man, and per­fec­ted betwixt the stripes of my Mis­tress, whom a little while ago thou lovedst some­what.”

			And as she spake her eyes sparkled, her cheek flushed, and her limbs and her feet seemed as if they could scarce re­frain from dan­cing for joy. Then Wal­ter knit his brow, and for a mo­ment a thought half-framed was in his mind: Is it so, that she will be­wray me and live without me? and he cast his eyes on to the ground. But she said: “Look up, and in­to mine eyes, friend, and see if there be in them any false­ness to­ward thee! For I know thy thought; I know thy thought. Dost thou not see that my joy and glad­ness is for the love of thee, and the thought of the rest from trouble that is at hand?”

			He looked up, and his eyes met the eyes of her love, and he would have cast his arms about her; but she drew aback and said: “Nay, thou must re­frain thee awhile, dear friend, lest these folk cast eyes on us, and deem us over lov­er-like for what I am to bid them deem me. Abide a while, and then shall all be in me ac­cord­ing to thy will. But now I must tell thee that it is not very far from noon, and that the Bears are stream­ing in­to the Dale, and already there is an host of men at the Doom-ring, and, as I said, the bale for the burnt-of­fer­ing is well-nigh dight, wheth­er it be for us, or for some oth­er creature. And now I have to bid thee this, and it will be a thing easy for thee to do, to wit, that thou look as if thou wert of the race of the Gods, and not to blench, or show sign of blench­ing, whatever betide: to yea-say both my yea-say and my nay-say: and lastly this, which is the only hard thing for thee (but thou hast already done it be­fore some­what), to look upon me with no mas­ter­ful eyes of love, nor as if thou wert at once pray­ing me and com­mand­ing me; rather thou shalt so de­mean thee as if thou wert my man all simply, and no­wise my mas­ter.”

			“O friend be­loved,” said Wal­ter, “here at least art thou the mas­ter, and I will do all thy bid­ding, in cer­tain hope of this, that either we shall live to­geth­er or die to­geth­er.”

			But as they spoke, in came the eld­er, and with him a young maid­en, bear­ing with them their break­fast of curds and cream and straw­ber­ries, and he bade them eat. So they ate, and were not un­merry; and the while of their eat­ing the eld­er talked with them soberly, but not hardly, or with any seem­ing enmity: and ever his talk gat on to the drought, which was now burn­ing up the down-pas­tures; and how the grass in the watered dales, which was no wide spread of land, would not hold out much longer un­less the God sent them rain. And Wal­ter noted that those two, the eld­er and the Maid, eyed each oth­er curi­ously amidst of this talk; the eld­er in­tent on what she might say, and if she gave heed to his words; while on her side the Maid answered his speech gra­ciously and pleas­antly, but said little that was of any im­port: nor would she have him fix her eyes, which wandered lightly from this thing to that; nor would her lips grow stern and stable, but ever smiled in an­swer to the light of her eyes, as she sat there with her face as the very face of the glad­ness of the sum­mer day.

		
	
		
			
				XXVIII

				Of the New God of the Bears

			
			At last the old man said: “My chil­dren, ye shall now come with me un­to the Doom-ring of our folk, the Bears of the South­ern Dales, and de­liv­er to them your er­rand; and I be­seech you to have pity upon your own bod­ies, as I have pity on them; on thine es­pe­cially, Maid­en, so fair and bright a creature as thou art; for so it is, that if ye deal us out light and ly­ing words after the man­ner of dast­ards, ye shall miss the wor­ship and glory of wend­ing away amidst of the flames, a gift to the God and a hope to the people, and shall be passed by the rods of the folk, un­til ye faint and fail amongst them, and then shall ye be thrust down in­to the flow at the Dale’s End, and a stone-laden hurdle cast upon you, that we may thence­forth for­get your folly.”

			The Maid now looked full in­to his eyes, and Wal­ter deemed that the old man shrank be­fore her; but she said: “Thou art old and wise, O great man of the Bears, yet nought I need to learn of thee. Now lead us on our way to the Stead of the Er­rands.”

			So the eld­er brought them along to the Doom-ring at the east­ern end of the Dale; and it was now all peopled with those huge men, weaponed after their fash­ion, and stand­ing up, so that the grey stones there­of but showed a little over their heads. But amid­most of the said Ring was a big stone, fash­ioned as a chair, where­on sat a very old man, long-hoary and white-bearded, and on either side of him stood a great-limbed wo­man clad in war-gear, hold­ing, each of them, a long spear, and with a flint-bladed knife in the girdle; and there were no oth­er wo­men in all the Mote.

			Then the eld­er led those twain in­to the midst of the Mote, and there bade them go up on to a wide, flat-topped stone, six feet above the ground, just over against the an­cient chief­tain; and they moun­ted it by a rough stair, and stood there be­fore that folk; Wal­ter in his ar­ray of the out­ward world, which had been fair enough, of crim­son cloth and silk, and white lin­en, but was now travel-stained and worn; and the Maid with nought upon her, save the smock wherein she had fled from the Golden House of the Wood bey­ond the World, decked with the faded flowers which she had wreathed about her yes­ter­day. Nev­er­the­less, so it was, that those big men eyed her in­tently, and with some­what of wor­ship.

			Now did Wal­ter, ac­cord­ing to her bid­ding, sink down on his knees be­side her, and draw­ing his sword, hold it be­fore him, as if to keep all in­ter­lopers aloof from the Maid. And there was si­lence in the Mote, and all eyes were fixed on those twain.

			At last the old chief arose and spake: “Ye men, here are come a man and a wo­man, we know not whence; where­as they have giv­en word to our folk who first met them, that they would tell their er­rand to none save the Mote of the People; which it was their due to do, if they were minded to risk it. For either they be ali­ens without an er­rand hith­er, save, it may be, to be­guile us, in which case they shall presently die an evil death; or they have come amongst us that we may give them to the God with flint-edge and fire; or they have a mes­sage to us from some folk or oth­er, on the is­sue of which li­eth life or death. Now shall ye hear what they have to say con­cern­ing them­selves and their faring hith­er. But, me­seemeth, it shall be the wo­man who is the chief and hath the word in her mouth; for, lo you! the man knee­leth at her feet, as one who would serve and wor­ship her. Speak out then, wo­man, and let our war­ri­ors hear thee.”

			Then the Maid lif­ted up her voice, and spake out clear and shrill­ing, like to a flute of the best of the min­strels: “Ye men of the Chil­dren of the Bear, I would ask you a ques­tion, and let the chief­tain who sit­teth be­fore me an­swer it.”

			The old man nod­ded his head, and she went on: “Tell me, Chil­dren of the Bear, how long a time is worn since ye saw the God of your wor­ship made mani­fest in the body of a wo­man!”

			Said the eld­er: “Many win­ters have worn since my fath­er’s fath­er was a child, and saw the very God in the bod­ily form of a wo­man.”

			Then she said again: “Did ye re­joice at her com­ing, and would ye re­joice if once more she came amongst you?”

			“Yea,” said the old chief­tain, “for she gave us gifts, and learned us lore, and came to us in no ter­rible shape, but as a young wo­man as goodly as thou.”

			Then said the Maid: “Now, then, is the day of your glad­ness come; for the old body is dead, and I am the new body of your God, come amongst you for your wel­fare.”

			Then fell a great si­lence on the Mote, till the old man spake and said: “What shall I say and live? For if thou be ver­ily the God, and I threaten thee, wilt thou not des­troy me? But thou hast spoken a great word with a sweet mouth, and hast taken the bur­den of blood on thy lily hands; and if the Chil­dren of the Bear be be­fooled of light li­ars, how shall they put the shame off them? There­fore I say, show to us a token; and if thou be the God, this shall be easy to thee; and if thou show it not, then is thy false­hood mani­fest, and thou shalt dree the weird. For we shall de­liv­er thee in­to the hands of these wo­men here, who shall thrust thee down in­to the flow which is hereby, after they have wear­ied them­selves with whip­ping thee. But thy man that knee­leth at thy feet shall we give to the true God, and he shall go to her by the road of the flint and the fire. Hast thou heard? Then give to us the sign and the token.”

			She changed coun­ten­ance no whit at his word; but her eyes were the bright­er, and her cheek the fresh­er and her feet moved a little, as if they were grow­ing glad be­fore the dance; and she looked out over the Mote, and spake in her clear voice: “Old man, thou need­est not to fear for thy words. For­sooth it is not me whom thou threaten­est with stripes and a foul death, but some light fool and li­ar, who is not here. Now hearken! I wot well that ye would have some­what of me, to wit, that I should send you rain to end this drought, which oth­er­wise seemeth like to lie long upon you: but this rain, I must go in­to the moun­tains of the south to fetch it you; there­fore shall cer­tain of your war­ri­ors bring me on my way, with this my man, up to the great pass of the said moun­tains, and we shall set out thith­er­ward this very day.”

			She was si­lent a while, and all looked on her, but none spake or moved, so that they seemed as im­ages of stone amongst the stones.

			Then she spake again and said: “Some would say, men of the Bear, that this were a sign and a token great enough; but I know you, and how stub­born and per­verse of heart ye be; and how that the gift not yet with­in your hand is no gift to you; and the won­der ye see not, your hearts trow not. There­fore look ye upon me as here I stand, I who have come from the fairer coun­try and the green­wood of the lands, and see if I bear not the sum­mer with me, and the heart that maketh in­crease and the hand that giv­eth.”

			Lo then! as she spake, the faded flowers that hung about her gathered life and grew fresh again; the wood­bine round her neck and her sleek shoulders knit it­self to­geth­er and em­braced her freshly, and cast its scent about her face. The lilies that girded her loins lif­ted up their heads, and the gold of their tas­sels fell upon her; the eye­bright grew clean blue again upon her smock; the eglan­tine found its blooms again, and then began to shed the leaves there­of upon her feet; the mead­ow-sweet wreathed amongst it made clear the sweet­ness of her legs, and the mouse-ear stud­ded her raiment as with gems. There she stood amidst of the blos­soms, like a great ori­ent pearl against the fret­work of the gold­smiths, and the breeze that came up the val­ley from be­hind bore the sweet­ness of her fra­grance all over the Man-mote.

			Then, in­deed, the Bears stood up, and shouted and cried, and smote on their shields, and tossed their spears aloft. Then the eld­er rose from his seat, and came up humbly to where she stood, and prayed her to say what she would have done; while the oth­ers drew about in knots, but durst not come very nigh to her. She answered the an­cient chief, and said, that she would de­part presently to­ward the moun­tains, whereby she might send them the rain which they lacked, and that thence she would away to the south­ward for a while; but that they should hear of her, or, it might be, see her, be­fore they who were now of middle age should be gone to their fath­ers.

			Then the old man be­sought her that they might make her a lit­ter of fra­grant green boughs, and so bear her away to­ward the moun­tain pass amidst a tri­umph of the whole folk. But she leapt lightly down from the stone, and walked to and fro on the green­sward, while it seemed of her that her feet scarce touched the grass; and she spake to the an­cient chief where he still kneeled in wor­ship of her, and said “Nay; deemest thou of me that I need bear­ing by men’s hands, or that I shall tire at all when I am do­ing my will, and I, the very heart of the year’s in­crease? So it is, that the go­ing of my feet over your pas­tures shall make them to thrive, both this year and the com­ing years: surely will I go afoot.”

			So they wor­shipped her the more, and blessed her; and then first of all they brought meat, the dain­ti­est they might, both for her and for Wal­ter. But they would not look on the Maid whiles she ate, or suf­fer Wal­ter to be­hold her the while. Af­ter­wards, when they had eaten, some twenty men, weaponed after their fash­ion, made them ready to wend with the Maid­en up in­to the moun­tains, and anon they set out thith­er­ward all to­geth­er. How­beit, the huge men held them ever some­what aloof from the Maid; and when they came to the rest­ing-place for that night, where was no house, for it was up amongst the foot­hills be­fore the moun­tains, then it was a won­der to see how care­fully they built up a sleep­ing-place for her, and tilted it over with their skin-cloaks, and how they watched nightlong about her. But Wal­ter they let sleep peace­fully on the grass, a little way aloof from the watch­ers round the Maid.

		
	
		
			
				XXIX

				Wal­ter Strays in the Pass and Is Sundered from the Maid

			
			Morn­ing came, and they arose and went on their ways, and went all day till the sun was nigh set, and they were come up in­to the very pass; and in the jaws there­of was an earthen howe. There the Maid bade them stay, and she went up on to the howe, and stood there and spake to them, and said: “O men of the Bear, I give you thanks for your fol­low­ing, and I bless you, and prom­ise you the in­crease of the earth. But now ye shall turn aback, and leave me to go my ways; and my man with the iron sword shall fol­low me. Now, maybe, I shall come amongst the Bear-folk again be­fore long, and yet again, and learn them wis­dom; but for this time it is enough. And I shall tell you that ye were best to hasten home straight­way to your houses in the down­land dales, for the weath­er which I have bid­den for you is even now com­ing forth from the forge of storms in the heart of the moun­tains. Now this last word I give you, that times are changed since I wore the last shape of God that ye have seen, where­fore a change I com­mand you. If so be ali­ens come amongst you, I will not that ye send them to me by the flint and the fire; rather, un­less they be bale­ful un­to you, and worthy of an evil death, ye shall suf­fer them to abide with you; ye shall make them be­come chil­dren of the Bears, if they be goodly enough and worthy, and they shall be my chil­dren as ye be; oth­er­wise, if they be ill-fa­voured and weak­ling, let them live and be thralls to you, but not join with you, man to wo­man. Now de­part ye with my bless­ing.”

			There­with she came down from the mound, and went her ways up the pass so lightly, that it was to Wal­ter, stand­ing amongst the Bears, as if she had van­ished away. But the men of that folk abode stand­ing and wor­ship­ping their God for a little while, and that while he durst not sun­der him from their com­pany. But when they had blessed him and gone on their way back­ward, he betook him in haste to fol­low­ing the Maid, think­ing to find her abid­ing him in some nook of the pass.

			How­so­ever, it was now twi­light or more, and, for all his haste, dark night over­took him, so that per­force he was stayed amidst the tangle of the moun­tain ways. And, moreover, ere the night was grown old, the weath­er came upon him on the back of a great south wind, so that the moun­tain nooks rattled and roared, and there was the rain and the hail, with thun­der and light­ning, mon­strous and ter­rible, and all the huge ar­ray of a sum­mer storm. So he was driv­en at last to crouch un­der a big rock and abide the day.

			But not so were his troubles at an end. For un­der the said rock he fell asleep, and when he awoke it was day in­deed; but as to the pass, the way thereby was blind with the driv­ing rain and the lower­ing lift; so that, though he struggled as well as he might against the storm and the tangle, he made but little way.

			And now once more the thought came on him, that the Maid was of the fays, or of some race even migh­ti­er; and it came on him now not as erst, with half fear and whole de­sire, but with a bit­ter op­pres­sion of dread, of loss and misery; so that he began to fear that she had but won his love to leave him and for­get him for a new­comer, after the wont of fay-wo­men, as old tales tell.

			Two days he battled thus with storm and blind­ness, and wan­hope of his life; for he was grow­ing weak and for­done. But the third morn­ing the storm abated, though the rain yet fell heav­ily, and he could see his way some­what as well as feel it: with­al he found that now his path was lead­ing him down­wards. As it grew dusk, he came down in­to a grassy val­ley with a stream run­ning through it to the south­ward, and the rain was now but little, com­ing down but in dashes from time to time. So he crept down to the stream-side, and lay amongst the bushes there; and said to him­self, that on the mor­row he would get him victu­al, so that he might live to seek his Maid­en through the wide world. He was of some­what bet­ter heart: but now that he was laid quiet, and had no more for that present to trouble him about the way, the an­guish of his loss fell upon him the keen­er, and he might not re­frain him from lament­ing his dear Maid­en aloud, as one who deemed him­self in the empty wil­der­ness: and thus he lamen­ted for her sweet­ness and her love­li­ness, and the kind­ness of her voice and her speech, and her mirth. Then he fell to cry­ing out con­cern­ing the beauty of her shap­ing, prais­ing the parts of her body, as her face, and her hands, and her shoulders, and her feet, and curs­ing the evil fate which had sundered him from the friend­li­ness of her, and the peer­less fash­ion of her.

		
	
		
			
				XXX

				Now They Meet Again

			
			Com­plain­ing thus-wise, he fell asleep from sheer wear­i­ness, and when he awoke it was broad day, calm and bright and cloud­less, with the scent of the earth re­freshed go­ing up in­to the heav­ens, and the birds singing sweetly in the bushes about him: for the dale where­unto he was now come was a fair and lovely place amidst the shelving slopes of the moun­tains, a para­dise of the wil­der­ness, and nought but pleas­ant and sweet things were to be seen there, now that the morn was so clear and sunny.

			He arose and looked about him, and saw where, a hun­dred yards aloof, was a thick­et of small wood, as thorn and eld­er and white­beam, all wreathed about with the bines of way­far­ing tree; it hid a bight of the stream, which turned round about it, and betwixt it and Wal­ter was the grass short and thick, and sweet, and all be­set with flowers; and he said to him­self that it was even such a place as wherein the an­gels were lead­ing the Blessed in the great painted para­dise in the choir of the big church at Lang­ton on Holm. But lo! as he looked he cried aloud for joy, for forth from the thick­et on to the flowery grass came one like to an an­gel from out of the said pic­ture, white-clad and bare­foot, sweet of flesh, with bright eyes and ruddy cheeks; for it was the Maid her­self. So he ran to her, and she abode him, hold­ing forth kind hands to him, and smil­ing, while she wept for joy of the meet­ing. He threw him­self upon her, and spared not to kiss her, her cheeks and her mouth, and her arms and her shoulders, and whereso­ever she would suf­fer it. Till at last she drew aback a little, laugh­ing on him for love, and said: “For­bear now, friend, for it is enough for this time, and tell me how thou hast sped.”

			“Ill, ill,” said he.

			“What ails thee?” she said.

			“Hun­ger,” he said, “and long­ing for thee.”

			“Well,” she said, “me thou hast; there is one ill quenched; take my hand, and we will see to the oth­er one.”

			So he took her hand, and to hold it seemed to him sweet bey­ond meas­ure. But he looked up, and saw a little blue smoke go­ing up in­to the air from bey­ond the thick­et; and he laughed, for he was weak with hun­ger, and he said: “Who is at the cook­ing yon­der?”

			“Thou shalt see,” she said; and led him there­with in­to the said thick­et and through it, and lo! a fair little grassy place, full of flowers, betwixt the bushes and the bight of the stream; and on the little sandy ere, just off the green­sward, was a fire of sticks, and be­side it two trouts ly­ing, fat and red-flecked.

			“Here is the break­fast,” said she; “when it was time to wash the night off me e’en now, I went down the strand here in­to the rip­pling shal­low, and saw the bank be­low it, where the wa­ter draws to­geth­er yon­der, and deep­ens, that it seemed like to hold fish; and where­as I looked to meet thee presently, I groped the bank for them, go­ing softly; and lo thou! Help me now, that we cook them.”

			So they roas­ted them on the red em­bers, and fell to and ate well, both of them, and drank of the wa­ter of the stream out of each oth­er’s hol­low hands; and that feast seemed glor­i­ous to them, such glad­ness went with it.

			But when they were done with their meat, Wal­ter said to the Maid: “And how didst thou know that thou shouldst see me presently?”

			She said, look­ing on him wist­fully: “This needed no wiz­ardry. I lay not so far from thee last night, but that I heard thy voice and knew it.”

			Said he, “Why didst thou not come to me then, since thou heard­est me be­moan­ing thee?”

			She cast her eyes down, and plucked at the flowers and grass, and said: “It was dear to hear thee prais­ing me; I knew not be­fore that I was so sore de­sired, or that thou hadst taken such note of my body, and found it so dear.”

			Then she reddened sorely, and said: “I knew not that aught of me had such beauty as thou didst be­wail.”

			And she wept for joy. Then she looked on him and smiled, and said: “Wilt thou have the very truth of it? I went close up to thee, and stood there hid­den by the bushes and the night. And amidst thy be­wail­ing, I knew that thou wouldst soon fall asleep, and in sooth I out-waked thee.”

			Then was she si­lent again; and he spake not, but looked on her shyly; and she said, red­den­ing yet more: “Fur­ther­more, I must needs tell thee that I feared to go to thee in the dark night, and my heart so yearn­ing to­wards thee.”

			And she hung her head adown; but he said: “Is it so in­deed, that thou fearest me? Then doth that make me afraid—afraid of thy nay-say. For I was go­ing to en­treat thee, and say to thee: Be­loved, we have now gone through many troubles; let us now take a good re­ward at once, and wed to­geth­er, here amidst this sweet and pleas­ant house of the moun­tains, ere we go fur­ther on our way; if in­deed we go fur­ther at all. For where shall we find any place sweeter or hap­pi­er than this?”

			But she sprang up to her feet, and stood there trem­bling be­fore him, be­cause of her love; and she said: “Be­loved, I have deemed that it were good for us to go seek man­kind as they live in the world, and to live amongst them. And as for me, I will tell thee the sooth, to wit, that I long for this sorely. For I feel afraid in the wil­der­ness, and as if I needed help and pro­tec­tion against my Mis­tress, though she be dead; and I need the com­fort of many people, and the throngs of the cit­ies. I can­not for­get her: it was but last night that I dreamed (I sup­pose as the dawn grew a-cold) that I was yet un­der her hand, and she was strip­ping me for the tor­ment; so that I woke up pant­ing and cry­ing out. I pray thee be not angry with me for telling thee of my de­sires; for if thou wouldst not have it so, then here will I abide with thee as thy mate, and strive to gath­er cour­age.”

			He rose up and kissed her face, and said: “Nay, I had in sooth no mind to abide here forever; I meant but that we should feast a while here, and then de­part: sooth it is, that if thou dread­est the wil­der­ness, some­what I dread the city.”

			She turned pale, and said: “Thou shalt have thy will, my friend, if it must be so. But be­think thee we be not yet at our jour­ney’s end, and may have many things and much strife to en­dure, be­fore we be at peace and in wel­fare. Now shall I tell thee—did I not be­fore?—that while I am a maid un­touched, my wis­dom, and somedeal of might, abide­th with me, and only so long. There­fore I en­treat thee, let us go now, side by side, out of this fair val­ley, even as we are, so that my wis­dom and might may help thee at need. For, my friend, I would not that our lives be short, so much of joy as hath now come in­to them.”

			“Yea, be­loved,” he said, “let us on straight­way then, and shorten the while that sun­dereth us.”

			“Love,” she said, “thou shalt par­don me one time for all. But this is to be said, that I know some­what of the haps that lie a little way ahead of us; partly by my lore, and partly by what I learned of this land of the wild folk whiles thou wert ly­ing asleep that morn­ing.”

			So they left that pleas­ant place by the wa­ter, and came in­to the open val­ley, and went their ways through the pass; and it soon be­came stony again, as they moun­ted the bent which went up from out the dale. And when they came to the brow of the said bent, they had a sight of the open coun­try ly­ing fair and joy­ous in the sun­shine, and amidst of it, against the blue hills, the walls and towers of a great city.

			Then said the Maid: “O, dear friend, lo you! is not that our abode that li­eth yon­der, and is so beau­teous? Dwell not our friends there, and our pro­tec­tion against un­couth wights, and mere evil things in guile­ful shapes? O city, I bid thee hail!”

			But Wal­ter looked on her, and smiled some­what; and said: “I re­joice in thy joy. But there be evil things in yon­der city also, though they be not fays nor dev­ils, or it is like to no city that I wot of. And in every city shall foes grow up to us without rhyme or reas­on, and life therein shall be tangled un­to us.”

			“Yea,” she said; “but in the wil­der­ness amongst the dev­ils, what was to be done by manly might or valiancy? There hadst thou to fall back upon the guile and wiz­ardry which I had filched from my very foes. But when we come down yon­der, then shall thy valiancy pre­vail to cleave the tangle for us. Or at the least, it shall leave a tale of thee be­hind, and I shall wor­ship thee.”

			He laughed, and his face grew bright­er: “Mas­tery mows the mead­ow,” quoth he, “and one man is of little might against many. But I prom­ise thee I shall not be sloth­ful be­fore thee.”

		
	
		
			
				XXXI

				They Come Upon New Folk

			
			With that they went down from the bent again, and came to where the pass nar­rowed so much, that they went betwixt a steep wall of rock on either side; but after an hour’s go­ing, the said wall gave back sud­denly, and, or they were ware al­most, they came on an­oth­er dale like to that which they had left, but not so fair, though it was grassy and well watered, and not so big either. But here in­deed be­fell a change to them; for lo! tents and pa­vil­ions pitched in the said val­ley, and amidst of it a throng of men, mostly weaponed, and with horses ready saddled at hand. So they stayed their feet, and Wal­ter’s heart failed him, for he said to him­self: Who wot­teth what these men may be, save that they be ali­ens? It is most like that we shall be taken as thralls; and then, at the best, we shall be sundered; and that is all one with the worst.

			But the Maid, when she saw the horses, and the gay tents, and the pen­nons flut­ter­ing, and the glit­ter of spears, and gleam­ing of white ar­mour, smote her palms to­geth­er for joy, and cried out: “Here now are come the folk of the city for our wel­com­ing, and fair and lovely are they, and of many things shall they be think­ing, and a many things shall they do, and we shall be par­takers there­of. Come then, and let us meet them, fair friend!”

			But Wal­ter said: “Alas! thou know­est not: would that we might flee! But now is it over late; so put we a good face on it, and go to them quietly, as ere­while we did in the Bear-coun­try.”

			So did they; and there sundered six from the men-at-arms and came to those twain, and made humble obeis­ance to Wal­ter, but spake no word. Then they made as they would lead them to the oth­ers, and the twain went with them won­der­ing, and came in­to the ring of men-at-arms, and stood be­fore an old hoar knight, armed all, save his head, with most goodly ar­mour, and he also bowed be­fore Wal­ter, but spake no word. Then they took them to the mas­ter pa­vil­ion, and made signs to them to sit, and they brought them dainty meat and good wine. And the while of their eat­ing arose up a stir about them; and when they were done with their meat, the an­cient knight came to them, still bow­ing in cour­teous wise, and did them to wit by signs that they should de­part: and when they were without, they saw all the oth­er tents struck, and men be­gin­ning to busy them with strik­ing the pa­vil­ion, and the oth­ers moun­ted and ranked in good or­der for the road; and there were two horse-lit­ters be­fore them, wherein they were bid­den to mount, Wal­ter in one, and the Maid in the oth­er, and no oth­er­wise might they do. Then presently was a horn blown, and all took to the road to­geth­er; and Wal­ter saw betwixt the cur­tains of the lit­ter that men-at-arms rode on either side of him, al­beit they had left him his sword by his side.

			So they went down the moun­tain-passes, and be­fore sun­set were got­ten in­to the plain; but they made no stay for night­fall, save to eat a morsel and drink a draught, go­ing through the night as men who knew their way well. As they went, Wal­ter wondered what would betide, and if perad­ven­ture they also would be for of­fer­ing them up to their Gods; where­as they were ali­ens for cer­tain, and be­like also Sara­cens. Moreover there was a cold fear at his heart that he should be sundered from the Maid, where­as their mas­ters now were mighty men of war, hold­ing in their hands that which all men de­sire, to wit, the mani­fest beauty of a wo­man. Yet he strove to think the best of it that he might. And so at last, when the night was far spent, and dawn was at hand, they stayed at a great and mighty gate in a huge wall. There they blew loudly on the horn thrice, and there­after the gates were opened, and they all passed through in­to a street, which seemed to Wal­ter in the glim­mer to be both great and goodly amongst the abodes of men. Then it was but a little ere they came in­to a square, wide-spread­ing, one side where­of Wal­ter took to be the front of a most goodly house. There the doors of the court opened to them or ever the horn might blow, though, for­sooth, blow it did loudly three times; all they entered therein, and men came to Wal­ter and signed to him to alight. So did he, and would have tar­ried to look about for the Maid, but they suffered it not, but led him up a huge stair in­to a cham­ber, very great, and but dimly lighted be­cause of its great­ness. Then they brought him to a bed dight as fair as might be, and made signs to him to strip and lie therein. Per­force he did so, and then they bore away his raiment, and left him ly­ing there. So he lay there quietly, deem­ing it no avail for him, a moth­er-na­ked man, to seek es­cape thence; but it was long ere he might sleep, be­cause of his trouble of mind. At last, pure wear­i­ness got the bet­ter of his hopes and fears, and he fell in­to slum­ber just as the dawn was passing in­to day.

		
	
		
			
				XXXII

				Of the New King of the City and Land of Stark-Wall

			
			When he awoke again the sun was shin­ing brightly in­to that cham­ber, and he looked, and be­held that it was peer­less of beauty and riches, amongst all that he had ever seen: the ceil­ing done with gold and over­sea blue; the walls hung with ar­ras of the fairest, though he might not tell what was the his­tory done therein. The chairs and stools were of carven work well be-painted, and amid­most was a great ivory chair un­der a cloth of es­tate, of bawdekin of gold and green, much be-pearled; and all the floor was of fine work al­ex­an­drine.

			He looked on all this, won­der­ing what had be­fallen him, when lo! there came folk in­to the cham­ber, to wit, two serving-men well-be­dight, and three old men clad in rich gowns of silk. These came to him and (still by signs, without speech) bade him arise and come with them; and when he bade them look to it that he was na­ked, and laughed doubt­fully, they neither laughed in an­swer, nor offered him any raiment, but still would have him arise, and he did so per­force. They brought him with them out of the cham­ber, and through cer­tain pas­sages pillared and goodly, till they came to a bath as fair as any might be; and there the serving-men washed him care­fully and ten­derly, the old men look­ing on the while. When it was done, still they offered not to clothe him, but led him out, and through the pas­sages again, back to the cham­ber. Only this time he must pass between a double hedge of men, some weaponed, some in peace­ful ar­ray, but all clad glor­i­ously, and full chief­tain-like of as­pect, either for valiancy or wis­dom.

			In the cham­ber it­self was now a con­course of men, of great es­tate by deem­ing of their ar­ray; but all these were stand­ing or­derly in a ring about the ivory chair afore­said. Now said Wal­ter to him­self: Surely all this looks to­ward the knife and the al­tar for me; but he kept a stout coun­ten­ance des­pite of all.

			So they led him up to the ivory chair, and he be­held on either side there­of a bench, and on each was laid a set of raiment from the shirt up­wards; but there was much di­versity betwixt these ar­rays. For one was all of robes of peace, glor­i­ous and be-gemmed, un­meet for any save a great king; while the oth­er was war-weed, seemly, well-fash­ioned, but little ad­orned; nay rather, worn and be­stained with weath­er, and the pelt­ing of the spear-storm.

			Now those old men signed to Wal­ter to take which of those rai­ments he would, and do it on. He looked to the right and the left, and when he had looked on the war-gear, the heart arose in him, and he called to mind the ar­ray of the Gold­ings in the fore­front of battle, and he made one step to­ward the weapons, and laid his hand there­on. Then ran a glad mur­mur through that con­course, and the old men drew up to him smil­ing and joy­ous, and helped him to do them on; and as he took up the helm, he noted that over its broad brown iron sat a golden crown.

			So when he was clad and weaponed, girt with a sword, and a steel axe in his hand, the eld­ers showed him to the ivory throne, and he laid the axe on the arm of the chair, and drew forth the sword from the scab­bard, and sat him down, and laid the an­cient blade across his knees; then he looked about on those great men, and spake: “How long shall we speak no word to each oth­er, or is it so that God hath stricken you dumb?”

			Then all they cried out with one voice: “All hail to the King, the King of Battle!”

			Spake Wal­ter: “If I be king, will ye do my will as I bid you?”

			Answered the eld­er: “Nought have we will to do, lord, save as thou bid­dest.”

			Said Wal­ter: “Thou then, wilt thou an­swer a ques­tion in all truth?”

			“Yea, lord,” said the eld­er, “if I may live af­ter­ward.”

			Then said Wal­ter: “The wo­man that came with me in­to your Camp of the Moun­tain, what hath be­fallen her?”

			The eld­er answered: “Nought hath be­fallen her, either of good or evil, save that she hath slept and eaten and bathed her. What, then, is the King’s pleas­ure con­cern­ing her?”

			“That ye bring her hith­er to me straight­way,” said Wal­ter.

			“Yea,” said the eld­er; “and in what guise shall we bring her hith­er? shall she be ar­rayed as a ser­vant, or a great lady?”

			Then Wal­ter pondered a while, and spake at last: “Ask her what is her will herein, and as she will have it, so let it be. But set ye an­oth­er chair be­side mine, and lead her thereto. Thou wise old man, send one or two to bring her in hith­er, but abide thou, for I have a ques­tion or two to ask of thee yet. And ye, lords, abide here the com­ing of my she-fel­low, if it weary you not.”

			So the eld­er spake to three of the most hon­our­able of the lords, and they went their ways to bring in the Maid.

		
	
		
			
				XXXIII

				Con­cern­ing the Fash­ion of King-Mak­ing in Stark-Wall

			
			Mean­while the King spake to the eld­er, and said: “Now tell me where­of I am be­come king, and what is the fash­ion and cause of the king-mak­ing; for won­drous it is to me, where­as I am but an ali­en amidst of mighty men.”

			“Lord,” said the old man, “thou art be­come king of a mighty city, which hath un­der it many oth­er cit­ies and wide lands, and havens by the sea­side, and which lack­eth no wealth which men de­sire. Many wise men dwell therein, and of fools not more than in oth­er lands. A vali­ant host shall fol­low thee to battle when needs must thou wend afield; an host not to be with­stood, save by the an­cient God-folk, if any of them were left upon the earth, as be­like none are. And as to the name of our said city, it hight the City of the Stark-wall, or more shortly, Stark-wall. Now as to the fash­ion of our king-mak­ing: If our king di­eth and leaveth an heir male, be­got­ten of his body, then is he king after him; but if he die and leave no heir, then send we out a great lord, with knights and ser­geants, to that pass of the moun­tain whereto ye came yes­ter­day; and the first man that cometh un­to them, they take and lead to the city, as they did with thee, lord. For we be­lieve and trow that of old time our fore­fath­ers came down from the moun­tains by that same pass, poor and rude, but full of valiancy, be­fore they conquered these lands, and buil­ded the Stark-wall. But now fur­ther­more, when we have got­ten the said wan­der­er, and brought him home to our city, we be­hold him moth­er-na­ked, all the great men of us, both sages and war­ri­ors; then if we find him ill-fash­ioned and coun­ter­feit of his body, we roll him in a great car­pet till he dies; or whiles, if he be but a simple man, and without guile, we de­liv­er him for thrall to some ar­ti­ficer amongst us, as a shoe­maker, a wright, or what­not, and so for­get him. But in either case we make as if no such man had come to us, and we send again the lord and his knights to watch the pass; for we say that such an one the Fath­ers of old time have not sent us. But again, when we have seen to the new­comer that he is well-fash­ioned of his body, all is not done; for we deem that nev­er would the Fath­ers send us a dolt or a craven to be our king. There­fore we bid the na­ked one take to him which he will of these rai­ments, either the an­cient ar­mour, which now thou bearest, lord, or this golden raiment here; and if he take the war-gear, as thou takedst it, King, it is well; but if he take the raiment of peace, then hath he the choice either to be thrall of some good­man of the city, or to be proven how wise he may be, and so fare the nar­row edge betwixt death and king­ship; for if he fall short of his wis­dom, then shall he die the death. Thus is thy ques­tion answered, King, and praise be to the Fath­ers that they have sent us one whom none may doubt, either for wis­dom or valiancy.”

		
	
		
			
				XXXIV

				Now Cometh the Maid to the King

			
			Then all they bowed be­fore the King, and he spake again: “What is that noise that I hear without, as if it were the rising of the sea on a sandy shore, when the south­w­est wind is blow­ing.”

			Then the eld­er opened his mouth to an­swer; but be­fore he might get out the word, there was a stir without the cham­ber door, and the throng par­ted, and lo! amidst of them came the Maid, and she yet clad in nought save the white coat where­with she had won through the wil­der­ness, save that on her head was a gar­land of red roses, and her middle was wreathed with the same. Fresh and fair she was as the dawn of June; her face bright, red-lipped, and clear-eyed, and her cheeks flushed with hope and love. She went straight to Wal­ter where he sat, and lightly put away with her hand the eld­er who would lead her to the ivory throne be­side the King; but she knelt down be­fore him, and laid her hand on his steel-clad knee, and said: “O my lord, now I see that thou hast be­guiled me, and that thou wert all along a king-born man com­ing home to thy realm. But so dear thou hast been to me; and so fair and clear, and so kind with­al do thine eyes shine on me from un­der the grey war-helm, that I will be­seech thee not to cast me out ut­terly, but suf­fer me to be thy ser­vant and hand­maid for a while. Wilt thou not?”

			But the King stooped down to her and raised her up, and stood on his feet, and took her hands and kissed them, and set her down be­side him, and said to her: “Sweet­heart, this is now thy place till the night cometh, even by my side.”

			So she sat down there meek and vali­ant, her hands laid in her lap, and her feet one over the oth­er; while the King said: “Lords, this is my be­loved, and my spouse. Now, there­fore, if ye will have me for King, ye must wor­ship this one for Queen and Lady; or else suf­fer us both to go our ways in peace.”

			Then all they that were in the cham­ber cried out aloud: “The Queen, the Lady! The be­loved of our lord!”

			And this cry came from their hearts, and not their lips only; for as they looked on her, and the bright­ness of her beauty, they saw also the meek­ness of her de­mean­our, and the high heart of her, and they all fell to lov­ing her. But the young men of them, their cheeks flushed as they be­held her, and their hearts went out to her, and they drew their swords and bran­dished them aloft, and cried out for her as men made sud­denly drunk with love: “The Queen, the Lady, the lovely one!”

		
	
		
			
				XXXV

				Of the King of Stark-Wall and His Queen

			
			But while this bet­id, that mur­mur without, which is afore­said, grew louder; and it smote on the King’s ear, and he said again to the eld­er: “Tell us now of that noise without­ward, what is it?”

			Said the eld­er: “If thou, King, and the Queen, wilt but arise and stand in the win­dow, and go forth in­to the hanging gal­lery there­of, then shall ye know at once what is this ru­mour, and there­with­al shall ye see a sight meet to re­joice the heart of a king new come in­to king­ship.”

			So the King arose and took the Maid by the hand, and went to the win­dow and looked forth; and lo! the great square of the place all thronged with folk as thick as they could stand, and the more part of the carles with a weapon in hand, and many armed right gal­lantly. Then he went out in­to the gal­lery with his Queen, still hold­ing her hand, and his lords and wise men stood be­hind him. Straight­way then arose a cry, and a shout of joy and wel­come that rent the very heav­ens, and the great place was all glit­ter­ing and strange with the toss­ing up of spears and the bran­dish­ing of swords, and the stretch­ing forth of hands.

			But the Maid spake softly to King Wal­ter and said: “Here then is the wil­der­ness left be­hind a long way, and here is ward­ing and pro­tec­tion against the foes of our life and soul. O blessed be thou and thy vali­ant heart!”

			But Wal­ter spake noth­ing, but stood as one in a dream; and yet, if that might be, his long­ing to­ward her in­creased man­i­fold.

			But down be­low, amidst of the throng, stood two neigh­bours some­what anigh to the win­dow; and quoth one to the oth­er: “See thou! the new man in the an­cient ar­mour of the Battle of the Wa­ters, bear­ing the sword that slew the foe­man king on the Day of the Doubt­ful On­set! Surely this is a sign of good-luck to us all.”

			“Yea,” said the second, “he beareth his ar­mour well, and the eyes are bright in the head of him: but hast thou be­held well his she-fel­low, and what the like of her is?”

			“I see her,” said the oth­er, “that she is a fair wo­man; yet some­what worse clad than simply. She is in her smock, man, and were it not for the bal­usters I deem ye should see her bare­foot. What is amiss with her?”

			“Dost thou not see her,” said the second neigh­bour, “that she is not only a fair wo­man, but yet more, one of those lovely ones that draw the heart out of a man’s body, one may scarce say for why? Surely Stark-wall hath cast a lucky net this time. And as to her raiment, I see of her that she is clad in white and wreathed with roses, but that the flesh of her is so wholly pure and sweet that it maketh all her at­tire but a part of her body, and hal­loweth it, so that it hath the semb­lance of gems. Alas, my friend! let us hope that this Queen will fare abroad un­sel­dom amongst the people.”

			Thus, then, they spake; but after a while the King and his mate went back in­to the cham­ber, and he gave com­mand that the wo­men of the Queen should come and fetch her away, to at­tire her in roy­al ar­ray. And thith­er came the fairest of the hon­our­able dam­sels, and were fain of be­ing her wait­ing-wo­men. There­with­al the King was un­armed, and dight most glor­i­ously, but still he bore the Sword of the King’s Slay­ing: and sithence were the King and the Queen brought in­to the great hall of the palace, and they met on the dais, and kissed be­fore the lords and oth­er folk that thronged the hall. There they ate a morsel and drank a cup to­geth­er while all be­held them; and then they were brought forth, and a white horse of the good­li­est, well be­dight, brought for each of them, and there­on they moun­ted and went their ways to­geth­er, by the lane which the huge throng made for them, to the great church, for the hal­low­ing and the crown­ing; and they were led by one squire alone, and he un­armed; for such was the cus­tom of Stark-wall when a new king should be hal­lowed: so came they to the great church (for that folk was not miscre­ant, so to say), and they entered it, they two alone, and went in­to the choir: and when they had stood there a little while won­der­ing at their lot, they heard how the bells fell a-ringing tune­fully over their heads; and then drew near the sound of many trum­pets blow­ing to­geth­er, and there­after the voices of many folk singing; and then were the great doors thrown open, and the bish­op and his priests came in­to the church with singing and min­strelsy, and there­after came the whole throng of the folk, and presently the nave of the church was filled by it, as when the wa­ter fol­lows the cut­ting of the dam, and fills up the dyke. There­after came the bish­op and his mates in­to the choir, and came up to the King, and gave him and the Queen the kiss of peace. This was mass sung glor­i­ously; and there­after was the King anoin­ted and crowned, and great joy was made through­out the church. Af­ter­wards they went back afoot to the palace, they two alone to­geth­er, with none but the es­quire go­ing be­fore to show them the way. And as they went, they passed close be­side those two neigh­bours, whose talk has been told of afore, and the first one, he who had praised the King’s war-ar­ray, spake and said: “Truly, neigh­bour, thou art in the right of it; and now the Queen has been dight duly, and hath a crown on her head, and is clad in white sam­ite done all over with pearls, I see her to be of ex­ceed­ing good­li­ness; as goodly, maybe, as the Lord King.”

			Quoth the oth­er: “Un­to me she seemeth as she did e’en now; she is clad in white, as then she was, and it is by reas­on of the pure and sweet flesh of her that the pearls shine out and glow, and by the holi­ness of her body is her rich at­tire hal­lowed; but, for­sooth, it seemed to me as she went past as though para­dise had come anigh to our city, and that all the air breathed of it. So I say, praise be to God and His Hal­lows who hath suffered her to dwell amongst us!”

			Said the first man: “For­sooth, it is well; but know­est thou at all whence she cometh, and of what lin­eage she may be?”

			“Nay,” said the oth­er, “I wot not whence she is; but this I wot full surely, that when she goeth away, they whom she leade­th with her shall be well be­stead. Again, of her lin­eage nought know I; but this I know, that they that come of her, to the twen­ti­eth gen­er­a­tion, shall bless and praise the memory of her, and hal­low her name little less than they hal­low the name of the Moth­er of God.”

			So spake those two; but the King and Queen came back to the palace, and sat among the lords and at the ban­quet which was held there­after, and long was the time of their glory, till the night was far spent and all men must seek to their beds.

		
	
		
			
				XXXVI

				Of Wal­ter and the Maid in the Days of the King­ship

			
			Long it was, in­deed, till the wo­men, by the King’s com­mand, had brought the Maid to the King’s cham­ber; and he met her, and took her by the shoulders and kissed her, and said: “Art thou not weary, sweet­heart? Doth not the city, and the throng­ing folk, and the watch­ing eyes of the great ones … doth it not all lie heavy on thee, as it doth upon me?”

			She said: “And where is the city now? is not this the wil­der­ness again, and thou and I alone to­geth­er therein?”

			He gazed at her eagerly, and she reddened, so that her eyes shone light amidst the dark­ness of the flush of her cheeks.

			He spake trem­bling and softly, and said: “Is it not in one mat­ter bet­ter than the wil­der­ness? is not the fear gone, yea, every whit there­of?”

			The dark flush had left her face, and she looked on him ex­ceed­ing sweetly, and spoke stead­ily and clearly: “Even so it is, be­loved.” There­with she set her hand to the girdle that girt her loins, and did it off, and held it out to­ward him, and said: “Here is the token; this is a maid’s girdle, and the wo­man is un­girt.”

			So he took the girdle and her hand with­al, and cast his arms about her: and amidst the sweet­ness of their love and their safety, and as­sured hope of many days of joy, they spake to­geth­er of the hours when they fared the razor-edge betwixt guile and misery and death, and the sweeter yet it grew to them be­cause of it; and many things she told him ere the dawn, of the evil days by­gone, and the deal­ings of the Mis­tress with her, till the grey day stole in­to the cham­ber to make mani­fest her love­li­ness; which, for­sooth, was bet­ter even than the deem­ing of that man amidst the throng whose heart had been so drawn to­wards her. So they re­joiced to­geth­er in the new day.

			But when the full day was, and Wal­ter arose, he called his thanes and wise men to the coun­cil; and first he bade open the pris­on-doors, and feed the needy and clothe them, and make good cheer to all men, high and low, rich and un­rich; and there­after he took coun­sel with them on many mat­ters, and they mar­velled at his wis­dom and the keen­ness of his wit; and so it was, that some were but half pleased there­at, where­as they saw that their will was like to give way be­fore his in all mat­ters. But the wiser of them re­joiced in him, and looked for good days while his life las­ted.

			Now of the deeds that he did, and his joys and his griefs, the tale shall tell no more; nor of how he saw Lang­ton again, and his deal­ings there.

			In Stark-wall he dwelt, and reigned a King, well be­loved of his folk, sorely feared of their foe­men. Strife he had to deal with, at home and abroad; but therein he was not quelled, till he fell asleep fair and softly, when this world had no more of deeds for him to do. Nor may it be said that the needy lamen­ted him; for no needy had he left in his own land. And few foes he left be­hind to hate him.

			As to the Maid, she so waxed in love­li­ness and kind­ness, that it was a year’s joy for any to have cast eyes upon her in street or on field. All wiz­ardry left her since the day of her wed­ding; yet of wit and wis­dom she had enough left, and to spare; for she needed no go­ing about, and no guile, any more than hard com­mands, to have her will done. So loved she was by all folk, for­sooth, that it was a mere joy for any to go about her er­rands. To be short, she was the land’s in­crease, and the city’s safe­guard, and the bliss of the folk.

			Some­what, as the days passed, it mis­gave her that she had be­guiled the Bear-folk to deem her their God; and she con­sidered and thought how she might atone it.

			So the second year after they had come to Stark-wall, she went with cer­tain folk to the head of the pass that led down to the Bears; and there she stayed the men-at-arms, and went on fur­ther with a two score of hus­band­men whom she had re­deemed from thrall­dom in Stark-wall; and when they were hard on the dales of the Bears, she left them there in a cer­tain little dale, with their wains and horses, and seed-corn, and iron tools, and went down all bird-alone to the dwell­ing of those huge men, un­guarded now by sor­cery, and trust­ing in nought but her love­li­ness and kind­ness. Clad she was now, as when she fled from the Wood bey­ond the World, in a short white coat alone, with bare feet and na­ked arms; but the said coat was now em­broidered with the im­agery of blos­soms in silk and gold, and gems, where­as now her wiz­ardry had de­par­ted from her.

			So she came to the Bears, and they knew her at once, and wor­shipped and blessed her, and feared her. But she told them that she had a gift for them, and was come to give it; and there­with she told them of the art of till­age, and bade them learn it; and when they asked her how they should do so, she told them of the men who were abid­ing them in the moun­tain dale, and bade the Bears take them for their broth­ers and sons of the an­cient Fath­ers, and then they should be taught of them. This they be­hight her to do, and so she led them to where her freed­men lay, whom the Bears re­ceived with all joy and lov­ing-kind­ness, and took them in­to their folk.

			So they went back to their dales to­geth­er; but the Maid went her ways back to her men-at-arms and the city of Stark-wall.

			There­after she sent more gifts and mes­sages to the Bears, but nev­er again went her­self to see them; for as good a face as she put on it that last time, yet her heart waxed cold with fear, and it al­most seemed to her that her Mis­tress was alive again, and that she was es­cap­ing from her and plot­ting against her once more.

			As for the Bears, they throve and mul­ti­plied; till at last strife arose great and grim betwixt them and oth­er peoples; for they had be­come mighty in battle: yea, once and again they met the host of Stark-wall in fight, and over­threw and were over­thrown. But that was a long while after the Maid had passed away.

			Now of Wal­ter and the Maid is no more to be told, sav­ing that they begat between them goodly sons and fair daugh­ters; where­of came a great lin­eage in Stark-wall; which lin­eage was so strong, and en­dured so long a while, that by then it had died out, folk had clean for­got­ten their an­cient cus­tom of king-mak­ing, so that after Wal­ter of Lang­ton there was nev­er an­oth­er king that came down to them poor and lonely from out of the Moun­tains of the Bears.
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