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Toe Slory of Loittte Foing Foo

Jwo or three miles from the coast of France, anyone sailing
in a ship on a calm day can see, deep, deep down, the trunks of
great trees standing up in the water. Many hundreds of years ago
these trees formed part of a large forest, full of all sorts of wild
animals, and beyond the forest was a fine city, guarded by a castle
in which dwelt the Dukes of Clarides. But little by little the sea drew
nearer to the town; the foundations of the houses became under-
mined and fell in, and at length a shining sea flowed over the
land. However, all this happened a long time after the story I am
going to tell you.

The Dukes of Clarides had always lived in the midst of their
people, and protected them both in war and peace.

At the period when this tale begins the Duke Robert was
dead, leaving a young and beautiful duchess who ruled in his
stead. Of course everyone expected her to marry again, but she
refused all suitors who sought her hand, saying that having only
one soul she could have only one husband, and that her baby
daughter was quite enough for her.

One day she was sitting in the tower, which looked out over a
rocky heath, covered in summer with purple and yellow flowers,
when she beheld a troop of horsemen riding towards the castle. In
the midst, seated on a white horse with black and silver trappings,
was a lady whom the duchess at once knew to be her friend the
Countess of Blanchelande, a young widow like herself, mother of a
little boy two years older than Abeille des Clarides. The duchess
hailed her arrival with delight, but her joy was soon turned into
weeping when the countess sank down beside her on a pile of
cushions, and told the reason of her visit.
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* 4 The Story of Little King Loc

“As you know, ” she said, taking her friend’s hand and press-
ing it between her own, “whenever a Countess of Blanchelande is
about to die she finds a white rose lying on her pillow. Last night I
went to bed feeling unusually happy, but this morning when 1 woke
the rose was resting against my cheek. I have no one to help me in
the world but you, and I have come to ask if you will take Youri, my
son, and let him be a brother to Abeille?”

Tears choked the voice of the duchess, but she flung herself
on the countess’s neck, and pressed her close. Silently the two
women took leave of each other, and silently the doomed lady
mounted her horse and rode home again. Then, giving her sleep-
ing boy into the care of Francoeur, her steward, she laid herself
quietly on her bed, where, the next morning, they found her dead
and peaceful.

So Youri and Abeille grew up side by side, and the duchess
faithfully kept her promise, and was a mother to them both. As
they got bigger she often took them with her on her journeys
through her duchy, and taught them to know her people, and to
pity and to aid them.

It was on one of these journeys that, after passing through
meadows covered with flowers, Youri caught sight of a great glit-
tering expanse lying beneath some distant mountains.

“What is that, godmother?” he asked, waving his hand. “The
shield of a giant, I suppose.”

“No; a silver plate as big as the moon! ” said Abeille, twisting
herself round on her pony.

“It is neither a silver plate nor a giant’s shield, ” replied the
duchess; “but a beautiful lake. Still, in spite of its beauty, it is dan-
gerous to go near it, for in its depths dwell some Undines, or water
‘spirits, who lure all passersby to their deaths. ”

Nothing more was said about the lake, but the children did not
forget it, and one morning, after they had returned to the castle,
Abeille came up to Youri.

“The tower door is open,” whispered she; “let us go up.
Perhaps we shall find some fairies. ”

But they did not find any fairies; only, when they reached the
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<6 The Story of Little King Loc

roof, the lake looked bluer and more enchanting than ever. Abeille
gazed at it for a moment, and then she said:

“Do you see? | mean to go there! ”

“But you mustn’t, ” cried Youri. “You heard what your mother
said. And, besides, it is so far; how could we get there?”

“You ought to know that, ” answered Abeille scornfully. “What
is the good of being a man, and learning all sorts of things, if you
have to ask me. However, there are plenty of other men in the
world, and I shall get one of them to tell me. ”

Youri coloured; Abeille had never spoken like this before,
and, instead of being two years younger than himself, she suddenly
seemed many years older. She stood with her mocking eyes fixed
on him, till he grew angry at being outdone by a girl, and taking her
hand he said boldly:

“Very well, we will both go to the lake. ”

The next afternoon, when the duchess was working at her
tapestry surrounded by her maidens, the children went out, as
usual, to play in the garden. The moment they found themselves
alone, Youri turned to Abeille, and holding out his hand, said:

“Come.”

“Come where?” asked Abeille, opening her eyes very wide.

“To the lake, of course, ” answered the boy.

Abeille was silent. It was one thing to pretend you meant to be
disobedient some day, a long time off, and quite another to start for
such a distant place without anyone knowing that you had left the
garden. “And in satin shoes, too! How stupid boys are, to be sure! ”

“Stupid or not, I am going to the lake, and you are going with
me! ” said Youri, who had not forgotten or forgiven the look she
had cast on him the day before. “Unless,” added he, “you are
afraid, and in that case I shall go alone. 7

This was too much for Abeille. Bursting into tears, she flung
herself on Youri’s neck, and declared that wherever he went she
would go too. So, peace having been made between them, they set
out.
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-8 The Story of Little King Loc

It was a hot day, and the townspeople were in doors waiting
till the sun was low in the sky before they set out either to work or
play, so the children passed through the streets unperceived, and
crossed the river by the bridge into the flowery meadows along the
road by which they had ridden with the duchess. By and by Abeille
began to feel thirsty, but the sun had drunk up all the water, and
not a drop was left for her. They walked on a little further, and by
good luck found a cherry tree covered with ripe fruit, and after a
rest and a refreshing meal, they were sure that they were strong
enough to reach the lake in a few minutes. But soon Abeille began
to limp and to say that her foot hurt her, and Youri had to untie the
ribbons that fastened her shoe and see what was the matter. A
stone had got in, so this was easily set right, and for a while they
skipped along the path singing and chattering, till Abeille stopped
again. This time her shoe had come off, and turning to pick it up
she caught sight of the towers of the castle, looking such a long
way off that her heart sank, and she burst into tears.

“It is getting dark, and the wolves will eat us, " sobbed she. But
Youri put his arms round her and comforted her.

“Why, we are close to the lake now. There is nothing to be
afraid of! We shall be home again to supper,” cried he. And
Abeille dried her eyes, and trotted on beside him.

Yes, the lake was there, blue and silvery with purple and gold
irises growing on its banks, and white water lilies floated on its
bosom. Not a trace was there of a man, or of one of the great
beasts so much feared by Abeille, but only the marks of tiny forked
feet on the sand. The little girl at once pulled off her torn shoes and
stockings and let the water flow over her, while Youri looked about
for some nuts or strawberries. But none were to be found.

“I noticed, a little way back, a clump of blackberry bushes, ”
said he. “Wait here for me, and [ will go and gather some fruit, and
after that we will start home again. ” And Abeille, leaning her head
drowsily against a cushion of soft moss, murmured something in
reply, and soon fell asleep.In her dream a crow, bearing the
smallest man that ever was seen, appeared hovering for a moment
above her, and then vanished. At the same instant Youri returned
and placed by her side a large leaf—full of strawberries.
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- 10 The Story of Little King Loc

“It is a pity to wake her just yet,” thought he, and wandered
off beyond a clump of silvery willows to a spot from which he could
get a view of the whole lake. In the moonlight, the light mist that
hung over the surface made it look like fairyland. Then gradually
the silver veil seemed to break up, and the shapes of fair women
with outstretched hands and long green *locks floated towards
him. Seized with a sudden fright, the boy turned to fly. But it was
too late.

Unconscious of the terrible doom that had befallen her foster
brother, Abeille slept on, and did not awake even when a crowd of
little men with white beards down to their knees came and stood in
a circle round her.

“What shall we do with her?” asked Pic, who seemed older
than any of them, though they were all very old.

“Build a cage and put her into it, " answered Rug.

" “No! No! What should such a beautiful princess do in acage?”
cried Dig. And Tad, who was the kindest of them all, proposed to
carry her home to her parents. But the other gnomes were too
pleased with their new toy to listen to this for a moment.

“Look, sheis waking,” whispered Pau. And as he spoke
Abeille slowly opened her eyes. At first she imagined she was still
dreaming; but as the little men did not move, it suddenly dawned
upon her that they were real, and starting to her feet, she called
loudly:

“Youri! Youri! Where are you?”

At the sound of her voice the gnomes only pressed more
closely round her, and, trembling with fear, she hid her face in her
hands. The gnomes were at first much puzzled to know what to
do; then Tad, climbing on a branch of the willow tree that hung
over her, stooped down, and gently stroked her fingers. The child
understood that he meant to be kind, and letting her hards fall,
gazed at her captors. After an instant’s pause she said:

“Little men, it is a great pity that you are so ugly. But, all the
same, I will love you if you will only give me something to eat, as |
am dying of hunger. ” _

A rustle was heard among the group as she spoke. Some
were very angry at being called ugly, and said she deserved no
better fate than to be left where she was. Others laughed, and
declared that it did not matter what a mere mortal thought about
them; while Tad bade Bog, their messenger, fetch her some milk
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