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THE SAINT

“Now I come to the telling of a secret wrong that, to
be sure, is probably not recorded in any chronicle, and yet
it was the instrument that dug the pit successively for Sir
Thomas and King Henry.”

John the Crosshowman, lost in thought, folded his vigor-
ous, old bands, and it appeared as though they too might
have participated in the digging.

“Now that you have some insight into the household
of King Henry,” continued John the Crossbowman, “you
will not think it surprising that he found neither peace
nor joy by the side of Lady Eleanor, and cast his eyes
about considerably among the female subjects of his prov-
mces when on his campaigns and royal progresses beyond
and on this side of the sea.

“I shall not conceal from you that I rode with him on
divers journeys when I, mindful of my former training as
a monk, would most willingly have stayed behind. Con-
fession sometimes was a trying time for me. But consider.
gir, that the king had few trusty men ahout him, and that,
through my loyalty in straight and in devious ways, I
circumvented! domestic strife, yea, poisonings and assas-
sinations.

Leircumvented, §fl iF; 37 .
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THE SAINT

“For Lady Eleanor, even though she herself was any-
thing but faithful to her spouse, was a jealous devil.
Among King Henry’s body-servants she bribed all that
could be bribed. Thus she kept herself informed about
all his aberrations! and was able to pursue her rivals with
murderous enmity. More than one the king found dead,
or wilting? suddenly in his arms.

“One day the king arranged a hunt with but few at-
tendants in a distant forest, where he, to my knowledge,
was not in the habit of hunting ordinarily. Toward eve-
ning a thunder-storm overtook us and dispersed the com-
pany. I, however, kept close to the king and found shelter
for him underneath a hollowed rock, where he waited for
the downpour to pass over. When the thunder ceased
and the rain was only just barely coming through the
foliage of the oaks, I sought to return the way that we
had come. But I found it obstructed by a tangle of torn
branches and washed-out roots, over which the yellowed
waters of a flooded stream were tumbling. ! sounded
my huntsman’s horn, but from no direction did any answer
come. Then the king commanded me to proceed in that
direction in which the forest grew less dense. That I did
and made a path for him with my hunting sword. Pres-
ently I saw the purple glow of the setting sun upon the
trunks of the trees in front of me. I turned about for the
king, but he pushed past me in such headlong and impa-
tient course toward the ruddy light that it was hard for
me to keep up with him.

laberrations, § £. 2wilting, %; 8.
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THE SAINT

“Suddenly I saw hLim stop short in astonishment. He
stood at the edge of the forest under the dripping boughs,
and with his right hand shading his eyes, stared motionless
out into the sinking sun. I raised myself upon my toes,
straining to see over his shoulders, and what [ saw was
a8 a mirage and witchery, bound to vanish any moment.

“Without a word, the king approached the narrow
portal and knocked upon the door with the hilt of his
sword. Nothing stirred within. Now I too began to ham-
mer upon the wooden door, set deep within the vaulted
entrance. Then 1 thought to see an aged face appear
in the narrow slit of a small side window and disappear
aguin, and presently the bolts were noiselessly withdrawn.

“A gray-haired Saxon opened and in trembling silence
bent his knee before the king. ‘You, Asher? said King
Heunry to him and then continued with an impatient laugh,
‘Surely you will not permit your king to remain without?
I am wet and hungry! To whom, forsooth, does this
pretty shrine belong? To the chancellor? Or are you
no longer in his service?—By Saint George, must I believe
that the rigid gentleman has taken up with a forest nymph?
What Melusina hLas wrought this enchantment for his
repose and joy? Quick, abnounce me to her charming,
elfin ladyship.’

“The Saxon locked at the king with imploring eyes and
stammered that the granting of the king’s request might
cost him his life.
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THE SAINT

“ ‘Upon my word as king, it shall not! The command
that has been given you can not apply! to me,” urged
King Henry, and be strode in, making a sign to me to
remain without.

“Aisher, in his extreme bewilderment, did not know
what next to do until my lord imperiously directed him:

“ ‘Close this portal and announece to your mistress that
her king graciously condescends to visit her!’

“After a considerable time the door opened again and
King Henry issued from the little keep.? Although the
season was midsummer, complete darkness had come on.
The Saxon walked before us with a torch along a narrow
path, by which we presently reached a lonely grange,
where horses and a guide were furnished us.

“That was the beginning. From the summer solstice
of that year until the time of falling leaves I frequently
accompanied the king through that idyllic® forest, and
still more frequently I made the ride alone in order to
announce his visits, or to convey to his hidden mistress
the tokens of his fervent passion, rare pearls of the sea,
and whatever precious things mother earth produces.
Not that I ever saw her or set foot within the castle court-
yard! Only at the portal did | communicate with the
aged Aisher, who, whenever he caught sight of me, sighed
lamentably. But he never refused obedience, nor ever
declined his shate of the royal bounty.

lapply, §i 47. 2keep, k. Sidyllic, 5 % T & &.
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THE SAINT

“I had strict orders not to show myself by day on the
paths that led there. As a matter of fact, they were about
as unfrequented as any road that I have ever traveled.
I did not meet a living sou! upon them except, perchance,
in the gray dawn some grazing forest animal, and twice.
when I had been delayed, lone forest wayfarers.

“...Then I set out rapidly for home on foot. It was
bright daylight as T crossed a broad, green clearing,! a
place of many echoes. At the further end a rocky path
that began there resounded with the hoofbeats of a horse.
I made quickly for the bushes and lay down on my
stomach with my cyes fixed upon the long path across the
meadow. And I caught sight there of the chancellor’s
light-gray Arabian steed, guided by its master in leisurely
and easy-going fashion. The handsome animal was
snorting joyously and drew in with wide-open nostrils the
forest fragrance of the morning air.

“Sir, T was not surprised to find the chancellor on those
grass-grown byways. ¢ was prepared to come upon him,
sooner or later, traveling that road. For the dainty castle
was guarded by his serving-man, and its Moorish architec.
ture, the exotic® trees of the castle park, the unhunted
game round about had long since brought me certainty
as to the builder of it. The king too had guessed from
the first who it was that kept some beloved creature hid
den there.

“I do not wish to appear better than I am. It amused
me to catch that erudite scholar, that father of sagacity,

1clearing, §if ¥4 >k iy Hi 7. 2exotic, §} B 3 ).
b
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THE SAINT

in a piece of human frailty. I could well afford to laugh,
since it was King Henry who trenched! on this preserve,?
he who alone could do so with impunity.? Besides, it is
taken as a matter of course since time out of mind that
warriors and princes should outdo clericals and scholars
in rivalries of love and amorous intrigues.

“You may depend upon it, peither by sly insinuation
nor by smirking glance had I ever allowed King Henry
to infer that I knew anything. For there are limits, sir,
in the dangerous intercourset of a serving-man with even
the merriest of monarchs. In my own thoughts’ secrecy
I enjoyed a situation that appeared to me a bit of princely
playfulness. Buat I became entangled in an abomination
and a folly that cost King Henry his crown, his life, and
alasl—the salvation of his soul.

“You understand, sir, I conjectured that the chancellor
had fetched over for himself into foggy England a sweet,
ripe fruit out of some select vineyard in Aquitania. Once
he should discover that it was in part over-ripe, he would,
so I surmised, set it aside with nonchalance and at most,
fastidious® as he was, with some feeling of disgust. Al
ready I could picture him, finding his creator and his king
to be his rival, with courteous and faintly disdainful mien,
resigning the honors to him.

“Thus I perceived little evil and no danger in this dis-
loyalty.

“So with mischievous curiosity I spied from my retreat

1trenched, {£ 8. 2preserve, # ifi. 3 impunity, 3 2 7| §l; i
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