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The Brown Owl

FORD MADOF FORD
Once upon a time, a long while ago—in fact long
before Egypt had risen to power and before Rome or
Greece had ever been heard of—and that was some time
before you were born, you know—there was a king who
reigned over a very large and powerful kingdom.
| Now this king was rather old, he had founded his
kingdom himself, and he had reigned over it nine hun-
dred and ninety-nine and a half years already. As I have
said before, it was a very large kingdom, for it con-
tained, among other things, the whole of the western
half of the world. The rest of the world was divided into
smaller kingdoms, and each kingdom was ruled over by

separate princes, who, however, were none of them so
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old as Intafernes, as he was called.

Now King Intafernes was an exceedingly powerful
magician—that was why he had remained so long on the
throne; for you must know that in this country the peo-
ple were divided into two classes—those who were magi-
cians, and those who weren’ t. The magicians called
themselves Aristocrats, and the others called themselves
what they liked; also in this country, as in all other
countries, the rich magicians had the upper hand over
the rest, but still the others did not grumble, for they
were not badly treated on the whole. Now of all the ma-
gicians in the country the King was the greatest, and no
one approached him in magic power but the Chancellor,
who was called Merrymineral, and he even was no
match for the King.

Among other things King Intafernes had a daugh-
ter, who was exceedingly beautiful—as indeed all
princesses are or ought to be. She had a very fair face,
and a wealth of golden hair that fell over her shoulders,
like a shining waterfall falling in ripples to her waist.

Now in the thousandth year of her father’s reign
the Princess was eighteen, and in that country she was

already of age. Three days before her nineteenth birth-
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day, however, her father fell sick and gradually weak-
ened, until at last he had only strength left to lie in his
royal bed. Still, however, he retained his faculties, and
on the Princess’s birthday he made all the magicians file
before his bed and swear to be faithful for ever to the
Princess. Last of all came the Chancellor, the pious
Merrymineral, and as he took the oath the King looked
at him with a loving glance and said;

“Ah! my dear Merrymineral, in truth there was no
need for thee to have taken the oath, for it is thy nature
to be faithful; and it being thy nature, thou couldst not
but be faithful.”

To which the pious Merrymineral answered;

“To such a master and to such a mistress how could
I but be faithful?” and to this noble sentiment the three
hundred and forty-seven magicians could not help ac-
cording unanimous applause.

When they were quiet again the King said;

“So be it, good Merrymineral, do thou always act
up to thy words. But now leave, good men all, for | am
near my end, and would fain spend my last moments
with my daughter here.”

Sorrowfully, one by one, the courtiers left, wish-
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ing him their last adieux. He had been a good king to
all, all through his long reign, and they were sorry that
he had to leave them at last.

Soon they were all gone except the good Merrymin-
eral, and at last he too went, his whole frame shaking
with suppressed sobs; his body seemed powerless with
grief, and his limbs seemed to refuse their functions.
The King looked after him, carefully noticing whether
the door was shut. Then he spoke:

“My dear daughter,” he said, “when I am gone be
kind to every one, and, above all, cherish the Owl—do
cherish the Owl—promise me to cherish the Owl.”

“But how can I cherish the Owl?” cried the poor
Princess, “how can I, unless I know who he is?”

But the King only answered:

“Dear Ismara, do promise to cherish the Owl!”

And he said nothing else for a long time, until at
last the Princess saw that the only way to let him rest in
peace was to promise, and she said:

“I promise, dear father, but still I do wish I knew
who or what the Owl is that I am to cherish.”

“You will see that in good time.” answered the

King. “Now, my dear Ismara, [ shall die happy, and
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