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How the Red Ferret Came 189

eyes upon her again. In the privacy of her room the Lady
Mary sank upon her prie-dieu and poured forth the thanks
of her heart to the Virgin that one deed was accomplished ;
but even as she did so*her joy was overcast by the thought
of those two others which lay before him.









192 Sir Nigel

said an angry voice behind them. Chandos had stepped
from the open door of the corner turret and stood looking
at them with a harsh gaze. Presently, as the matter was
made clear to him. his face relaxed into a smile.

‘ Hasten to the warden, archer, and tell him how it befell.
You will have the castle and the town in arms. I know not
what the King may think of so sudden an alarm. And you,
Nigel, how in the name of the saints came you to play the
child like this? ”

“ I knew not its power, fair lord.”

“ By my soul, Nigel, I think that none of us know its
power. I can see the day when all that we delight in, the
splendor and glory of war, may all go down before that
which beats through the plate of steel as easily as the leath-
ern jacket. I have bestrode my war-horse in my armor and
have looked down at the sooty, smoky bombardman beside
me, and I have thought that perhaps I was the last of the
old and he the first of the new ; that there would come a time
when he and his ines would sweep you and me and the
rest of us from the field.”

“ But not yet, I trust, honored sir?”

“No, not yet, Nigel. You are still in time to win your
spurs even as your fathers did. How is your strength?”

“T am ready for any task, my good and honored lord.”

“It is well, for work awaits us—good work, pressing
work, work of peril and of honor. Your eyes shine and your
face flushes, Nigel. I live my own youth over again as I
look at you. Know then that though there is truce with the
French here, there is not truce in Brittany where the houses
of Blois and of Montfort still struggle for the dukedom.
Half Brittany fights for one, and half for the other. The
French have taken up the cause of Blois, and we of Mont-
fort, and it is such a war that many a great leader, such as
Sir Walter Manny, has first earned his name there. Of late
the war has gone against us, and the bloody hands of the
Rohans, of Gap-tooth Beaumanoir, of Oliver the Flesher and
others have been heavy upon our people. The last tidings
have been of disaster, and the King’s soul is dark with
wrath for that his friend and comrade Gilles de St. Pol has
been done to death in the Castle of La Brohiniére. He will






194 Sir Nigel

of Tilford, the Squire of Chandos, are you not? ” said he.
“My name is Delves, and I come from Doddington
in Cheshire. I am the Squire of Sir James Audley, yon-
der round-backed man with the dark face and close-
cropped beard, who hath the Saracen head as a crest above
him.”

“ I have heard of him as a man of great valor,” said Nigel,
gazing at him with interest.

“ Indeed, you may well say so, Master Loring. He is the
bravest knight in England, and in Christendom also, as {
believe. No man hath done such deeds of valor.”

Nigel looked at his new acquaintance with hope in his
eyes. “ You speak as it becomes you to speak when you up-
hold your own master,” said he. ‘ For the same reason,
Master Delves, and in no spirit of ill-will to you, it behooves
me to tell you that he is not to be compared in name or fame
with the noble knight on whom I wait. Should you hold
otherwise, then surely we can debate the matter in whatever
wageor time may please you best.”

lves smiled good-humoredly. “ Nay, be not so hot,”
said he. “ Had you upheld any other knight, save perhaps
Sir Walter Manny, I had taken you at your word, and your
master or mine would have had place for a new Squire.
But indeed it is only truth that no knight is second to Chan-
dos, nor would I draw my sword to lower his pride of place.
Ha, Sir James’ cup is low! I must see to it!” He darted
off, a flagon of Gascony in his hand. “ The King hath had
good news to-night,” he continued when he returned. “I
have not seen him in so merry a mind since the night when
we took the Frenchmen and he laid his pearl chaplet upon
the head of de Ribeaumont. See how he laughs, and the
Prince also. That laugh bodes some one little good, or I
am the more mistaken. Have a care! Sir John’s plate is
empty.”

It was Nigel’s turn to dart away ; but ever in the intervals
he returned to the corner whence he could look down the
hall and listen to the words of the older Squire. Delves was
a short, thick-set man past middle age, weather-beaten and
scarred, with a rough manner and bearing which showed
that he was more at his ease in a tent than a hall. But ten




























































214 Sir N igcl

Now the two vessels were within arrow flight, and the
bolts from the crossbowmen pattered upon the English ship.
These short thick devil’'s darts were everywhere humming
like great wasps through the air, crashing against the bul-
warks, beating upon the deck, ringing loudly on the armor
of the knights, or with a soft muffled thud sinking to the
socket in a victim.

The bowmen along either side of the Philippa had stood
motionless waiting for their orders, but now there was a
sharp shout from their leader, and every string twanged
together. The air was full of their harping, together with
the swish of the arrows, the long-drawn keening of the bow-
men and the short deep bark of the under-officers. ‘“ Steady,
steady! Loose steady! Shoot wholly together! Twelve
" score paces! Ten score! Now eight! Shoot wholly to-
gether!” Their gruff shouts broke through the high shrill
cry (;ike the deep roar of a wave through the howl of the
win

As the two great ships hurtled together the Spaniard
turned away a few points so that the blow should be a
glancing one. None the less it was terrific. A dozen men in
the tops of the carack were balancing. a huge stone with
the intention of dropping it over on the English deck. With
a scream of horror they saw the mast cracking beneath
them. Opver it went, slowly at first, then faster, until with a
crash it came down on its side, sending them flying like
stones from a sling far out into the sea. A swath of crushed
bodies lay across the deck where the mast had fallen. But
the English ship had not escaped unscathed. Her mast held,
it is true, but the mighty shock not only stretched every
man flat upon the deck, but had shaken a score of those
who lined her sides into the sea. One bowman was hurled
from the top, and his body fell with a dreadful crash at the
very side of the prostrate King upon the forecastle. Many
were thrown down with broken arms and legs from the high
castles at either end into the waist of the ship. Worst of all,
the seams had been opened by the crash and the water was
gushing in at a dozen places.

But these were men of experience and of discipline, men
who nad already fought together by sea and by land, so




































226 Sir Nigel

clamor was like a cageful of wild beasts at feeding-time.
Then a health was drunk and there was much stamping and
cheering.

Only once was the long vigil broken. A woman came
forth from the house and walked up and down, with her
face sunk upon her breast. She was tall and slender, but
her features could not be seen for a wimple over her head.
Weary sadness could be read in her bowed back and drag-
ging steps. Once only they saw her throw her two hands
up to Heaven as one who is beyond human aid. Then she
passed slowly into the house again. A moment later the
door of the hall was flung open, and a shouting stumbling
throng came crowding forth, with whoop and yell, into the
silent night. Linking arms and striking up a chorus, they
marched past the peat-cutting, their voices dwindling slowly
away as they made for their homes.

“ Now, Samkin, now!” cried Simon, and jumping out
from the hiding-place he made for the door. It had not
yet been fastened. The two comrades sprang inside.
t’I}‘lhen Simon drew the bolts so that none might interrupt

em.

A long table littered with flagons and beakers lay before
them. It was lit up by a line of torches, which flickered and
smoked in their iron sconces. At the farther end a solitary
man was seated. His head rested upon his two hands, as if
he were befuddled with wine, but at the harsh sound of the
snapping bolts he raised his face and looked angrily around
him. It was a strange powerful head, tawny and shaggy
like a lion’s, with a tangled beard and a large harsh face,
bloated and blotched with vice. He laughed as the new-
comers entered, thinking that two of his boon companions
had returned to finish a flagon. Then he stared hard and
he passed his hand over his eyes like one who thinks he may
be dreaming.

“Mon Dieu!” he cried. “Who are you and whence
come you at this hour of the night? Is this the way to break
into our royal presence? ”

Simon approached up one side of the table and Aylward
up the other. When they were close to the King, the man-
at-arms plucked a torch from its socket and held it to his
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XX

HOW THE ENGLISH ATTEMPTED THE CASTLE
OF LA BROHINIERE

OR some minutes Nigel remained motionless upon
the crest of the hill, his heart like lead within him,
and his eyes fixed upon the huge gray walls which

contained his unhappy henchman. He was roused by a sym-
pathetic hand upon his shoulder and the voice of his young
prisoner in his ear.

“ Peste!” said he. “ They have some of your birds in
their cage, have they not? What then, my friend? Keep
your heart high! Is it not the chance of war, to-day to
them, to-morrow to thee, and death at last for us all? And
yet I had rather they were in any hands than those of Oliver
the Butcher.”

“ By Saint Paul, we cannot suffer it!” cried Nigel dis-
tractedly. “ This man has come with me from my own
home. He has stood between me and death before now.
It goes to my very heart that he should call upon me in vain.
I pray you, Raoul, to use your wits, for mine are all curdled
in my head. Tell me what I should do and how I may bring
him help.”

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders. “ As easy to get
a lamb unscathed out of a wolves’ lair as a prisoner safe from
La Brohiniére. Nay, Nigel, whither do you go? Have you
indeed taken leave of your wits?”

The Squire had spurred his horse down the hillside and
never halted until he was within a bowshot of the gate.
The French prisoner followed hard behind him, with a buzz
of reproaches and expostulations.

“You are mad, Nigel!” he cried. “ What do you hope
to do then? Would you carry the castle with your own
hands? Halt, man, halt, in the name of the Virgin!”

But Nigel had no plan in his head and only obeyed the
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284 Sir Nigel

perchance it is the last night, so we would make it a full
one.” :

But the gallant Breton shook his head. “ It may indeed
be the last night for many,” said he, “ and it is but right
that my comrades should know it. I have no need of
monk or friar, for I cannot think that harm will ever come
beyond the grave to one who has borne himself as a knight
should, but others have other thoughts upon these matters
and would fain have time for prayer and penitence. Adieu,
fair sirs, and I drink a last glass to a happy meeting at the
midway oak.”



















































Josselin Encountered Ploermel 299

from that day he who had fought in the Battle of the Thirty
was ever given the highest place and the post of honor, nor
was it easy for any man to pretend to have been there, for
it has been said by that great chronicler who knew them all,
that not one on either side failed to carry to his grave the
marks of that stern encounter.





















































































































338 Sir Nigel

us that so gallant a knight should stay with us for some
short time, since the chance of war has so ordered it. Wine
there! Bring wine for the King!” .

But John was flushed and angry. His helmet had been
roughly torn off, and blood was smeared upon his cheek.
His noisy captors stood around him in a circle, eying him
hungrily like dogs who have been beaten from their quarry.
There were Gascons and English, knights, squires and ar-
chers, all pushing and straining.

“1 pray you, fair Prince, to get rid of these rude fellows,”
said King John, “ for indeed they have plagued me sorely.
By kSaint Denis! my arm has been well-nigh pulled from its
socket.”

“What wish you then?” asked the Prince, turning
angrily upon the noisy swarm of his followers.

““ We took him, fair lord. He is ours!” cried a score of
voices. They closed in, all yelping together like a pack of
wolves. “It was I, fair lord! "—* Nay, it was I!”—* You
lie, you rascal, it was I!” Again their fierce eyes glared
and their blood-stained hands sought the hilts of their
weapons. -

“ Nay, this must be settled here and now!” said the
Prince. “I crave your patience, fair and honored sir, for
a few brief minutes, since indeed much ill-will may spring
from this if it be not set at rest. Who is this tall knight
who can scarce keep his hands from the King’s shoulder? ”

“It is Denis de Morbecque, my lord, a knight of St.
Omer, who is in our service, being an outlaw from France.”

“I call him to mind. How then, Sir Denis? What say
you in this matter?”

“He gave himself to me, fair lord. He had fallen in
the press, and I came upon him and seized him. I told
him that I was a knight from Artois, and he gave me his
glove. See here, I bear it in my hand.”

“1It is true, fair lord! It is true!” cried a dozen French
voices.

“ Nay, sir, judge not too soon!” shouted an English
squire, pushing his way to the front. “It was I who had
him at my mercy, and he is my prisoner, for he spoke to
this man only because he could tell by his tongue that he
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“ And left him lying. Then the surrender was not com-
plete, and by the laws of war the ransom goes to Denis de
Morbecque, if his story be true.”

“ It is true,” said the King. “ He was the second.”

“Then the ransom is yours, Denis. But for my part
I swear by my father’s soul that I had rather have the honor
this Squire gathered than all the richest ransoms of
France.” .

At these words spoken before that circle of noble warriors
Nigel’s heart gave one great throb, and he dropped upon
his knee before the Prince. “ Fair lord, how can I thank
you? ” he murmured. “ These words at least are more than
any ransom.”

“Rise up!” said the smiling Prince, and he smote with
his sword upon his shoulder. “England has lost a brave
Squire, and has gained a gallant knight. Nay, linger not,
I pray! Rise up, Sir Nigel!”
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spurs. As he spoke of what was passed Sir John clapped
him on the shoulder, while Mary took his strong right hand
in hers, and the good old priest smiling blessed them both.
Nigel had drawn a little golden ring from his pocket, and it
twinkled in the torchlight.

“ Did you say that you must go on your way to-morrow,
father? ”” he asked the priest.

“ Indeed, fair son, the matter presses.”

“ But you may bide the morning? ”

“ It will suffice if I start at noon.”

“ Much may be done in a morning.” He looked at Mary,
who blushed and smiled. “ By Saint Paul! I have waited
long enough.”

“Good, good!” chuckled the old knight, with wheezy
laughter. “Even so I wooed your mother, Mary. Wooers
were brisk in the olden time. To-morrow is Tuesday, and
Tuesday is ever a lucky day. Alas! that the good Dame
Ermyntrude is no longer with us to see it done! The old
hound must run us down, Nigel, and I hear its bay upon
my own heels ; but my heart will rejoice that before the end
I may call you son. Give me your hand, Mary, and yours,
Nigel. Now, take an old man’s blessing, and may God
keep and guard you both, and give you your desert, for I
believe on my soul that in all this broad land there dwells
no nobler man nor any woman more fitted to be his mate!”

There let us leave them, their hearts full of gentle joy,
the golden future of hope and promise stretching out before
their youthful eyes. Alas for those green spring dreamings!
How often do they fade and wither until they fall and rot,
a dreary sight, by the wayside of lifel But here, by God’s
blessing, it was not so, for they burgeoned and they grew,
ever fairer and more noble, until the whole wide world might
marvel at the beauty of it.

It has been told elsewhere how as the years passed Nigel’s
name rose higher in honor; but still Mary’s would keep
pace with it, each helping and sustaining the other upon an
ever higher path. In many lands did Nigel carve his fame,
and ever as he returned spent and weary from his work he
drank fresh strength and fire and craving for honor from
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forever that great old trunk of England, which still sheds
forth another crop and another, each as strong and as fair
as the last. The body may lie in moldering chancel, or in
crumbling vault, but the rumor of noble lives, the record
of valor and truth, can never die, but lives on in the soul of
the people. Our own work lies ready to our hands; and yet
our strength may be the greater and our faith the firmer
if we spare an hour from present toils to look back upon
the women who were gentle and strong, or the men who
loved honor more than life, on this green stage of England
where for a few short years we play our little part.

THE END






