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""He who would pass this door must needs give me a
lesson in swordsmanship first.’’

FRONTISPIECE. See Page 331.
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THE TURBULENT DUCHESS

CHAPTER I

THE JESTER IS DEAD: LONG LIVE THE JESTER

SUNLIT, prosperous land enjoying a mnoon-
A tide hour of siesta. From the vantage ground

of the high road was a wide prospect
of smiling fields promising a plentiful harvest pres-
ently. Workers, busy since the dawn, rested over
their midday meal in the shade of a tree or under a
hedgerow. To right and left ran the road, here lost
for a while in a dip in the landscape, there gleaming
white upon the hillside; a deserted road save for two
figures looking small in the far distance, wayfarers on
the tramp, or perchance pilgrims journeying to some
distant shrine.

Immediately behind the road lay a wood, the sun-
light piercing it and dappling its uneven, flower-spread
floor with delicate tracery; a sleeping, silent wood, in
whose depths Nature might plan and fashion as she
listed, undisturbed.

So it seemed for a while as the two figures upon the
road drew slowly nearer, and then the silence was sud-
denly and rudely broken. There was quick movement,
noisy laughter, strident voices uttering meaningless

oaths, a habit with men who talk much and to little
purpose.
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“It’s better here in the open, comrades. When the
sun’s out he’s a fool who would stay in the house.”
There was the clatter of accoutrements and the me-
tallic ring of flagons.
“ A toast to grace the liquor,” said one.

“And a song. Why not a song? ” shouted another
in a raucous voice. “ Gustav shall sing to us. It will
serve to blow the dust from his throat.”

There was some protest from Gustav, drowned by
heavy fists pounding a wooden table, then a moment’s
silence followed by a man’s voice, singing:

“ Which best shall serve as a theme for a toast,
Liquor or maiden, which like you the most?
Love is a phantom which leads us to pain,
Wine gives its pleasures again and again.

So drink, deeply drink

If your toast be as mine;

Who cares for love

While there’s wine — good wine?”

‘ There was a noisy chorus, tankards were drained, and
’f the table was pounded again, bringing a fat and short-
‘ winded landlord bustling from the house with more
liquor.
] “ Wake up those sleepy old bones of yours,” said a
‘ great bearded trooper in a voice which matched his
2 ample proportions. “It’s a brimming cup we’ll have
for each stanza. Sing on, Gustav, my son. Pray
heaven no unlucky blade ever slits your weasand, for

it’s a sweet pipe you have which I swear might be envied
by many a paid singer.”

“ Maids will deceive, ’tis their fashion we know,
We're not the men to believe them I trow:
Maid’s kiss for fool, but for man who is wise
That kiss is best which in the wine cup lies:

Then drink, deeply drink
If your heart be as mine;

o it S

P

A R A AT A RS

L
in th
fields
wayf

Se
wood
embl¢
and 1
with
the ¥
set or
derin;
his pt
lodgir
ing o
sleepy
somnc
with s

" T
“ Mor
of you

(13 I,

13 A
Gusta
tain, @

(3 I
makiny
it’s a |
of it.”

“ BI:
ter wir
were tl



W

A G i 3o s A P 1 SN IR . S 2 A A s 2 i e it e e SRR

THE JESTER IS DEAD

Maids may go hang,
Give me wine — good wine!”

Louder than before came the chorus, starting echoes
in the depths of the wood; the workers, resting in the
fields, turned their heads to listen; it reached even to the
wayfarers drawing nearer upon the road.

Set back in this square enclosure, cut out of the
wood long since, was the tavern of the Three Shields,
emblematic of this good land of Podina, the smallest
and most prosperous of those States which had watched
with anxiety the Duchy of Brandenburg growing into
the Kingdom of Prussia. But for the painted board
set on a pole by the roadside — the work of some wan-
dering Florentine whose art had come to the rescue of
his pocket when payment was demanded for board and
lodging — a stranger would have passed without know-
ing of the tavern’s existence. Truth to tell, it did a
sleepy trade year in and year out, and the fat landlord,
somnolent like his house, was at his wits’ end to-day
with so much serving.

“ There’s truth in the song,” said the bearded trooper.
“More wine, landlord. It seems to me these flagons
of yours hold short measure.”

“ I’m none so sure the song is true, Hans,” said one.

“ Ah, you’re young and of that company of fools
Gustav sings about. You’ll grow older, that’s cer-
tain, and maybe wiser — which is doubtful.”

“I warrant there are maids in Metzburg capable of
making fools of us all,” was the sharp retort. “ Maybe
it’s a pity, but God made them so, and there’s the devil
of it.”

“ Maids go har.g,” laughed Hans, “ but I know of bet-
ter wine than this in a Metzburg cellar, and I would I
were there. There’s dust inside me an inch thick with
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this search from end to end of the country for a fool.”

“ A fool, sir!” exclaimed the landlord.

“ Aye, you may well fancy we’ve come to the end of
our journey, but you’re too fat for the part. And it
takes a clever man to be the kind of fool we’re looking
for, though for that matter the last fool was a pretty
dull fellow to my way of thinking. It was heavy work
laughing at hiz humour.”

“ It must be true that I am a fool as some have said,
for I do not understand what you mean,” said the land-
lord.

“What! Did you never hear tell of Bergolet? »

“ Never, sir.”

“Lord, what it is to live out of the world! Bergolet
was a fool, paid for being a fool at the court of the
Duchess, and Bergolet is dead.”

“ And you would fill his place? ”

“ No, Master Landlord, I would not, but Her Grace
would. All women have strange fancies, and the
Duchess has more than her fair share of them. It
pleases her to cling to custom like limpet to rock. A
fool there has always been at Court so a fool she will
have. Mark you, there are plenty of unpaid ones there
already, but they will not suffice. Bergolet came origi-
nally out of France, they say, but rumour has it that
the late Duke found him in your village yonder.”

“1 never heard of him.”

“ For all that he existed, and is dead. Her Grace
is in the village hoping to find one of his family to take
the vacant place. Presently she will be here, and then
for Metzburg please heaven and that cellar I know of
in the market place.”

“ Coming here! The Duchess!”
“ And if no fool has been found she’ll be in a tem-
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THE JESTER 1S DEAD 5

pestuous humour,” said Hans. “It’s a comfort to
know that the worst storm must have an ending. Be-
sides, she may like the cut of your figure and the lack
of grace in those square legs of yours. They do not
please me, but you can never tell what will please a
woman.”

The landlord looked at the big trooper, vaguely won-
dering whether he had treated him with sufficient re-
spect. Truly he must be a person of distinction to
speak of Her Grace in this familiar manner. The land-
lord had never seen the Duchess, but strange stories
concerning her had found their way even to the seclu-
sion of the Three Shields. The devil’s own temper
was in her, said one report, so that it was no easy mat-
ter to be in her company ; yet other gossip declared her
beauty to be so great that a score of princes in Chris-
tendom were ready to be at one another’s throats be-
-ause of her. Until this moment the tales had not
interested the landlord, but now there was an unpleasant
trembling in his knees.

“ I’ tell them in the house,” he said in an awed tone.
“T’ll do my best. Perhaps, sir, you'll explain it is my
best, bad as it may seem. Heaven grant she’s found
some sort of a fool to put her in a good humour.”

Laughter followed the landlord as he ambled nerv-
ously into the house, and then Gustav held up his hand.

“ Horses on the road,” said Hans, and he began look-
ing to his dress, pulling it this way and that and stiffen-
ing his figure to fill it adequately.

The cavalcade was rapidly approaching, and a

trooper, riding in advance, dismounted hastily at the
entrance to the enclosure.

“Ts he found? ” Gustav asked.
“ No,” was the answer.
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“Then it’s no time for asking favours,” said Hans,
and the landlord, who had come to the doorway, mar-
velled to see this loud-voiced gentleman move quickly
to the most retired spot he could discover.

With a sudden confusion of pawing hoofs, gruff
voices, and jingling harness, the cavalcade came to a
halt upon the road, and a moment later a woman swept
into the enclosure, followed by two or three gentle-
men who looked neither happy nor comfortable. She
glanced at the troopers who had retired to one side of
the open space, then at the house with the fat land-
lord standing in the doorway; and when she reached
the table she hammered sharply upon it with her riding
whip. The landlord did not move, he could not; his
feet seemed to be fastened to the heavy stone doorstep.
All his preconceived ideas of the Duchess were scattered
like loose leaves before a gale in autumn; he could do
nothing but stare at the woman before him.

“Wine there if you have any that is fit to drink,”
and she gave another vigorous rap on the table.

The landlord jumped as if he had been struck, and
disappeared into the house in a fashion ludicrous
enough to have provoked a roar of laughter had there
been even the ghost of a smile on the Duchess’s
face.

Rumour had made free with the character and ap-
pearance of Her Grace of Podina. She had the devil’s
own temper it was said, and her attitude as she seated
herself on a stool by the table, and flicked the dust from
her skirt with her riding whip, seemed to confirm the
statement. A man by mischance made in woman’s
shape, someone had once called her, and the gibe had
made her furious. She had no desire to be like a man.
She believed in women, resented the superiority which
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7

men habitually assumed, and was determined to show
the fallacy in such an attitude. For all his strength
and skill in arms, man, sooner or later, bowed to the
will of some woman. Where was his diplomacy that a
woman could not match, his intrigues for good or ill
which she could not better — or ruin if it pleased her?
What power of thought had a man which a woman could
not equal? or what skill in argument that she could not
turn to ridicule if it suited her purpose? Conscious of
her power and personality, the Duchess meant to rule.
She was no figure-head for others to turn this way or
that. Her will must be paramount, and since none of
the gentlemen with her seemed inclined to disturb her
present isolation, it appeared that she had succeeded in
enforcing obedience.

Yet, when gossip had said she was beautiful and de-
sirable as a woman, it had not lied; indeed, it had
barely said enough. She was a creature of moods,
varied and transient, so that a description of her to-day
would to-morrow seem no portraiture at all. She gave
the impression of being taller than she was, perhaps
because every movement was full of self-confidence.
She never seemed to forget for an instant the high posi-
tion to which she had been born, and was always ready
to combat opposition. Not even her chosen ministers
could boast of enjoying her full confidence. It was
for her to command, for others to obey, no matter how
unexpected those commands might be. Her grey eyes
often flashed with anger, yet there were depths in them
where Love might be hidden, awaiting that moment
when he should come gloriously into his kingdom. The
line of her mouth was often set hardly, but the moment
a smile touched her lips she changed as completely as an
April day is transformed by a burst of sunlight. Wind
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and the sun had kissed her cheeks to a warm colour, her
hair was of that brown which glints with gold at a turn
of the head, and the little hands were strong and capa-
ble. She was a personality, a force, answerable only
to herself for anything she might do or say. In a score
of ways she had succeeded in impressing this personality
upon all who came within its influence. She had won
respect or fear, love or hatred, according to the natures
upon which this personality played. At every turn she
asserted herself. Her judgments were often unex-
pected, sometimes dangerous. She strove to keep her
court distinct from any other court in Europe; even in
matters of dress she would not be ruled by fashion.
Her enemies spoke of her as a woman of whims and
postures, yet the fact remained that there was more
prosperity in Podina than in any of the neighbouring
States, If her judgments, in their severity or leniency,
seemed dangerous, they had constantly proved wise in
their result. If she outraged fashion at times, it was
only that the woman in her might clothe Her Grace
of Podina in a manner which should show her to the
best advantage.

To-day she was angry, unreasonable, even petulant.
She had set her heart upon a whim only to meet with
.uilure, and it was aggravating to know that those
about her were not ill-pleased at her want of suc-
cess.

“ Karl,” she said suddenly, and one of the gentlemen
standing a little behind her moved quickly to her side:
“XKarl, is it not strange that in all this land of
mine I cannot discover a man capable of being a
fool? »

Prince Karl was her cousin and presumptive heir.
It was said she would presently marry him.
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THE JESTER IS DEAD

“Is it so strange? ” he asked.

“Do you always answer a question by asking an-
other? »

He paused, weighing his words before uttering them.
He was always careful not to offend the Duchess.

“I think you forget, Cousin, that the times have
changed,” he said slowly.

“ How should that affect me? ” she asked, clasping
her knee and tilting herself back upon the stool to
look up into his face.

* Once there was some honour in being a court jester,
but now —”

“Well, and now?”

“In our days the world gallops, leaving many old
customs behind as ridiculous and childish. I do not
say I agree with this galloping world, but whether we
like it or not we are carried along with it. If you ask
my advice, I think it would be wise to let Bergolet be
remembered as the last of the jesters.”

“I do not remember asking your advice,” she re-
turned. I have decided there shall be a fool ; all that
is necessary is to find one.”

As Kar stepped back, knowing that it was useless to
argue witn her in this mood, the landlord ambled ner~-
ously from the house and set wine upon the tabie.
Bowing as low as his fat body would permit, he would
have made for the security of the house again had not
the Duchess touched him with her whip.

“Stay. Did you ever hear of Bergolet?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” gasped Boniface. “ He was a
fool who came from the village yonder, and he’s dead
and buried.”

“You’re not as sleepy as you look. Tell me —”

“ At least I suppose he’s buried,” the landlord added
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hurriedly, fearing that he might have said too much;
“I know he’s dead.”

“Tell me, are there any of his family in the village
now? »

“ Please Your Grace, I’ve never heard of them.”

“When did you last see Bergolet?

“1 never saw him.”

“ Hear of him then? ”

“To-day for the first time. That gentleman told
me all about him,” and he pointed towards the trooper
across the enclosure, though Hans had succeeded in
effacing himself behind his comrades.

“Truly, this should be a good neighbourhood to
search in,” said the Duchess.

“It is a fine neighbourhood,” said the landlord be-
lieving that he was expected to answer. He started as
the Duchess again touched him with her whip.

“ Master Landlord, I am looking for a fool, show
me one, and however long your purse may be I will

fill it.”

“Indeed, Your Grace, you may look at me. They
say I am a fool and a dull one.”

With a musical ripple of laughter the Duchess stood
up, and the aspect of the enclosure was changed in a
moment. The gentlemen came forward laughing, as if
they had never known a moment’s fear of this gracious
lady. The troopers fell into an easier attitude, and
Hans was no longer afraid to show himself.

“Pay for the wine, Karl, and give the fellow some-
thing over for his wit, unconscious though it be.
Rather than return to Metzburg empty handed I
have a mind to rob the Three Shields of its land-
lord.”

As Karl threw the money on the table, feeling some
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THE JESTER IS DEAD 11
gratitude to mine host for relieving the strain, there
were sounds of struggle and hurrying feet, the snap-
ping of twigs and the scattering of dried leaves, and
the next moment half a dozen troopers burst into the
enclosure from the direction of the road, dragging in
with them two prisoners. One was a man of middle
age with a grizzled head set on powerful square shoul-
ders, a big man with deep set eyes and iron jaw, and
great muscular hands twitching to get their grip on
something to crush. The other was of slimmer and
more graceful build, had barely lost fouch with youth,
and by the upward curl of his mobile mouth seemed to
find something humorous in the situation.

“ Spies, Your Grace,” said a trooper. “ We caught
them in the wood watching all that passed in this en-
closure.”

The Duchess made a movement with her whip, and
the prisoners stood free, but closely watched. The
elder man shook himself roughly and folded his arms as
if to prevent himself doing someone damage ; his com-
panion laughed as he flicked some dust from his coat.
The Duchess looked from one to the other. Her eyes
travelled slowly from head to foot of the big man with
some satisfaction. He was a fine specimen from an
animal point of view, and so appealed to her, but he
was inclined to exhibit nerves under her close scrutiny.
The younger man had assumed an attitude, graceful
and a little whimsical ; the Duchess’s close scrutiny did
not trouble him at all, he appeared to think it only
natural, and seemed satisfied that he was found inter-
esting.

“ Have you nothing to say? ”” she asked.

“ Madam, I — we —”

“You see he has a great deal to say,” said the young
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man interrupting his companion, “ but his tongue works
with difficulty. He is only a man of action while I
have words and wit at command.”

“Few words will serve you best,” the Duchess re-
turned. “ Long speeches always make me angry.”

“ Mine will not, ¥ warrant, unless you lack wisdom,
which I cannot believe. I have known the sun travel
down to the West, while I have been speaking, daylight
turn to dusk, and firelight flicker in corners where sun-
shine had been, yet never a closed eye in my audience,
never a yawn, so fascinating was my tale.”

‘“Plain speech, sir, and quickly,” and the Duchess
flicked her whip impatiently, “It is a five minute
business to decide whether you are spies to be punished
or vagabonds of no account.”

“ There’s many an honest man has a rough exterior,
and villainy can easily wear a mask. Your five minute
Judgments must lead you into great error.”

“I am likely to judge your case in less time.”

“ Call us vagabonds, madam,” said the youth; * vaga-
bonds, but do not say we are of no account. We are
kinsmen, this big fellow and I. It is a cousinship be-
yond my powers to calculate. He has been to the
wars, and it would please you to see how good a blow
he can strike and what scars he bears; now his only
occupation is to look after me, a poor youth who exists
by his wit. There must be someone to see that I am
not robbed of my reward. We travel afoot, all the
world our field. We crave hospitality from castle or
camp which may lie in our way, and in payment I tell
some brave tale of warrior and maid, or I sing a song,
wild as the winter blasts of the North land which gave
it birth or sweet with the love that is whispered in
Provence. To-day, we were afoot upon the road yon-
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THE JESTER IS DEAD 13

der when I heard the faint echo of a song. It was no
great song, nor was the singer of any worth, but music
of any sort always quickens my feet. We hurried for-
ward, plunged into this wood and saw soldiers drinking.
Since they had spent their money in liquor, they would
have none to pay me for a tale, and we were moving
towards the road again when there came the sound of
horses. The world was suddenly changed. You were
here.”

The Duchess frowned, but with an irresponsible laugh
the youth went on:

“ This big fellow would have run like a frightened
rabbit, he is afraid of women. I could not move for I
was ever a slave to beauty.”

“You are an impudent rascal,” said the Duchess,
but her frown vanished.

“For that the dear God is responsible, To-day He
gives breath to a poor fool, to-morrow He fashions a
beautiful woman. Is it not good to know that He has
some use for both of us?”

“ A fool? ” she said slowly.

“Yes — Your Grace.”

“You know me then?”

“Travel east or west, or where you will, you cannot
escape the fame of the Duchess of Podina. Long ago
I made a song of it.”

“Pay for the song, Karl. We will hear it.”

“Never,” cried the youth. It is gone, forgotten,
dead as the flowers of yesteryear. I had not seen you
then, now — now I shall make another song, so beauti-
ful that lovers shall sing it beneath the stars to win
their mistress. Is it not strange how things come to
pass? I hide in this wood, a poor fellow not knowing
where to find a supper, you come, the great Duchess of
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whom I have heard so often, and I find that you have
been looking for me.”

“Is not this insufferable insolence, Cousin?*” said
Prince Karl. “Shall I set him running with your
whip? ”

“Have I a rival? ” said the youth in a plaintive tone.
“I noted it was a foolish face, but I have heard him
say nothing worthy of his calling. Come, brother,
shall we battle in words for Her Grace’s favour, or shall
the singing of a stanza help her to choose between us?

Karl’s face was lit with sudden rage, and the big man
moved close to his companion as though prepared to
shield him from attack.

“So you would be my fool? ” said the Duchess, ig-
noring her cousin’s advice and temper.

“ Out of heaven there is no place I covet more.”

“ Have you wit enough, think you? ”

“Is not this gentleman smarting under it?” he
asked, pointing at Karl, “ and the fat landlord yonder
did not much impress me. I am better than such a
makeshift as he, and shall take up much less room.”

“ Are you of Podina? ”

“From this hour, although I had the misfortune to

be born elsewhere — while my mother travelled in
France I have been told.”

“ And yo .r name? ”
“ Some call me this, others that, and to none of the

names have I any right. A hard thing for most men,
but of no matter to me.”

“You shall come to Metzburg, but a name you must
have. Now, Sir Fool, what shall I call you? ”

With a quick movement the youth was kneeling at her
feet, and he raised the hem of her dress to his lips.

“ What you will, mistress. Why not Bergolet? ”
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CHAPTER 1I

THE NEW BERGOLET

EANING at an open window high up in the cas-
tle of Metzburg was the fool — the new Bergo-
let.

Against the dim blue of the horizon the southward
stretching hills were almost hidden in a golder haze.
Nearer, running north and south, was the dark line of
forest famous for its hunting, and a lurking place for
robbers. Nearer still was undulating country glowing
warmly under the westering sun, here the river gleam-
ing like a band of gold laid upon a soft green carpet,
there a village nestling in a dip of sloping pasture land,
yonder a belt of wood whispering of mystery, a dim
retreat where a dryad might have her home.

Metzburg stood high, a far landmark to the traveller.
Narrow, tortuous streets climbed steeply upwards to
the outer walls of the castle which for centuries had
crowned this heaped-up mass of high-pitched roofs,
tapering spires and pointed gables. They built well
when the city was founded, stout walls to defeat time
and cheat the ambition of an enemy. No point where
determined assault might win success was without its
protecting bastion, and the city gates once closed, a
siege might be withstood for months. To-day the
great hinges of the gates were in working order, dis-
cipline reigned in the guardrooms, and watchful sen-
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tries paced the castle terraces, for these were troublous excelle
times and ill news might come at any hour of the day diplom
or night. He
Louis of France, seizing a golden moment for con- Duche:
quest, and bent on punishing the Dutch, had succeeded path,
in breaking down the terms of the Treaty of Aix-la- moved
Chapelle. Afraid of his greed, even neutral States Podina
were combining against him, Catholic and Calvinist at pointec
I one against the common enemy. Bonn had fallen, the peror,
French road to Holland by the Rhine was barred ; one Brande
! army of the allies opposed to Condé was threatening quired
Hainault, another had gathered in Germany to attack suggest
Alsace. Against this latter force Louis had sent that of arm
" master of strategy Turenne who, having reduced confider
§ Franche-Comté, crossed the Rhine and was devastating one to
the Palatinate. Who could tell how far the sparks tor sp
3 from his war fires might fly? It was wise to keep watch neighbo
] in Metzburg and no one was more alive to the fact than existenc
' the Duchess. To t
Now news had come to the city that the Elector of schemin
Brandenburg had broken his neutrality and would nor pla
throw the weight of his twenty thousand fighting men inevitab
on to the Imperial side, and when the Elector moved it ister K¢
A was time to beware. He would claim his reward in full. choice,
Had he not for many years, either by diplomacy or pull di
3 arms, been strengthening his State into a Kingdom at about a
| the expense of his weaker neighbours? Cleves and the his han
| County of Mark had been restored to him, he had ac- . Duchess
quired Halberstadt and Minden, he held himself cheated . marriag
out of Pomerania, and had a tale of some treaty by come to
: which he should have received Podina on the death of ' rumours
the late Duke. Sandra Henrietta Louisa, the Duke’s ¥ mance a

only child, had seemed an insignificant person to the

\'pil‘if of
Elector, merely an attractive girl who would make an
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THE NEW BERGOLET 17

excellent wife for one of his puppets, a pawn in his
diplomatic game to be moved as he listed.

He discovered his mistake as soon as she became
Duchess. At once she was a stumbling block in his
path, an important piece upon the board, only to be
moved by her own will. She laughed at the idea of
Podina being absorbed by Brandenburg, and she had
pointed out to the neighbouring States, and to the Em-
peror, how dangerous the growing aggrandisement of
Brandenburg might become. Podina was not to be ac-
quired by any one or by any treaty, she declared, and
suggested that it was not likely to be taken by force
of arms either. She boldly threw down the gauntlet,
confident there was too much jealousy abroad for any
one to dare to pick it up. She was right. The Elec-
tor spoke no more of his secret treaty, and the
neighbouring States were persuaded that the separate
existence of Podina was necessary to the general safety.

To thwart the Elector in one way was to set him
scheming in another, for no man looked further ahead,
nor planned more deliberately for the future. It was
inevitable that Sandra of Podina must marry ; her min-
ister Kevenfelt was constantly urging her to make her
choice, and the Elector, secretly and deftly, began to
pull diplomatic strings for the purpose of bringing
about a marriage which in the future should play into
his hands or into the hands of his successor. The
Duchess remained unmoved, told her minister that her
marriage was her own affair, and that when she had
come to a decision she would inform him. There were
rumours of first one alliance, then another, until ro-
mance as well as politics crept into the situation. A
spirit of rivalry was engendered by the stories concern-
ing the Duchess’s beauty which found their way into
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castle and camp, and many princes were ready to come
a-wooing. Diplomacy might attempt to arrange mat-
ters, but love might put to route the astutest ministers.
In Podina it was generally supposed she would marry
her cousin Prince Karl, a match which would not please
the Elector of Brandenburg, scheming in Berlin against
this turbulent Duchess. So he called her, and the name
clung to her. She became known by it throughout all
Germany.

Now that the Elector was to take the field again, his
schemes against Podina must remain in abeyance for a
while, but he would not forget them. 'They would be
very clearly in his mind whenever the division of the
spoils of war should be in question.

Much of these political intrigues, and something of
the Duchess’s character, the jester had learnt during
these few days in Metzburg. He was thinking of
the Duchess as he stood by the window. His dress,
quaintly fashioned into many points, was parti-col-
oured, of brilliant scarlet and a pale green, loose enough
to give freedom for antic action, yet so cut as not to
conceal altogether the lines of his athletic figure. The
Duchess had interested herself in his attire, declaring
that she would not have the beauty of her pretty fool
hidden. He had thrown his cap, furnished with jin-
gling silver bells, on to a stool behind him, but the silver
mounted bauble lay across his arms, and he glanced
at it from time to time as at a sympathetic and under-
standing companion.

He had worn the dress little more than a fortnight,
yet had already proved himself an excellent jester, win-
ning more friends, and enemies too, in these few days
than the old Bergolet had made in as many years.
His quips had set laughter rocking at the board when
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THE NEW BERGOLET 19
the wine ran freely; a jest had brought an angry scowl
to a courtier’s face when his advice was ridiculed from
behind the Duchess’s chair. He had started heads
nodding to a martial rhythm, and had moved ladies to
sighs with a song of love. He had brought laughter
to Her Grace, even when she was inclined to be angry,
and had jested her into forgiveness when she meant to
punish. He had justified himself, this new Bergolet;
many were afraid of his sharp tongue, while others saw
profit in keeping on friendly terms with him.

“You and I are lazy,” he said, apostrophizing his
bauble as he presently turned from the window. * We
ought to be thinking out new follies to amuse our mis-
tress, and I am spending my time in musing like a mere
statesman. It is a strange place, this Metzburg. By
recognising that I am a fool, I believe I am the wisest
man in it.”

A faint ring of steel in the courtyard below sent him
to the window again. 'The sentries were being relieved,
and his big kinsman, who had been given a place in the
guard, glanced up as he passed. The jester laughed,
pointed at the bauble and made it bow, but the action
brought no smile to the imperturbable face of the sol-
dier.

“Little friend, he does not like you. He hasn’t
grace enough to see the wisdom of folly.”

A moment later he had turned quickly from the win-
dow to listen. Only his big kinsman ever troubled to
climb to this room high in the tower, but now there
were slow steps upon the twisting narrow stairs, delib-
erate steps which suggested a weighty message. A
pause was followed by a knocking at the door.

“Enter. Folly is at home.”

The jester had assumed a whimsical attitude, leaning
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against the wall, and he did not move when he saw who
his visitor was. He looked at him in surprise, then
very solemnly made the bauble bow.

The visitor was an old man with a shock of white
hair, and a face which seemed chiefly composed of tiny
wrinkles, Age had bent him a little, but he was con-
stantly pulling himself together and endeavouring to
§ assume the upright and commanding pose of his youth.
:? General von Kevenfelt had enjoyed the favour and con-
fidence of the late Duke, he was the Duchess’s chief
minister, but whereas the father had usually been guided
by his advice, the daughter seemed to use it as an indi-
cation of the way she should not go. The General was
fully convinced that only his restraining hand had saved
Podina from ruin, and attributed the State’s prosperity
to his own foresight. He was a diplomatist with much
to his credit in the past, and had fallen into the habit
of considering himself wiser than he was.

“You live near the stars, Master Jester.”

“By the will of others, not of my own presumption;
yet who shall say I am not well placed? On occasion
folly gets nearer the truth than wisdom.”

“ Sometimes at least wisdom gets tired in pursuit of

‘ folly.”
! “That is an excellent saying. I shall use it as my
] own.”

| “It is true,” said Kevenfelt, glancing round the
4 room. Then he lifted the jester’s cap from the stool
and sat down with a sigh.

“Are you come to take my office? ” exclaimed the
Jester.

Kevenfelt smiled, looked at the cap and handed it to

the jester, who put it on his head. The bells jingled
musically as he did so.

13 Br
I been
and ser
“ I I
climbed
‘“ BO
manshi]
% Ra
enfelt.
know st
faction
fire, ani
for the
S0
13 I w
time for
have al
others v
troops,
v x\g!
“1.h
“ Anc
Bergolet
“1 he
are man
Even m)
out of ti
a beat
jester??
“You
laughed
pretty ic
one nigl
have to




ho

en

ite
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“ Brother fool, you are welcome to my lodging. Had
I been a General, I should have saved myself a journey
and sent for folly to come to me.”

“1 need the services of a wise fool, Bergolet, and I
climbed your stairs to be away from listening ears.”

“ Bow, little friend; we are to be employed in states-
manship.”

“ Rather where statesmanship has failed,” said Kev-
enfelt. * You have been in Metzburg long enough to
know something of the affairs of the State. Dissatis-
faction simmers like the contents of a pot over a slow
fire, and some there are who watch the pot anxiously
for the moment when it will boil over.”

“You would have me amongst the watchers?

“1 would have you prevent the catastrophe, and the
time for it is near. Some of Podina’s best fighting men
have already joined the army operating in Alsace;
others will march to join the Elector of Brandenburg’s
troops, so Her Grace has decided.”

“ Against your advice? ” queried the jester.

“I have no great love for the Elector.”

“And I am the Duchess’s servant always,” returned
Bergolet.

“I have noted that. With all her faults, and they
are many, the Duchess has the power of inspiring love.
Even my tired old heart, which in its youth never beat
out of time for any woman, is sometimes inclined to drop
a beat on her account. How goes the heart of the
jester? ?

“You have come near to stopping it altogether,”
laughed Bergolet. “ The jester in love! It would be a
pretty idyll to play one night in the Duchess’s garden,
one night when the moon was at the full. Tt would
have to be at full moon, that is madman’s time.”
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“It is a wise fool I want to talk to,” said Kevenfelt
severely.

“Baron, a wise fool forgets he has a heart or his
folly would make him miserable.”

“You would serve your mistress, Bergolet? ”

“I am paid for it.”

“Would you run the risk of losing her favour?”

“What matter that so long as she is served? ”

“We talk of love, Bergolet, but it is of marriage we
should speak.”

“I see, we leave romance and come to reality.”

*The Duchess must marry,” and Kevenfelt spoke
slowly and impressively. “ She knows it, the Court
knows it, every peasant in the fields yonder knows it.
It is an affair of State. Happily, as it chances, love
has no part in the matter. I warrant no man has re-
ceived even a passing thought of love from her.”

“Yet she must marry,” said the jester mournfully;
“hear that, little friend, and weep. No love, only
marriage ; no springtime of life with its incense of wor-
ship and stolen kisses, only — only marriage, a cold
contract scrawled on parchment by some clerk who him-
self perchance knows love.”

“You realize what such a marriage means?” said
Kevenfelt.

“ Aye, that I do most fully, trouble, misery and —”

“ For peasants, Bergolet, it may be so for peasants.
Let’s leave sentiment to the common folk; for the
Duchess we want an heir.”

“ Peasants have children,”

said the jester confiden-
tially to his bauble, “ heirs to their misery, or whatever
it is they live on.”

“ An heir to the throne of Podina,” Kevenfelt went
on; * therefore the Duchess must have a husband.”
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“Little friend, we are at school to-day and are
learning the grammar of things.”

“ Since love does not hamper us we want to secure
a husband who will not disturb the political condition
of Podina. Do you understand, Bergolet? *

“ General, you frighten me. Are you really sug-
gesting she should wed her jester?”

“I would have the jester use his persuasion as to
whom she shall marry,” and Kevenfelt dropped his
voice.

“ There is Prince Karl,” said Bergolet.

“You touch the difficult point. Because he seems
harmless, with small will of his own, the Duchess is in-
clined to marry him, believing he will not thwart her
in any way. But he is a tool in the hands of a strong
party in the State. He would be ruled and forced into
action. Give a weak man power and he is always
dangerous. For the Duchess tomarry him would
be to make the pot I spoke of boil over for a cer-
tainty.”

“There is the Marquis de Vannes, who has come from
Paris. Is he a candidate, or does he merely bring the
name of one from his master in France? ”

“He is a little mysterious,” said the Baron, ¢ but
not dangerous, I think.”

“Who is the man in your mind, General? ”

“ Prince Maurice of Savaria.”

“ A wastrel I have heard.”

“ An excellent man for our purpose. When the time
comes for him to reign in Savaria, his State will be in
confusion. It may be absorbed by Podina. It is my
business to look into the future. Podina and Savaria
as one State, or even in strong alliance, will be better
able to stand against Brandenburg. The Elector is
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alive to the danger. He would have the Duchess marry
some puppet of his own.”

“Who? ”

“I would give much to know,” said Kevenfelt ;  but
of this I am sure, though the Elector marches towards
Alsace, he will not forget his schemes against Podina;
that is why I would not denude the State of all its best
fighting men.”

“ Nor will you forget to scheme in your turn against
the Elector.”

“ Bergolet, were it not for your dress I should not
recognise you for a fool.”

“8Still I am fool enough to think that a wastrel is no
mate for the Duchess.”

“ Prince Maurice is a man she will be able to rule,”
said Kevenfelt, *“ and he will not busy himself at all in
her affairs. To him she will not be the Duchess, merely
a beautiful woman. He will be her slave, and he will
not lack a measure of popularity. That is the way
with your wastrels. In council he is of no account,
but he knows the forest depths and can hunt with the
best ; he has no constancy of purpose, but his bitterest
enemy cannot deny him courage. Of camp or court he
will tire in the waning of a moon, growing restless for
some new adventure; and tell him of a pretty woman, he
will travel the length of Europe to pay her a compli-
ment.”

“It is no wonder that the Duchess hates him as I
have heard her declare,” said the jester.

“She is a woman, Bergolet, as well as a Duchess.
Play on the romance that is in her and she will be ach-
ing to set eyes on him. You may imagine any tale you

will to rouse her curiosity, it cannot be more marvellous
than some that are told of him. Throw a little glow
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THE NEW BERGOLET 25
of the hero over this tavern knight and she will shut
her eyes to the wastrel in him. Play your part, Bergo-
let, set her longing to see him, and I will contrive that
he comes to Metzburg.”

“1 marvel he has not found his way here already if
the tale of a beautiful woman moves him so easily.”

“The Duchess stopped that. No sooner was this
alliance urged upon her than it became the one alliance
she would not make. We are near the stars, out of the
world’s earshot, so may speak the truth, and I tell you
she is as self-willed as the devil. She declared that
Prince Maurice would be arrested if he set foot in
Podina.”

“Is she less self-willed to-day than yesterday?”

“ No, Bergolet, no, but if you can rouse her interest
I'll find her an excuse for changing her mind. In
Podina we keep holiday at the festival of St. Winifried.
Who St. Winifried was, or what she did, I have forgot-
ten, even if I ever knew, but for days we run a riot of
idleness and carnival. The Duchess knows that the peo-
ple expect her to make known her choice during the
festival, and I have almost persuaded her to make much
of the feast this year and to invite to Metzburg such
princes of the neighbouring States as are not at the
wars., From this carnival Savaria cannot be omitted.
Trust me at least to have Prince Maurice here.”

“You know him well it seems, General ; he may end
by making a wastrel of you.”

“I do not know him, but I know how anxious his
father is for the match. I will even play the wastrel
for a night or two during the carnival if it will help
forward this match. Are you prepared to play your

» part in the scheme, Bergolet? ”

“T would serve the Duchess.”
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“ And you will serve Podina, too.”

“I am not paid for that. But tell me, General, tell
me and my little friend here, why do you trust the
jester? ”

“I like your face. There’s honesty in it.”

“It’s a poor reason. Tell me further why you have
so great a faith in my persuasion.”

“You’re a clever fool, Bergolet. Where you get
your understanding from I cannot tell, but you have
found a way to influence the Duchess. She has been
less angry since you came, She has laughed, even
against her will. Did she not, on your persuasion, put
that big kinsman of yours — Saxe do you call him
—into her guard? You have turned her displeasure
into forgiveness, and once or twice you have given her
most excellent counsel. It is certain no one dare speak
to her as you do —”

“That is the fool’s privilege.”

“The other Bergolet had no such privilege,” said
Kevenfelt. “ He was a fool, there was an end of it,
while you — Did you ever see the old Bergolet’s dress?

“ Never, General.”

“It was poor stuff beside that you wear. His little
friend had a common head of brass, yours has one well
fashioned in silver. His bells, too, were of brass while
yours are silver, You are greatly honoured, Master
Jester; that is why I climbed your stairs to-day.”

“1 will serve the Duchess and Podina,” said Bergo-
let.

“ Even a fool finds trouble sometimes ; you may come
to me if you want a friend,” said Kevenfelt, rising.
“One word more: you must begin your persuasion at
once. It is more than likely that on his way to Alsace,
the Elector will visit Metzburg. It is an opportunity
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THE NEW BERGOLET 7
to see his young and very dear neighbour which he
would not miss, and when Friedrich Wilhelm troubles

to give so definite a statement you may know that his

real reason hides behind it. I may discover who is the

puppet he has in his mind as a husband for Her Grace.

I know the Elector. Brandenburg is over fond of
enlarging its borders and Podina has long been a cov-
cted jewel.”

“ We'll have no puppet of his choosing in Metzburg,
General. I couldn’t abide another fool to keep me com-
pany. Think of it; he might be given bells of gold.
I’ll talk to the Duchess before she sleeps.”

The jester laughed, and he did not move until the
sound of the General’s steps had died away down the
winding stairs. Then he went to the window again.

“ Little friend, we’ve got to persuade our mistress to
marry a wastrel. It’s statecraft, but an evil occupa-
tion. We know these wastrels; brimming tankards,
loose company and — what did the General say? A
journey across Europe to see a pretty woman. By
my cap and bells such a wastrel interests me. He
might journey on a worse errand.
est, little friend? Eh, you think so?
behind that wrinkled skin of his? Not a man who has
grown white-headed in villainy? Just an ordinary old
man who loves his country and his Duchess, in spite
of the fact that she is as self-willed as the devil. How
goes the heart of the jester? Did you hear him, little
friend? The heart of the jester?”

Bergolet leaned over the sill, looked down into the
court below, and was thoughtful for a while.

“Time we sought our mistress’s company again,” he
said presently. “ She will walk in the garden to-night,
and if we talk of this wastrel — ah, little friend, we

Is the General hon-
No subtle scheme
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shall see her angry and perchance shall hardly escape a
whipping.”

He went quickly down the stairs, a laughing, shallow,
mercurial fool, and as he went he sang the stave of a
doggerel rhyme.

“Three came a-courting a maiden fair
All in the month of roses:
The first had fame for his deeds in war,
Learn’d was the second in scholar’s lore,
The third was a sinner and little more;
*Twas the sinner that love was waiting for,
So, hey for his time of roses.”

He was chanting the stave a second time as he crossed
a small courtyard on his way to the garden, when a
woman suddenly came from an angle of the wall and
stood in front of him. The bells jingled as he stopped
abruptly.

“You have a light heart, jester.”

“’Tis easier carried than a heavy one.”

“ Jester, would you have your fortune told? ”

“I know it.”

“Not as I could tell it,” she answered quickly.

Bergolet looked at her curiously. The shawl which
was wound round her head and shoulders was so held
as to hide her face, but her voice was young, her figure
neat and attractive. She was no ordinary gipsy.

“T’ll see if I possess a silver coin,” he said slowly.

“Or pluck me a bell from your cap, Master Fool.
Are they so precious because a woman gave you them? *

Bergolet caught her wrist.

‘“ Ah, that brings out the man in you, does it? ** she
laughed. “Let me be. Why should a fool quarrel
with a fortune-teller? There’s a heart in you which
may be touched even by a Duchess; and since you make
so brave a show it would seem certain you have touched
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hers. That’s the kind of success to win enemies, and
before now men have died violently in a Metzburg
street and no one been brought to account for it. Will
you hear your fortune? ”

“I am searching for the coin,” and he thrust his
hand into his pocket.

“ Keep your coin and your bells; we are two of a
trade and will not rob each other. And this is no place
to tell a fortune. You know the end of the market-
place, by the great door of St. Anne’s.”

“ An elderly Eve gave me an apple from a stall there
two days ago.”

“ And while you munched it did you note a house hard

by the church, a house that leans forward as if it were

tired of standing so long? A sign hangs from its

wall, a rearing horse swinging from a hook. On the
street level it is a saddler’s.”

“ And above, a witch’s sanctuary. I call the saddler,
ask for the witch and —”

“ Better say: ¢Is the lady waiting?’ It is likely
to frighten him less. To-night at ten. You must
come alone.”

“ And bring no coin?”

“Nor let your bells jangle,” she answered.

“T’ll leave folly at home and come as a man.”

“To-night then,” and she slipped by him, passed
through an archway and was gone.

Bergolet stood for a moment looking at the archway.

“Maybe she loves me, little friend, or maybe — ah,
that would be awkward. I must talk to kinsman Saxe
about it. A General and a fortune-teller in one day.
We’re making strange friends and may get employed
on queer business. Little friend, evidently there is a
place in the world for the fools — and for sinners.
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“The third was a sinner and little more;
"Twas the sinner that love was waiting for
So, Hey for his time of roses.”

And he went on towards the garden, singing.
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CHAPTER III

THE DUCHESS’S GARDEN

HIGH, enclosing walls shut in the Duchess’s

garden from the turmoil and noise of the

world. No one walked therein but by her
special leave and invitation, and he was indeed fortunate
who was allowed to present his petition to her there;
it had the greatest chance of being granted.

It was a garden of winding paths between hedges of
box and sweetbrier, fragrant with a thousand subtle
perfumes ; a garden of secluded lawns, close shorn and
primly bordered. Here a fountain dropped tinkling
music into its marble basin where gold and silver fish
flashed in the sunlight; there a rounded seat of stone,
deep-set in a corner of shade, invited to idleness and
the telling of secrets; and lest the sundial hard by
should mark time wasted with too envious precision,
a climbing plant of purple blossoms had so embraced
it as almost to obliterate all knowledge of the passing
hours.

There were some paths irregularly flagged, others
upon which moss had grown and across which creepers
had stretched long tendrils; paths which lent a formal
beauty to carefully tended flower beds; paths which led
through wild luxuriance, by long grass with daisies like
fallen stars nestling in it, and golden blossoms glowing
like flakes of molten fire fallen from a sunset; paths
which lost themselves in a grove of trees where birds
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nested undisturbed and sang their matins and their
evensong.

It was a garden for every mood; a morning paradise
when the dew scattered diamonds in the grass; at twi-
light a place of prayer filled with incense and sweet
odours. There was joy in it for those who would laugh
and make merry ; sadness, touched with a holy calm, if
one would wander slone with memories of the past and
the departed happiness of yesterday. It was a garden
changing from hour to hour and from day to day.
Clad in its green mist of spring it breathed of youth
renewed and resurrection ; in summer, blazing in a wan-
ton riot of colour, it laughed at care and the thought
of tears; sedate as a matron crowned was it when au-
tumn fashioned its robes of brown and scarlet; and in
winter, to veil its naked loveliness, soft grey clouds
were caught for fleecy raiment and sometimes the snow
lent it chaplets of pearls.

To-night it was a garden of dreams. A thin crescent
moon hung amongst the bright pendant stars, a per-
fume-ladened breeze murmured in the trees, the silence
was full of mystery and anticipation. Nymphs might
walk the alleys undisturbed, a goddess might pause for
a while beside a fountain, and on the edge of a flower
petal an elf might swing or hide some mischief under
a wide sheltering leaf. It was a night for confidences,
for love, for the whispering of passion and the half-
reluctant yielding of a maid.

A little while ago the silence had been broken by a
faint echo from a terrace without when the guard was
relieved, and from the direction of the lights glimmer-
ing through the foliage had come the sound of a lute
and the falling cadences of a song; since then only a
murmur in the trees and the tinkle of a fountain. The
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Duchess was at supper, Prince Karl, Von Kevenfelt,
and a Frenchman, the Marquis de Vannes, recently ar-
rived at the Court of Podina, being of the party. Be-
hind her chair stood Bergolet, wondering what fortune
ten of the clock would bring him. He had missed few
openings for a jest to-night, he had sung a lovesong
which had nearly touched his listeners to tears, but his
thoughts were constantly returning to the fortune-
teller.

“ Since we go hunting to-morrow we should seek bed
early to-night,” said the Duchess as she rose from the
table.

“I will find me a horse before I sleep,” said Bergolet.

“ A horse, dear fool! Has your mule died since you
rode with me yesterday?

“I am fool enough not to like a mule, mistress;
besides, the churchmen, I hear, think me presumptuous.
They are wont to honour the mule. Bid me ride a
horse to-morrow, and you shall see how fine a fellow a
fool may look upon occasion.”

“You might fall and spoil this pretty livery of
mine,” said the Duchess.  Besides, I do not take you
hunting with me to-morrow. You shall ride your mule
to the gates with us and then have leisure to improve
your wit against my return.”

“You want it, Master Jester,” said Prince Karl.
“It has not been easy to laugh at you to-night. And,
Cousin, you might mark the difference between fool and
churchman by ordering your fool to ride with his face
towards the mule’s tail in future. It used to be the
custom.”

“ Once upon a time there was —"

“No, Bergolet, we are not in the mood for a story,”
said the Duchess, moving towards the garden.
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“It is a pity, mistress, for my tale has nothing to
do with either end of a mule, but tells of a prince who
was almost as witty as your cousin here.”

The Duchess passed into the garden, followed by her
ladies, and Kevenfelt would have walked beside her, but
she called to Karl.

“ Forgive me, General, but you would only seize the
opportunity to weary me with affairs of State; it is
not a night for such matters,” and she spread out her
arms for a moment in ecstasy. * There’s many a maid
in Metzburg thinks of love at this hour, I warrant.
Come, Karl, you at least will not weary me with busi-
ness.”

“Nor in any way I trust, Cousin,” he answered as he
walked beside her.

“Unless it be with his love,” whispered Bergolet in
Kevenfelt’s ear.

The suggestion increased the frown upon the Gen-
eral’s face. The Duchess’s behaviour was ominous.

“ Remember the feast of St. Winifried,” he said in
a low tone to the jester, then turning to find the Mar-
quis beside him, he walked away with him.,

Perhaps the Duchess was conscious of the encour-
agement she was giving to the man beside her. She
had grown cxceedingly weary of Kevenfelt’s talk con-
cerning her marriage, but she had realized that mar-
riage was a necessity. She had almost promised her
minister that she would make a special occasion of the
approaching festival of St. Winifried; it would please
the people, and the humour of inviting to her Court the
princes who aspired to reign with her in Podina ap-
pealed to her; but she was not inclined to leave her
choice until then. The coming visit of the Elector
of Brandenburg puzzled her. That he should trouble
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to visit her at such a time must mean that he had some
great scheme in his mind, not to be laid aside even
when a campaign against the victorious Turenne was
before him, and jealous rivals might in his absence seek
to cross the frontiers of his beloved Brandenburg.
Now that the Elector was hurrying to the support of
the Imperial forces it seemed impossible that the French
could hold their position. If they were driven back
the Elector would quickly demand some return for
his services from the Emperor, and he was certain to
think of the future of Podina when he made these de-
mands. Much might depend upon the Duchess’s choice,
and marriage with the man beside her could danger-
ously offend no one.

She led the way across a trim lawn to a marble seat
in a corner by a fountain. It was a favourite place of
hers, and Karl knew that her seclusion here was seldom
disturbed. She glanced at her cousin as she motioned
him to sit beside her, wondering how it was he had the
reputation of being a gallant gentleman, and so great a
favourite with women. Certainly he was handsomer
than most men, but he seemed to lack many things
which the Duchess looked for in a man,

“You spoke truly,” he said slowly; “it is a night
when any maid in Metzburg might dream of love, and
not the maids only.”

“1In such dreams, Karl, there must needs be a man,”
she laughed.

“I could tell you of such a man, Cousin.”

“Would the story interest me, do you think? ” she
asked.

“On such a night as this it might.”
“I will listen to it,” she said, her head resting against
Very beautiful she
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looked in the pale light, a little mysterious too, as de-

sirable as any woman had ever seemed to him. For a
little while he was silent, remembering perchance other
fair women who had stirred him, remembering many
things. He was a schemer, less a tool than Kevenfelt
thought him perhaps, and he was fully conscious of
what this marriage would mean to him; but to-night his
soul was in his eyes as he looked at her, the best that
was in him came to the surface.

“I think you know the tale already,” he said, his
voice soft, his attitude humble.

“Tell me, Karl; I am in the mood to listen. If the
mood comes from without, because of the beauty of the
night rather than from any longing within me, still it
is there,”

“Sandra, I might find words to woo a woman, but
it is difficult when that woman is a Duchess — when
she is you. Before a woman, even had she all your
beauty, love would make me bold, masterful even, would
give me burning words; before you I am almost dumb.
Once, not long ago, I dared to say I loved you, and you
laughed at me. I wonder if you realized how you
laughed. It silenced me, it cut deep into my very soul as
a whip lash may tear into flesh, but it did not kill that
love. Again I dare to say, I love you. It is the con-
fession of a man to a maid. I love you; do with me
as you will.”

She did not answer, but underneath drooping lashes
she looked at him. There was no harmonizing note in
her, no thrill in her being at the offered homage, but
she was conscious that he was at his best. She was
trying to value the man at his true worth, dispassion-
ately appraising him. Could she marry him and endure
what marriage entailed? The woman in her rose in
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revolt, only love could make marriage possible; the
Duchess remained silent.

“ All my days shall prove my love worthy, Sandra,”
he went on after a pause. * You will turn a loyal sub-
ject into a loyal husband and my whole life shall be
spent in meriting the honour.”

Still she did not speak. Her thoughts had flown
to those maids in Metzburg who dreamed of love to-
night. How might she dream if she were only a woman?
A little ripple of laughter sounded through the garden,
one of her ladies laughing at the jester.
merry yonder, while she —

“I hate to urge any other reason but love why you

should marry me, Sandra,” Karl said earnestly, * but
there are many reasons.

They were

A score of lovers, worthy
men amongst them no doubt, are ready to kneel at your

feet, but any one of them would bring you difficulties.
You know this as well, perhaps better than I do. With
me there is no such danger. I am not hated in Podina ;
our marriage would be quite a natural thing, and I be-
lieve most of your subjects would rejoice at it.
makes me hate such an argument, but —”

“ Karl.”

He leaned a little towards her, eager and ready to
take whatever privilege she gave.

“1 would be honest, Karl, and be as gentle as I can.
It is the argument you hate to use which moves me
most. I must marry; but for that duty to my people,
to my race, I would remain as I am until — until love
came to me. To a woman in my position it does not

come easily, and when it does come marriage is often
out of the question.”

Love

“Yours is rather a dangerous philosophy, Cousin.”
“Not to a woman of my temperament,” she said
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proudly. “1I can sympathize with the woman who is
tempted by love, even though I hold womanhood too
precious a thing to yield to such temptation myself.”

“To the strong comes strong temptation,” he re-
turned.

“I could hardly expect you to understand my atti-
tude,” she said, looking at him gravely. *““You have
little perception — oh, you need not be angry, you
share the lack with most men whose judgment of women
is usually a parody. But at least you can understand
that it would not be easy for love to come to me.”

“Why not? ”

“Can you name a man who might succeed in setting
my heart aflame? ”

“I had hoped —”

“You!” And she laid her hand gently on his arm
to take the sting out of her laugh. * Forgive me, Karl,
but you offer me reality for my dream, and they are
so far asunder. It is not your fault. You are as other
men, neither better nor worse, and the man of my dreams
is a hero, a fighter, a doer of deeds which others dare
not even attempt. His face I do not see, whether it is
good to look upon or not I cannot tell, nor does it
matter. It is the personality which counts. He is
gentle, yet masterful; there is romance in him, yet he
is no visionary ; he is a man of the sword, yet tender as
any woman.”

“You dream of an angel, Cousin.”

“Am I an angel that I should wish to mate with
one? I said I would be honest, and I want to show
you why your love cannot move me even on such a night
as this.”

“There must be opportunity if a man would be a
hero,” said Karl.
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“The hero makes the opportunity,” she answered.
“Would St. George have met the dragon, think you,
had he not been riding out upon adventure? ”

“ Cousin, I believe I might achieve much for your
sake.”

“ Were you my husband it would be strange indeed
if there should be no improvement. I would see to that,
Karl.”

An angry flush came into his face, but he controlled
himself.

“I seem only to offend when I am most anxious to
please.”

“I am not offended.”

“ And I would have you remember, Cousin, that I
wished to join the Imperial forces against Turenne, but
by your wish remained in Metzburg to protect your

State, to be Captain of your Guard, and of the City.”

“] know that, Karl.”

“You may have robbed me of an opportunity of be-
coming a hero, Cousin; is it fair to despise me? ”

“I am trying to be gentle.”

“Is it strange that I should believe you had need of
me near *Hu? > he went on; “ thot in some measure at
least I was necessary to you? As a lover, was it not
natural that your attitude should bring me hope, should
lend me wings? To-night I should not have spoken
had I not thought you invited my confidence.”

“You are partly in the right, Karl. I would talk
of marriage, though I cannot speak of love. Have
you ever considered what it would mean to marry me? ”

“The fulfilment of my desire.”

“ Nonsense, Karl.”

“1 swear that you —”

“Spare me,” she said; “I do not want to be told
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how desirable I am, nor to listen to praise of my beauty.
I am not in love, Karl; I am only speaking of marriage,
of your position if you marry me. To-day you are
your own master, a man of some importance, free to
come or go, free to choose a wife amongst the many
women who doubtless are willing to give you love ; marry
me and you become the Duchess’s husband, nothing
more. You would be subject to my will since I am and
shall remain ruler in Podina ; you would be a slave to
my caprices, not to the whims of a wife with whom you
could quarrel as other husbands do, but to those of a
Duchess whom you must obey. It is not an enviable
position for a man.”

“If there be any sacrifice I am willing to make
it.”

“That is brave of you since you know my temper so
well. Truly, you sacrifice something. On my side
there must be sacrifice, too, Karl, and I confess to cow-
ardice.”

“If I am so distasteful to you —"

“ Sit down, Karl,” she said quietly, as he rose angrily
to his feet. “Sit down. I have not said that I will
not marry you, but I cannot say yea or nay in such a
hurry. For reasons of State I am inclined to marry
you, possibly time may make the marriage seem less
irksome than I imagine, but I will make no hasty deci-
sion.”

“You have had much time to think of it already.
Is it possible that I am too nervous a lover?

He bent eagerly towards her; it wanted but a look
in her eyes to make him masterful.

“T am sure it is not that,” she said.

“Would you still be advised by Kevenfelt? You
must know he hates me.”
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“I have often wondered why,” she said. * The
General has wearied me with his advice already.”

“Perhaps you would talk of me to the Elector of
Brandenburg when he comes? ”

In a moment anger flamed in her face, but her answer
came coldly and deliberately.

“Noj; it is myself I must question, whether I can do
this thing, whether even for the sake of Podina I can
consent to marry you.”

Bitterness, contempt, anger, were in her tone. He
writhed under the lash, and rose to leave her.

“If you will, you may go and forget all you have
said to-night,” and she made no movement to restrain
him.

He was tempted to do so, but he had much to lose.
He remembered that many women had smiled upon him,
and after all Sandra was a woman, As her husband he
might win her love, and if not, he would see to it that
her husband was no slave to obey and be handled as she
chose. Power seemed within his grasp, he could not
afford to let slip the opportunity.

“I have said I love you,” he said after a pause.
“That you will speak only of marriage does not affect
my love.”

“Oh, you have something to gain,” she returned
lightly, and it almost seemed she had read the thoughts
rapidly passing through his mind. “ Some power my
husband must possess in Podina, more power than my
cousin has. Indeed, I think it is worth your while
waiting for my decision.”

Just then laughter came again from an alley beyond
the hedge, a woman’s laughter, and there was a little
crash of silver bells.

“They are happier than we are, Karl.”
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“1 do not pretend to love your jester, Cousin.”
“The fact does not appear to distress him.”
“You honour him too much,” said Karl.
“He has often given me excellent advice when my

ministers have feared to venture an opinion.”

“ Cousin, he puzzles me, this jester of yours., His
impudence is often more apparent than his humour, and
it is whispered in Metzburg that he is a spy.”

“ Who whispers it? ”

“ Gossip in the market-place, and it is discussed in
tavern and workshop. Can you wonder? His coming
was strange; he has no name, and owns to no country.
Could any man be better fitted for a spy?”

“I find him an excellent fool,” said the Duchess.

“ And give him every opportunity to learn your se-
crets. I wonder if you realize how great a license you
give him. If he is a spy I shall know it presently. He
would be surprised to learn how close a watch I keep
on him,”

“You watch him? You dare to —"

“ Duchess, am I not Captain of your Guard, respon-
sible for your safety and the security of the city?”

She was angry, but she could not deny his wisdom to
take precaution.

“For whom should he be a spy? * she asked.

“ Perhaps for Brandenburg, perhaps for Louis of
France. They are both capable of using duplicity as
well as arms, and while one covets your fair State, the
other may speedily have need of your friendship.
Turenne has yet to be driven back, and your friendship
might give him a high road through Podina to further
conquest. It is not only German Princes who are ready
to wed you, and King Louis has not forgotten to scheme,
I warrant.”
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“ Quite true, Karl. The Marquis de Vannes is in
Metzburg to tell me of a cousin of King Louis who is
most desirous to marry me. I have heard of this same
cousin, and would not willingly have my bitterest enemy
wedded to him.”

“It is something to know that De Vannes is only the
messenger. I thought he bore himself as if he were an
aspirant for your hand.”

“I have heard of him, too,” laughed the Duchess,
“and doubt if he could name his grandfather with any
degree of certainty, But I talk gossip, and gossip
is the business of the market-place and taverns; you
will have enough to do if you go there listening for
danger. I wonder what they say in the taverns con-
cerning a certain Prince Karl; and do they not give me
greater beauty and a more devilish temper than I really
possess? They talk of my marriage there, no doubt.

I wonder what the jester will have to say to it.”
“ Something insolent, for which you should punish
him.”

“We will see”™; and then she called: * Bergolet!
Bergolet ! ™

“You would ask his advice?”

“Why not? I assure you he has often given me
good counsel.”

“This is too outrageous!” Karl exclaimed, spring-
ing to his feet. “ Your laughter is bad enough, but
I do not stay to be ridiculed by a Merry Andrew.”

“ Are you afraid of the wit you despise? ”

“1 shall not stay.”

“It is my wish that you stay. I do not command,
but if you go it is very certain you shall never have the
honour of being my husband, and T may doubt your
loyalty sufficiently to find another keeper of the city.”
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Again he remembered how much he had to lose by
disobeying her, and he had reseated himself beside the
Duchess when the jester came across the lawn towards
them. He came soberly, still thinking of the fortune-
teller and ten of the clock.

“You called, Mistress.”

 Bergolet, my ministers say it is expedient that I
should marry: whom would you advise me to take for
a husband? ”

“Why, that is an easy riddle,” he laughed, leaning
against the basin of the fountain. “ Marry the best
man you can find.”

“1It is not so easy, fool. I might find the man, but
for reasons of State dare not marry him.”

“He must be a man of no importance,” said the
Jester reflectively, “ and he is hard to find, especially if
you be guided by his own opinion. Well, mistress, you
pay me for my services, and even as a husband I might
still amuse you.”

“I had not thought of that,” laughed the Duchess.

“It is true I have never been a husband,” said the
Jester, “ but to-night — to-night it seems to me I might
do worse.”

“Is that insolence, Karl? ”

“Indeed I think so.”

“It is refreshing to hear the truth. Possibly you
might do worse, Bergolet — I believe less attractive
women than I am do exist — but for reasons of State
the Duchess may not wed her fool. Find me some other
husband. If rumour be true, there are a score of
candidates anxiously waiting.”

“So I am too dangerous. Why not marry Prince
Karl then?”

*Is that your advice?”
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“1 can think of no man less dangerous.”

“It seems to me you owe Bergolet some thanks,
Karl.”

“] will earn your thanks, Prince. I will urge you
upon Her Grace until I weary her.”

“You are not in my service, Master Fool, which is
fortunate for you,” Karl answered, scowling.

“I have already promised to think of such a mar-
riage,” said the Duchess.

“ And yet he wears a glum countenance!” the jester
exclaimed. “ Give me such a promise, mistress, and
happiness would make me beautiful. Is it too late?
Offer me the post of husband, and most willingly shall
the Prince have my cap and bells.”

“ Must a man be either a husband or a fool, then,
Bergolet? ”

“ Surely, when so beautiful a woman offers to marry
him.”

“ Sometimes you are more courtier than fool,” she
said with a little sigh as she stood up. * Come, Karl,
it grows a little chilly I think, and those maids in Metz-
burg who thought of love are probably going to sleep
now. Besides, we start early to-morrow. Remember,
Bergolet, you ride your mule with us to the gate. For-
give my whims, Karl; you are likely to spend your life
putting up with them. No, it is not a promise, but —”

“1 long to do you some service which shall prove how
much I love you,” said the Prince, and before she was
aware of his purpose, he had bent and kissed her hand.

The jester stood by the fountain until they had gone,
then by another path he hurried through the garden
towards his lodging high in the tower. Only one pur-
pose was clear in his mind; he must have his fortune
told to-night. Much might depend upon it.




CHAPTER 1V

THE FORTUNE-TELLER

ITH an ample cloak about him, his bauble

‘; \/ and cap of bells discarded, Bergolet hurried

from the castlee. He was a privileged per-
son and passed the sentries easily. A glance at his
green and scarlet dress was passport enough. Once
in the streets, however, he drew the cloak closer
to conceal his dress. He had made enemies in Metz-
burg; and had not the fortune-teller warned him that
men sometimes died a violent death in the streets and
no one was called to account.

The market-place was in shadows. Here and there
a dim light shone from an upper window, but no one
was abroad, unless they were hiding in an angle of a
wall. The irregular houses cut a fantastic outline
against the night sky, the crocketed spire of St.
Anne’s was like a warning finger. From the depths of
a narrow wynd, which looked mysterious and full of
danger, came the faint echo of singing, men drinking
in some tavern or wine cellar; otherwise the market
square, the centre of the town’s bustle in the daytime,
was silent and lifeless, its cobbled pavements empty, its
booths packed up until to-morrow.

By St. Anne’s was the saddler’s shop, an elaborate
sign of a rearing horse swinging over the doorway.
No glimmer of light came from any window, and the
door was shut. Never did visitor seem less expected or
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welcome. Bergolet looked about him sharply, trying
to pierce the shadows. Was this a trick, some trap
set for him? Perchance his knock upon the door
would be the signal for attack, and he glanced back
over the market-place to see what line of retreat would
be the best. He had not been long enough in Metz-
burg to know every turn of the streets, nor what cor-
ners might be used with advantage.

He knocked gently at the doof¢ and stood back a
little, but there came no rush of attack from within,
nor hurrying feet over the cobbles behind him. He
was about to knock again when the door opened slowly,
and just sufficiently to show the figure of an old man.
It was darker within the house than without.

“Is the lady waiting? ” Bergolet whispered, remem-
bering his instructions.

The man made no reply as he drew back to let him
enter. Then he closed the door and quickly shot a bolt
home. From a corner, where it had been set to hide its
light until he was sure of his visitor, he took a lantern
and held it above his head. They were in the saddler’s
shop, which the flickering lantern peopled with dis-
torted shapes as the man led the way through it. At
the end he opened a door into a passage which smelt
damp, as if it were little used; and in this passage he
opened what looked like a cupboard door, but which
disclosed a flight of stairs going upwards.

“There is a passage at the top, and a room at the
end of it,” said the man, holding up the lantern to light
the way and standing aside to let Bergolet pase

Was it a trap? Bergolet regretted there had been
no opportunity to let Saxe know where he was going
to-night. As soon as he was upon the stairs his guide
lowered the lantern, closed the door, and left him to feel
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his way up in the dark. In the passage at the top
there was a feeble light coming from a window which
looked into a narrow lane. Bergolet paused by the
window which was so shut in by the blank walls oppo-
site that even in daytime the passage could not be very
bright. He was turning away when he heard running
feet in the lane without. They came, passed quickly,
then gradually died away, Whether they went in the
direction of the market-place or away from it he could
not determine; indeed, he was not quite sure in which
direction the market-place lay. He was in the mood
for speculation, but there was nothing very strange in
a man’s running. A thief, perhaps, well away before
his theft was discovered since there came no sound of
pursuit ; or perchance some rapscallion hastening home
after a too long tarrying at the tavern.

He left the window and continued his way along the
passage. Now he saw at the end of it a dim, upright
line of light, a door unlatched. Outside of it he paused
to listen, but no sound reached him.

“There’s a love of mystery about this woman, what-
ever else there may be. For good or ill, here’s to learn
my fortune,” and he pushed open the door and went in.

It was not a large room but its emptiness gave it
space. 'The panelling was dark and heavy, the ceiling
had grown black with age, it was evidently a room that
was seldom used. In one corner of it two candles were
burning upon a small oval table, and the worn leather
screen which stood behind the table had the effect of
giving seclusion to this corner. By the table was a
stool, and in a carved but dilapidated chair, which in its
heyday might have served for the throne of a bishop,
sat the fortune-teller. The cloak which she had worn
that afternoon now lay on the floor beside her, but she
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had wrapped her head and shoulders in a dark veil
which effectually concealed her face. She was lean-
ing forward apparently intent upon the crystal which
was on the table before her.

“You may turn the key in the door,” she said, with-
out looking up.

Bergolet had entered so quietly that he had won-
dered whether she was aware of his presence. He
looked slowly round the room, then locked the door.

“ You can come and sit down,” she said, without al-
tering her position; “and bring the key with you. It
may be safer.”

Bergolet crossed the room, glancing at the windows
which were shut. He put the key upon the table, but
before sitting down he looked behind the screen.

“You seem afraid of me.”

“I have known strange fortunes hidden behind a
screen,” he answered.

“ Your fortune lies here in the crystal.”

“It may be that I am a fool to come seeking it, but
so long as I hide myself in this cloak you may take me
for just a man. I have left my cap and bauble at
home.”

“It is a man’s fortune I see in the crystal,” she said
in a monotonous tone, as if she were half dreaming.
“The mist clears. I see a city, and a man passing
through the streets. To all appearance he is a man
of affairs, some definite purpose in his mind, but from
an open doorway a woman beckons him and his pur-
pose is gone. Now I see a stretch of country, some
fair is going forward at a village, and the man, the
same man upon his journey, pauses to look on. Again
a woman, this time a wench of the country, smiles upon
him, and he goes no further that day.”
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She was silent, still gazing into the crystal.

“1It is difficult to judge whether he is a mere man or
a fool,” said the Bergolet gravely.

*The mist came again but it clears, and I see many
people gathered in a g