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The Jester's Sword

BECAUSE HE WAS BORN IN MARS' MONTH, WHICH IS RULED BY THAT RED
WAR-GOD, THEY GAVE HIM THE NAME OF A RED STAR—ALDEBARAN; THE RED
STAR THAT IS THE EYE OF TAURUS. AND BECAUSE HE WAS BORN IN MARS'
MONTH, THE BLOODSTONE BECAME HIS SIGNET, SURE TOKEN THAT UNDAUNTED
courage would be the jewel of his soul.

NOW ALL HIS BROTHERS WERE AS STALWART AND AS STRAIGHT OF LIMB AS HE,
AND EACH ONE'S HOROSCOPE HELD SIGNS FORETELLING VALOROUS DEEDS. BUT
ALDEBARAN'S SO FAR OUT-BLAZED THEM ALL, WITH COMET'S TRAIL AND PLANETS
IN MOST FAVOURABLE CONJUNCTION, THAT FROM HIS FIRST YEAR IT WAS KNOWN
THE SWORD OF CONQUEST  SHOULD BE HIS. THIS SWORD HAD PASSED FROM
SIRE TO SON ALL DOWN A LINE OF KINGS. NOT TO THE OLDEST ONE ALWAYS, AS
DID THE THRONE, THOUGH NOW AND THEN THE LOT FELL SO, BUT TO THE ONE TO
whom the signs all pointed as being worthiest to wield it.

SO FROM THE CRADLE IT WAS DESTINED FOR ALDEBARAN, AND FROM THE
CRADLE IT WAS HIS GREATEST TEACHER. HIS OLD  NURSE FED HIM WITH SUCH
TALES OF IT, THAT EVEN IN HIS PLAY THE THOUGHT OF SUCH AN HERITAGE URGED
HIM TO GREATER VENTURES THAN HIS MATES DARED TAKE. MANY A NIGHT HE
KNELT BESIDE HIS CASEMENT, GAZING THROUGH THE DARKNESS AT THE RED
EYE OF TAURUS, WHISPERING TO HIMSELF THE WORDS THE OLD ASTROLOGERS
HAD WRITTEN, " As Aldebaran the star shines in the heavens,
Aldebaran the man shall shine among his fellows."

DAY AFTER DAY THE GREAT AMBITION GREW WITHIN HIM, BONE OF HIS BONE
AND STRENGTH OF HIS SINEW, UNTIL IT WAS AS MUCH A PART OF HIM AS THE
STRONG HEART BEATING IN HIS BREAST. BUT ONLY TO ONE DID HE GIVE VOICE TO
IT, TO THE MAIDEN VESTA, WHO HAD ALWAYS SHARED HIS PLAY. NOW  IT
CHANCED THAT SHE, TOO, BORE THE NAME OF A STAR, AND WHEN HE TOLD HER



WHAT THE ASTROLOGERS HAD WRITTEN, SHE REPEATED THE WORDS OF HER OWN
destiny:

"As Vesta the star keeps watch in the heavens above the hearths
of mortals, so Vesta the maiden shall keep eternal vigil beside the
heart of him who of all men is the bravest."

WHEN ALDEBARAN HEARD THAT HE SWORE BY THE BLOODSTONE ON HIS
FINGER THAT WHEN THE TIME WAS RIPE FOR HIM TO WIELD THE SWORD HE WOULD
SHOW THE WORLD A FAR GREATER COURAGE THAN IT HAD EVER KNOWN BEFORE.
AND VESTA SMILING, PROMISED BY THAT SAME TOKEN TO KEEP VIGIL BY ONE
fire only, the fire that she had kindled in his heart.

ONE BY ONE HIS ELDER  BROTHERS GREW UP AND WENT OUT INTO THE WORLD
TO WIN THEIR FORTUNES, AND LIKE A RESTLESS STEED THAT FRETS AGAINST THE
rein, impatient to be off, he chafed against delay and longed to follow.
FOR NOW THE AMBITION THAT HAD GROWN WITH HIS GROWTH HAD COME TO BE
MORE THAN BONE OF HIS BONE AND STRENGTH OF HIS SINEW. IT WAS AN ALL-
CONSUMING DESIRE  WHICH COURSED THROUGH HIM EVEN AS HIS HEART'S
BLOOD; FOR WITH THE YEARS HAD COME AN ADDED REASON FOR THE KEEPING
OF HIS YOUTHFUL VOW. ONLY IN THAT WAY COULD VESTA'S DESTINY BE LINKED
with his.

WHEN THE GREAT DAY CAME AT LAST FOR THE SWORD TO BE PUT INTO HIS
HANDS, WITH A BLARE OF TRUMPETS THE CASTLE GATES FLEW OPEN, AND A LONG
PROCESSION OF NOBLES FILED THROUGH. TO THE SOUND OF CHEERS AND
RINGING OF BELLS, ALDEBARAN FARED FORTH ON HIS QUEST. THE OLD KING, HIS
FATHER, STEPPED DOWN IN THE MORNING SUN, AND WITH BARED HEAD
ALDEBARAN KNELT TO RECEIVE HIS BLESSING. WITH HIS HAND ON THE SWORD
HE SWORE THAT HE WOULD NOT COME HOME AGAIN, UNTIL HE HAD MADE A
BRAVER CONQUEST  THAN HAD EVER BEEN MADE WITH IT BEFORE, AND BY THE
BLOODSTONE ON HIS FINGER THE OLD KING KNEW THAT ALDEBARAN WOULD FAIL
not in the keeping of that oath.

WITH THE GODSPEED OF THE VILLAGERS RINGING IN HIS EARS, HE RODE



AWAY. ONLY ONCE HE PAUSED TO LOOK BACK, WHEN A WHITE HAND FLUTTERED
AT A CASEMENT, AND VESTA'S SORROWFUL FACE SHONE DOWN  ON HIM LIKE A
STAR. THEN SHE, TOO, SAW THE BLOODSTONE ON HIS FINGER AS HE WAVED HER
A FAREWELL, AND SHE, TOO, KNEW BY THAT TOKEN HE WOULD FAIL NOT IN THE
keeping of his oath.

'TWAS PASSING WONDERFUL HOW SOON ALDEBARAN BEGAN TO TASTE THE
SWEETS OF GREAT ACHIEVEMENT. HIS NAME WAS ON THE TONGUE OF EVERY
TROUBADOUR, HIS DEEDS IN EVERY  MINSTREL'S SONG. AND THOUGH HE
TRAVELLED FAR TO ALIEN LANDS, SCARCE KNOWN BY HEARSAY EVEN TO THE FOLK
AT HOME, HIS FAME WAS CARRIED BACK, FAR OVER SEAS AGAIN, AND IN HIS
FATHER'S COURT HIS NAME WAS SPOKEN DAILY IN PROUD TONES, AS THEY
recounted all his honours.

YOUNG, STRONG, WITH THE IMPETUOUS BLOOD BEGOTTEN OF SUCCESS
tingling through all HIS VEINS, HE HAD NO THOUGHT THAT DIRE MISHAP COULD
SEIZE ON him; THAT PAIN OR MALADY OR MORTAL WEAKNESS COULD PIERCE
his ARMOUR, WHICH YOUTH AND HEALTH HAD GIRT ABOUT HIM. FROM PLACE TO
PLACE HE WENT, WHEREVER THERE WAS NEED OF SOME BRAVE CHAMPION TO
ESPOUSE A WEAK ONES CAUSE. IT MATTERED NOT WHO WAS ARRAYED
AGAINST HIM, WHETHER A TYRANT KING, A  DRAGON BREATHING FIRE, OR SOME
HIDEOUS SCALY MONSTER THAT PREYED UPON THE VILLAGES. HIS SWORD OF
CONQUEST WAS UNSHEATHED FOR EACH; AND AS HIS COURAGE GREW WITH
EVERY ADDED VICTORY, HE THIRSTED FOR SOME GREATER FOE TO VANQUISH,
remembering his youthful vow.

AND AS HE JOURNEYED ON HE PICTURED OFTEN TO HIMSELF THE DAY OF HIS
RETURNING, THE DAY  ON WHICH HIS VOW SHOULD FIND FULFILMENT. HOW WIDE
THE GATES WOULD BE THROWN OPEN FOR HIS WELCOME! HOW LOUD WOULD
SWELL THE CHEERS OF THOSE WHO THRONGED TO DO HIM HONOUR! HIS DREAMS
WERE ALWAYS OF THAT TRIUMPHAL ENTRANCE, AND OF VESTA'S APPROVING
SMILE. NEVER ONCE THE SHADOW OF A THOUGHT STOLE THROUGH HIS MIND THAT
IT MIGHT BE FAR OTHERWISE.  WAS NOT HE BORN FOR CONQUEST? DID NOT THE
very stars foretell success?



ONE NIGHT, BELATED IN A MOUNTAIN PASS, HE SOUGHT THE SHELTER OF A
SHELVING ROCK, AND WITH HIS MANTLE WRAPPED ABOUT HIM LAY DOWN TO
SLEEP. UPON THE MORROW HE WOULD SALLY FORTH AND BEARD THE PROVINCE
TERROR IN HIS STRONGHOLD; WOULD CHALLENGE HIM TO COMBAT, AND AFTER
LONG AND  GLORIOUS BATTLE WOULD RID THE COUNTRY OF ITS DREADED FOE.
Already tasting victory, he fell asleep, a smile upon his lips.

BUT IN THE NIGHT A STORM SWEPT DOWN THE MOUNTAIN PASS WITH
SUDDEN FURY, UPROOTING TREES A CENTURY OLD, AND RENDING MIGHTY ROCKS
WITH SWORD THRUSTS OF ITS LIGHTNING. AND WHEN IT PASSED ALDEBARAN LAY
prone UPON THE EARTH BORNE DOWN BY ROCKS AND FALLEN TREES. LAY AS IF
DEAD UNTIL TWO PASSING GOAT-HERDS FOUND HIM AND BORE HIM DOWN IN
pity to their hut.

LONG WEEKS WENT BY BEFORE THE FEVER CRAZE AND PAINS BEGAN TO
LEAVE HIM, AND WHEN AT LAST HE CRAWLED OUT IN THE SUN, HE FOUND
HIMSELF A POOR MISSHAPEN THING, ALL MAIMED AND MARRED, WITH TWISTED
BACK AND FACE ALL DRAWN AWRY AND FOOT THAT DRAGGED. ONE HAND HUNG
NERVELESS BY HIS SIDE. NEVER MORE WOULD IT BE STRONG ENOUGH TO USE
the Sword. He could not even draw it from its scabbard.

AS IN A DAZE HE LOOKED UPON HIMSELF, THINKING SOME HIDEOUS
NIGHTMARE HAD HIM IN ITS HOLD. "THAT IS NOT I!" HE CRIED, IN HORROR AT THE
THOUGHT. THEN AS THE TRUTH  BEGAN TO PIERCE HIS SOUL, HE SAT WITH
STARTING EYES AND LIPS THAT GIBBERED IN COLD FEAR, THE WHILE THEY STILL
persisted in their fierce denial. "This is not I!"

AGAIN HE SAID IT AND AGAIN AS IF HIS FRENZIED WORDS COULD WORK A
MIRACLE AND MAKE HIM AS HE WAS BEFORE. THEN WHEN THE SICKENING
SENSE OF HIS CALAMITY SWEPT OVER HIM LIKE A FLOOD IN ALL ITS FULNESS, HE
CAST HIMSELF UPON THE EARTH AND PRAYED TO DIE. DESPAIR HAD SEIZED
HIM. BUT DEATH COMES NOT AT SUCH A CALL; KIND DEATH, WHO WAITS THAT
ONE MAY HAVE A CHANCE TO RISE AGAIN AND GRAPPLE WITH THE FOE THAT
downed him, and conquering, wipe the stigma coward from his soul.



SO WITH ALDEBARAN. AT FIRST IT SEEMED THAT HE COULD NOT ENDURE TO
FACE THE ROUND  OF USELESS DAYS NOW STRETCHING OUT BEFORE HIM. AN
EAGLE, BROKEN WINGED AND DROOPING IN A CAGE, HE SAT WITHIN THE GOAT-
HERD'S HUT AND GLOOMED UPON HIS LOT, AND CURSED THE VITAL FORCE WITHIN
that would not let him die.

TO FALL ASLEEP WITH ALL THE WORLD WITHIN ONE'S GRASP AND WAKEN
EMPTY-HANDED—THAT IS SMALL BANE TO ONE WHO MAY SPRING UP AGAIN,
AND BY SHEER  MIGHT WREST ALL HIS TREASURES BACK FROM FORTUNE. BUT TO
WAKE HELPLESS AS WELL AS EMPTY-HANDED, THE STRENGTH FOR EVER GONE
FROM ARMS THAT WERE INVINCIBLE; TO CRAWL, A POOR CRUSHED WORM, THE
MARK FOR ALL MEN'S PITY, WHERE ONE HAD THOUGHT TO WIN THE MEED OF ALL
MEN'S PRAISE, AH, THEN TO LIVE IS AGONY! EACH BREATH BECOMES A
venomed adder's sting.

MOST OF ALL ALDEBARAN THOUGHT OF VESTA. THE STROKE THAT MARRED HIS
COMELINESS AND TOOK HIS STRENGTH HAD ROBBED HIM OF ALL POWER TO WIN
HIS HAPPINESS. IT WAS WRITTEN "BY THE HEARTH OF HIM WHO IS THE BRAVEST
SHE SHALL KEEP ETERNAL VIGIL." AS YET HE HAD NOT RISEN ABOVE THE LEVEL
OF HIS FORBEARS' BRAVERY, ONLY UP TO IT. NOW 'TWAS IMPOSSIBLE TO SHOW
THE WORLD A GREATER COURAGE, SHORN AS HE WAS OF STRENGTH. AND EVEN
HAD HER HOROSCOPE WILLED OTHERWISE, AND SHE SHOULD COME TO HIM ALL
FILLED WITH MAIDEN PITY TO SHARE HIS RUINED HEARTH, HE COULD NOT SAY HER
YEA. HIS MAN'S PRIDE ROSE UP IN HIM, REBELLIOUS AT THE THOUGHT OF PITY
FROM ONE IN WHOSE SIGHT HE FAIN WOULD BE ALL THAT IS STRONG AND
COMELY. LOOKING DOWN UPON  HIS TWISTED LIMBS, THE PAIN THAT RACKED
HIM WAS GREATER TORTURE THAN MERE FLESH CAN FEEL. ALTHOUGH 'TWAS
CASTING HEAVEN FROM HIM, HE DREW HIS MANTLE CLOSER, HIDING HIS
DISFIGURED FORM, AND PRAYED WITH GROANS AND WRITHINGS THAT SHE MIGHT
never look on him again. So days went by.

There came a time when, even through his all-absorbing thought of
self, there pierced THE CONSCIOUSNESS THAT HE NO LONGER COULD IMPOSE
UPON THE GOAT-HERDS' BOUNTY. FOOD WAS SCARCE WITHIN THE HUT, AND



EVEN THOUGH HE GROANED TO DIE, THE DAWNS BROUGHT HUNGER. SO AT THE
CLOSE OF DAY HE DRAGGED HIM DOWN THE MOUNTAINSIDE, THINKING THAT
UNDER COVER OF THE DUSK HE WOULD STEAL INTO THE VILLAGE AND SEEK A
chance to earn his bread.

BUT AS HE NEARED THE LITTLE TOWN AND THE SOUND OF EVENING BELLS
BROKE ON HIS EAR, AND LIGHTED WINDOWS MARKED THE HOMES WHERE
WELCOME WAITED OTHER MEN, HE WINCED AS FROM A BLOW. THIS WAS THE
VILLAGE HE HAD THOUGHT TO ENTER IN THE MIDST OF LOUD ACCLAIMS, ITS BRAVE
DELIVERER FROM THE PROVINCE TERROR. THEN EVERY WINDOW IN THE HAMLET
WOULD HAVE BLAZED FOR  HIM. THEN EVERY DOOR WOULD HAVE BEEN SET
WIDE TO WELCOME ALDEBARAN, THE ROYAL SON OF KINGS, FITTEST TO BEAR THE
SWORD OF CONQUEST. AND NOW ALDEBARAN WAS BUT THE CRIPPLED
MAKESHIFT OF A MAN, WHO COULD NOT EVEN DRAW THAT SWORD FROM OUT ITS
SCABBARD; AT WHOSE WRY FEATURES ALL MUST TURN AWAY IN LOATHING, AND
SOME PERCHANCE MIGHT EVEN SET THE DOGS TO SNARLING  AT HIS HEELS, IN
haste to have him gone.

"IN ALL THE WORLD," HE CRIED IN BITTERNESS, "THERE BREATHES NO OTHER
MAN WHOM FAITH HATH USED SO CRUELLY! EMPTIED OF HOPE, ROBBED OF
MY ALL, LIFE DOTH BECOME A PRISON-HOUSE THAT DOOMS ME TO ITS LOWEST
DUNGEON! WHY STRUGGLE ANY LONGER 'GAINST MY LOT? WHY NOT LIE HERE
AND STARVE, AND THUS FORCE DEATH TO TURN THE  KEY, AND BREAK THE
manacles which bind me to my misery?"

WHILE HE THUS MUSED, FOOTSTEPS CAME UP THE MOUNTAINSIDE, A LUSTY
VOICE WAS RAISED IN SONG, AND BEFORE HE COULD DRAW BACK INTO COVER,
A HEAD IN A FANTASTIC CAP APPEARED ABOVE THE BUSHES. IT WAS THE
village Jester capering along the path as if the world were thistledown
AND EVERY DAY A HOLIDAY. BUT WHEN HE  SAW ALDEBARAN HE STOPPED
agape and crossed himself. Then he pushed nearer.

NOW THOSE WHO SAW THE JESTER ONLY ON A MARKET DAY OR AT THE
COUNTRY FAIR PLYING HIS TRADE OF MERRIMENT FOR ALL 'TWAS WORTH KNEW NOT A



SAGE WAS HID BEHIND THAT MOTLEY OR THAT HIS SYMPATHIES WERE TENDER
AS A SAINT'S. YET SO IT WAS. THE MOTTO WRITTEN DEEP ACROSS HIS HEART
was this: "To ease the burden of the world!" IT WAS BEYOND BELIEF HOW
WISE HE'D GROWN IN WHEEDLING MEN TO THINK NO LOAD LAY ON THEIR
SHOULDERS. NOW HE STOOD AND GAZED UPON THE PROSTRATE MAN WHO
TURNED AWAY HIS FACE AND WOULD NOT ANSWER HIS LOW-SPOKEN WORDS:
"What ails thee, brother?"

IT BOOTS NOT IN THIS TALE WHAT WILES HE USED TO GAIN  ALDEBARAN'S EAR
AND TONGUE. ANOTHER MAN MOST SURELY MUST HAVE FAILED, BECAUSE HE
SHRANK FROM PITY AS FROM SALT RUBBED IN A WOUND, AND FELT THAT NONE
COULD HEAR HIS WOEFUL HISTORY AND NOT BESTOW THAT PITY. BUT IF THE JESTER
FELT ITS THROBS HE GAVE NO SIGN. SEATED BESIDE HIM ON THE GRASS HE
TALKED IN THE LIGHT TONE THAT SERVED HIS TRADE, AS IF ALDEBARAN'S WOES
were but A FLIGHT OF SWALLOWS 'CROSS A SUMMER SKY, AND WOULD AS SOON
BE GONE. AND WHEN BETWEEN HIS QUIRKS HE'D DRAWN THE PITEOUS TALE
entirely from him, he doubled up with laughter and smote his sides.

"AND I'M THE FOOL AND THOU'RT THE SAGE!" HE GASPED BETWEEN HIS
PEALS OF MIRTH. "GADZOOKS! METHINKS IT IS THE OTHER WAY AROUND. WHY,
LOOK YE, MAN! HERE THOU  DOST GO A-JUNKETING THROUGH ALL THE EARTH TO
FIND A CHANCE TO SHOW UNEQUALLED COURAGE, AND WHEN KIND FATE DOTH
SHOVE IT UNDERNEATH THY VERY NOSE, THOU TURN'ST AWAY, LAMENTING. I'VE
HEARD OF THOSE WHO KNOW NOT BEANS ALTHOUGH THE BAG BE OPENED, AND
now I laugh to see one of that very kind before me."

THEN DROPPING HIS UNSEEMLY  MIRTH AND ALL HIS WANTON RAILLERY, HE
STOOD UP WITH HIS FACE A-SHINE, AND SPAKE AS IF HE WERE THE HEAVEN-
sent messenger of hope.

"RISE UP!" HE CRIED. " Knowest thou not it takes a thousandfold
more courage to sheathe the sword when one is all on fire for action
than to go forth against the greatest foe? HERE IS THY  CHANCE TO SHOW
THE WORLD THE KINGLIEST SPIRIT IT HAS EVER KNOWN! HERE IS A PHALANX THOU



MAYST MEET ALL SINGLE-HANDED—A DAILY STRUGGLE WITH A HOST OF HURTS
THAT CUT THEE TO THE QUICK. THIS SHEATHÈD SWORD UPON THY SIDE WILL STAB
THEE HOURLY WITH DEEPER THRUSTS THAN ANY ADVERSARY CAN GIVE. 'TWILL BE
A DAILY 'MINDER OF THY THWARTED HOPES. FOR FOILED AMBITION  IS THE
HYDRA-HEADED MONSTER OF THE LERNA MARSH. TWO HEADS WILL RISE FOR
EVERY ONE THOU SEVEREST. 'TWILL BE A FIGHT TILL DEATH. ART BRAVE ENOUGH
TO LIFT THE GAUNTLET THAT DESPAIR FLINGS DOWN AND WAGE THIS WARFARE TO
thy very grave?'"

SUCH CALL TO ARMS SEEMED MOCKERY AS ALDEBARAN LOOKED DOWN
UPON HIS TWISTED LIMBS, BUT AS THE BLOODSTONE ON HIS  FINGER MET HIS
SIGHT HIS KINGLY SOUL LEAPT UP. "I'LL KEEP THE OATH!" HE CRIED, AND
STRUGGLING TO HIS FEET LAID HAND UPON THE JEWELLED HILT THAT DECKED HIS
side.

"By sheathèd sword, since blade is now denied me," he swore. "I'll
win the future that my stars foretold!"

IN THAT EXALTED MOMENT ALL THINGS SEEMED POSSIBLE, AND THOUGH HIS
BODY LIMPED AS  HALTINGLY HE FOLLOWED ON BEHIND HIS NEW-FOUND FRIEND,
his spirit walked erect, and faced his future for the time, undaunted.

HIS MERRY-ANDREW OF A HOST MADE FESTIVAL WHEN THEY AT LAST CAME
TO HIS DWELLING; LIT A GREAT FIRE UPON THE HEARTH, BREWED HIM A DRINK THAT
WARMED HIM TO THE CORE, BROUGHT WHEATEN LOAVES AND SET A BIT OF
savoury meat to turning on the spit.

"HO, HO!" HE LAUGHED. "THEY SAY IT IS AN ILL WIND THAT BLOWS GOOD TO
NONE. NOW THOU DOST PROVE THE PROVERB. THE TEMPEST THAT DIDST BLOW
THEE FROM THY COURSE MAYHAP MAY SEND ME ON MY WAY REJOICING. I
LONG HAVE WISHED TO LEAVE THIS LAND AND SEEK THE DISTANT PROVINCE
WHERE MY KINDRED  DWELL, BUT THERE WAS NEVER ONE TO TAKE MY PLACE.
AND WHEN I SPAKE OF GOING, MY TOWNSMEN SAID ME NAY. 'TWAS QUITE
as bad, they vowed, as if the priest should suddenly desert his parish,
WITH NONE TO SHEPHERD HIS ABANDONED FLOCK. 'WHO'LL CHEER US IN OUR



DOLDRUMS?' THEY DEMANDED. 'WHO'LL HELP US BEAR OUR TROUBLES BY
MAKING US FORGET THEM?  THOU CANST NOT LEAVE US, PIPER, UNTIL SOME
OTHER MERRY SOUL COMES BY TO SET OUR FEET A-DANCING.' NOW THOU ART
come."

"Yes, I! A merry soul indeed!" Aldebaran cried in bitterness.

"WELL, MAYBE NOT QUITE THAT," HIS HOST ADMITTED. "BUT THOU COULDST
PASS AS ONE. THOU COULDST AT LEAST PUT ON MY GROTESQUE GARB, COULDST
LEARN THE QUIPS AND QUIRKS BY WHICH I MAKE MEN LAUGH. THOU WOULDST
NOT BE THE FIRST MAN WHO HAS HID AN ACHING HEART BEHIND A SMILE. THE
tune thou pipest may not bring thee PLEASURE, BUT IF IT SETS THE WORLD TO
DANCING IT IS ENOUGH. AND, TOO, IT IS AN HONEST WAY TO EARN THY BREAD.
Canst think of any other?"

ALDEBARAN HID HIS FACE  WITHIN HIS HANDS. "NO, NO!" HE GROANED.
"THERE IS NO OTHER WAY, AND YET MY SOUL ABHORS THE THOUGHT, THAT I, A
KING'S SON, SHOULD DESCEND TO THIS! THE JESTER'S MOTLEY AND THE CAP
and bells. How can I play such a part?"

"BECAUSE THOU art A KING'S SON," SAID THE JESTER. "THAT IN ITSELF IS
AMPLE REASON THAT THOU SHOULDST PLAY MORE ROYALLY THAN OTHER MEN
whatever part Fate may assign thee."

ALDEBARAN SAT WRAPPED IN THOUGHT. "WELL," WAS THE SLOW REPLY AFTER
LONG PAUSE, "AN HUNDRED YEARS FROM NOW, I SUPPOSE, 'TWILL MAKE NO
DIFFERENCE HOW CIRCUMSTANCES CHAFE ME NOW. A POOR PHILOSOPHY, BUT
STILL THERE IS A GRAIN OF COMFORT IN IT. I'LL TAKE THY OFFER, FRIEND, AND GIVE
thee gratitude."

AND SO NEXT DAY THE TWO WENT FORTH TOGETHER. ALDEBARAN SHOWED A
BRAVE FRONT TO THE CROWD, GLAD OF THE PAINTED MASK THAT HID HIS
FEATURES, AND NO ONE GUESSED THE MISERY THAT LURKED BENEATH HIS
LAUGH, AND NO ONE KNEW WHAT MIGHTY TAX IT WAS UPON HIS COURAGE TO
FOLLOW IN THE JESTER'S LEAD AND PLAY BUFFOON UPON THE OPEN STREET. IT



WAS A THING HE LOATHED,  AND YET, 'TWAS AS THE JESTER SAID, HIS TRAINING
IN THE ROYAL COURT HAD MADE HIM SHARP OF WIT AND QUICK TO READ MEN'S
MINDS; AND TO THE COUNTRYMEN WHO GATHERED THERE AGAPE, AROUND HIM
in the square, his keen replies were wonderful as wizard's magic.

AND WHEN HE PIPED—IT WAS NO SHALLOW FLUTING THAT MERELY SET THE
RUSTIC FEET A-JIG, IT WAS A STRANGE AND  STIRRING STRAIN THAT MADE THE
SIMPLEST ONE AMONG THEM STAND WITH HIS SOUL A-TIPTOE, AS HE LISTENED,
AS IF A KINGLY TRAIN WITH BANNERS WENT A-MARCHING BY. SO ROYALLY HE
PLAYED HIS PART, THAT EVEN ON THAT FIRST DAY HE SURPASSED HIS TEACHER.
THE JESTER, JUBILANT THAT THIS WAS SO, THOUGHT THAT HIS TIME TO LEAVE WAS
near at hand, but when that night they reached his dwelling ALDEBARAN
tore off the painted mask and threw himself upon the hearth.

"'TIS MORE THAN FLESH CAN WELL ENDURE!" HE CRIED. "ALL DAY THE
THOUGHT OF WHAT I'VE LOST WAS LIKE A CONSTANT SWORD-THRUST IN MY HEART.
INSTEAD OF DEFERENCE AND RESPECT THAT ONCE WAS MINE FROM HIGH AND
LOW, 'TWAS LAUGH AND JIBE AND POINTING FINGER. AND, TOO" (HIS VOICE
GREW SHRILL AND QUERULOUS), "I SAW YOUNG LOVERS STRAYING IN THE LANES
TOGETHER. HOW CAN I ENDURE THAT SIGHT DAY AFTER DAY WHEN MY ARMS
MUST REMAIN FOR EVER EMPTY? AND LITTLE CHILDREN PRATTLED BY THEIR
FATHER'S SIDE NO MATTER WHERE I TURNED. I, WHO SHALL NEVER KNOW A LITTLE
son's caress, felt like a starving man who looks on bread and may not
EAT. FAR BETTER  THAT I CRAWL AWAY FROM HAUNTS OF MEN WHERE I NEED
never be tormented by such contrasts."

THE JESTER LOOKED DOWN ON ALDEBARAN'S WAN FACE. IT WAS AS WHITE
AND DRAWN AS IF HE HAD BEEN TORTURED BY THE RACK AND THUMBSCREW, SO
HE MADE NO ANSWER FOR THE MOMENT. BUT WHEN THE FIRE WAS KINDLED,
AND THEY HAD SUPPED THE BROTH SET OUT IN  STEAMING BOWLS UPON THE
table, he ventured on a word of cheer.

"AT ANY RATE," HE SAID, "FOR ONE WHOLE DAY THOU HAST KEPT THY OATH.
NO MATTER WHAT THE ANGUISH THAT IT COST THEE, FROM SUNRISE TO



SUNSETTING THOU HAST HELD DESPAIR AT BAY. IT WAS THE BRAVEST STAND THAT
THOU HAST EVER MADE. AND NOW, IF THOU HAST LIVED THROUGH THIS ONE DAY,
WHY NOT ANOTHER? 'TIS ONLY ONE HOUR AT A TIME THAT THOU ART CALLED ON TO
ENDURE. COME! BY THE BLOODSTONE THAT IS THY BIRTHRIGHT, PLEDGE ME
anew thou'lt keep thy oath until the going down of one more sun."

SO ALDEBARAN PLEDGED HIM ONE MORE DAY, AND AFTER THAT ANOTHER
AND ANOTHER, UNTIL A FORTNIGHT SLOWLY DRAGGED ITSELF AWAY. AND THEN
because HE MET HIS HURT SO BRAVELY AND MADE NO SIGN, THE JESTER
THOUGHT THE STRUGGLE HAD GROWN EASIER WITH TIME, AND SPOKE AGAIN OF
going to his kindred.

"NAY, DO NOT LEAVE ME YET," ALDEBARAN PLEAD. "WOULDST TAKE MY
only crutch? It is thy cheerful presence that alone upholds me."

"YET IT WOULD SHOW STILL GREATER COURAGE IF THOU  COULDST FACE THY FATE
ALONE," THE JESTER ANSWERED. "DESPAIR CANNOT BE VANQUISHED TILL THOU
HAST TAUGHT THYSELF TO REALLY FEEL THE GLADNESS THOU DOST FEIGN. I'VE
HEARD THAT IF ONE WILL COUNT HIS BLESSINGS AS THE FAITHFUL TELL THEIR ROSARY
BEADS HE WILL FORGET HIS LOSSES IN PONDERING ON HIS MANY BENEFITS.
Perchance if thou wouldst try that plan it might avail."

SO ALDEBARAN WENT OUT DETERMINED TO BE GLAD IN HEART AS WELL AS
SPEECH, IF SO BE IT HE COULD FIND ENOUGH OF CHEER. "I WILL BE GLAD," HE
SAID, "BECAUSE THE MORNING SUN SHINES WARM ACROSS MY FACE." HE
slipped a golden beam upon his memory string.

"I WILL BE GLAD BECAUSE THAT THERE ARE DIAMOND SPARKLES ON THE
GRASS AND LARKS ARE SINGING IN THE SKY." A  DEW-DROP AND A BIRD'S TRILL
for his rosary.

"I WILL BE GLAD FOR BREAD, FOR WATER FROM THE SPRING, FOR EYESIGHT AND
THE POWER TO SMELL THE BUDDING LILACS BY THE DOOR; FOR FRIENDLY
greetings from the villages."

A GOODLY ROSARY, SYMBOL OF ALL THE THINGS FOR WHICH HE SHOULD BE



A GOODLY ROSARY, SYMBOL OF ALL THE THINGS FOR WHICH HE SHOULD BE
GLAD, WAS IN HIS HAND AT CLOSE OF DAY. HE SWUNG IT GAILY BY THE HEARTH
THAT NIGHT, RECOUNTING ALL HIS BLESSINGS TILL THE JESTER THOUGHT, "AT LAST
he's found the cure."

BUT SUDDENLY ALDEBARAN FLUNG THE ROSARY FROM HIM AND HID HIS FACE
WITHIN HIS HANDS. "'TWILL DRIVE ME MAD!" HE CRIED. "TO GO ON STRINGING
BAUBLES THAT DO BUT SET MY MIND THE FIRMER ON THE PRICELESS JEWEL I
HAVE LOST. MAY HEAVEN FORGIVE  ME! I AM NOT REALLY GLAD. 'TIS ALL A
hollow mockery and pretence!"

THEN WAS THE JESTER AT HIS WIT'S END FOR A REPLY. IT WAS A WELCOME
SOUND WHEN PRESENTLY A KNOCKING AT THE DOOR BROKE ON THE PAINFUL
SILENCE. THE VISITOR WHO ENTERED WAS AN AGED FRIAR BESEECHING ALMS
AT EVERY DOOR, AS WAS THE CUSTOM OF HIS BROTHERHOOD, WITH WHICH TO
HELP THE SICK AND  POOR. AND WHILE THE JESTER SEARCHED WITHIN A CHEST
FOR SOME OLD GARMENTS HE WAS PLEASED TO GIVE, HE BADE THE FRIAR
DRAW UP TO THE HEARTH AND TARRY FOR THEIR EVENING MEAL, WHICH THEN WAS
WELL-NIGH READY. THE FRIAR, GLAD TO ACCEPT THE HOSPITALITY, SPREAD OUT
HIS LEAN HANDS TO THE BLAZE, AND LATER, WHEN THE THREE SAT DOWN
TOGETHER, WARMED INTO SUCH A CHEERFULNESS  OF SPEECH THAT ALDEBARAN
was amazed.

"SURELY THY LOT IS HARD, GOOD BROTHER," HE SAID, LOOKING CURIOUSLY
INTO THE WRINKLED FACE. "HUMBLING THY PRIDE TO BEG AT EVERY DOOR,
FORSWEARING THINE OWN GOOD IN EVERY WAY THAT OTHERS MAY BE FED, AND
YET THY FACE SPEAKS AN INWARD JOY. I PRAY THEE TELL ME HOW THOU HAST
found happiness."

"By never going in its quest," THE FRIAR ANSWERED. "LONG YEARS AGO
I LEARNED A LESSON FROM THE STARS. OUR HOLY ABBOT TOOK ME OUT ONE
NIGHT INTO THE QUIET CLOISTER, AND POINTING TO THE GLITTERING HEAVENS
SHOWED ME MY DUTY IN A WAY I NEVER HAVE FORGOT. I HAD GROWN RESTIVE
IN MY LOT AND CHAFED AGAINST ITS NARROW ROUND OF CELL AND CLOISTER. BUT
in a word he MADE ME SEE THAT IF I STEPPED ASIDE FROM THAT APPOINTED



PATH, MERELY FOR MINE OWN PLEASURE, 'TWOULD MAR THE ORDER OF GOD'S
universe as surely as if a planet swerved from its eternal course.

"'NO SHINING LOT IS THINE,' HE SAID. 'YET NEITHER HAVE THE STARS
THEMSELVES A LIGHT. THEY BUT REFLECT THE CENTRAL SUN. AND SO MAYST
THOU, WHILE SWINGING ONWARD, FAITHFUL  TO THY ORBIT, REFLECT THE LIGHT OF
heaven upon thy fellow men.'

"SINCE THEN I'VE HAD NO NEED TO GO A-SEEKING HAPPINESS, FOR
bearing cheer to others keeps my own heart a-shine.

"I PASS THE LESSON ON TO THEE, GOOD FRIEND. REMEMBER, MEN NEED
LAUGHTER SOMETIMES MORE THAN FOOD, AND IF THOU HAST NO CHEER  THYSELF
TO SPARE, WHY, THOU MAYST GO A-GATHERING IT FROM DOOR TO DOOR AS I DO
crusts, and carry it to those who need."

LONG AFTER THE GOOD FRIAR HAD SUPPED AND GONE, ALDEBARAN SAT IN
SILENCE. THEN CROSSING TO THE TINY CASEMENT THAT GAVE UPON THE STREET,
HE STOOD AND GAZED UP AT THE STARS. LONG, LONG HE MUSED, FITTING THE
friar's LESSON TO HIS OWN SOUL'S NEED, AND WHEN HE TURNED AWAY, THE
old astrologer's prophecy had taken on new meaning.

"AS ALDEBARAN THE STAR SHINES IN THE HEAVENS" ( no light within
itself, but borrowing from the Central Sun), "SO ALDEBARAN THE MAN
MIGHT SHINE AMONG HIS FELLOWS." ( Beggared of joy himself, yet
flashing its reflection athwart the lives of others.)

WHEN NEXT HE WENT INTO THE TOWN HE NO LONGER SHUNNED THE SIGHTS
THAT FORMERLY HE'D PASSED WITH FACE AVERTED, FOR WELL HE KNEW THAT IF HE
WOULD SHED JOY AND HOPE ON OTHERS HE MUST GO TO PLACES WHERE THEY
most abound. What matter that the thought of Vesta stabbed him nigh
to MADNESS WHEN HE LOOKED ON HEARTH-FIRES THAT COULD NEVER BLAZE FOR
HIM? WITH COURAGE ALMOST MORE THAN HUMAN HE PUT THAT FOND
AMBITION OUT OF MIND AS IF IT WERE ANOTHER SWORD HE'D LEARNED TO
SHEATHE. AT FIRST IT WOULD NOT STAY IN HIDING, BUT FLEW THE SCABBARD OF



HIS WILL TO THRUST HIM SORE AS OFTEN AS HE PUT IT FROM HIM. BUT AFTER
AWHILE HE FOUND A WAY  TO BIND IT FAST, AND WHEN HE'D FOUND THAT WAY IT
gave him victory over all.

A LITTLE CHILD CAME CRYING TOWARDS HIM IN THE MARKETPLACE, ITS WORLD
A WASTE OF WOE BECAUSE THE TOY IT CHERISHED HAD BEEN BROKEN IN ITS
PLAY. ALDEBARAN WOULD HAVE TURNED ASIDE ON YESTERDAY TO PRESS THE
BARBED THOUGHT STILL DEEPER IN HIS HEART THAT HE HAD BEEN DENIED THE
joy OF FATHERHOOD. BUT NOW HE STOOPED AS GENTLY AS IF HE WERE THE
CHILD'S OWN SIRE TO WIPE ITS TEARS AND SOOTHE ITS SOBS. AND WHEN WITH
SKILFUL FINGERS HE RESTORED THE TOY, THE CHILD BESTOWED ON HIM A WARM
caress out of its boundless store.

HE PASSED ON WITH HIS PULSES STRANGELY STIRRED. 'TWAS BUT A CRUMB
OF LOVE THE CHILD HAD GIVEN, YET, AS  ALDEBARAN HELD IT IN HIS HEART,
BEHOLD A MIRACLE! IT GREW FULL-LOAF, AND HE WOULD FAIN DIVIDE IT WITH ALL
HUNGERING SOULS! SO WHEN A STONE'S THROW FARTHER ON HE MET A MAN
WELL-NIGH DISTRAUGHT FROM MANY LOSSES, HE DID NOT SAY IN BITTERNESS AS
ONCE HE WOULD HAVE DONE, THAT 'TWAS THE COMMON LOT OF MORTALS; TO
LOOK ON HIM IF ONE WOULD KNOW THE WORST  THAT FATE CAN DO. NAY, RATHER
DID HE SPEAK SO BRAVELY OF WHAT MIGHT STILL BE WRUNG FROM LIFE THOUGH
ONE WERE MAIMED LIKE HE, THAT HOPE SPRANG UP WITHIN HIS HEARER AND
sent him on his way with face a-shine.

THAT GRATEFUL SMILE WAS LIKE A REVELATION TO ALDEBARAN, SHOWING
him he had indeed the power belonging to the stars. Beggared of JOY,
NO LIGHT WITHIN HIMSELF, YET FROM THE CENTRAL SUN COULD HE REFLECT THE
HOPE AND CHEER THAT MADE HIM AS THE EYE OF TAURUS 'MONG HIS
fellows.

THE WEEKS SLIPPED INTO MONTHS, MONTHS INTO YEARS. THE JESTER
WENT HIS WAY UNTO HIS KINDRED AND NEVER ONCE WAS MISSED, BECAUSE
ALDEBARAN MORE THAN FILLED HIS PLACE. IN TIME THE TOWN  FORGOT IT EVER
had another Jester, and in time Aldebaran began to feel the gladness



that he only feigned before.

And then it came to pass, whenever he went by, men felt a
strange, strength-giving influence radiating from his presence,—a
sense of hope. One could not say exactly what it was, it was so
fleeting, so intangible, like warmth that circles from a brazier, or
perfume that is wafted from an unseen rose.

THUS HE CAME DOWN TO DEATH AT LAST, AND THERE WAS DOLE IN ALL THE
PROVINCE, SO THAT PILGRIMS, JOURNEYING THROUGH THAT WAY, ASKED WHEN
THEY HEARD HIS PASSING-BELL, "WHAT KING IS DEAD, THAT ALL THUS DO HIM
reverence?"

"'TIS BUT OUR JESTER," ONE  REPLIED. "A POOR MAIMED CREATURE IN HIS
OUTWARD SEEMING, AND YET SO BLITHELY DID HE BEAR HIS LOT, IT SEEMED A
kingly spirit dwelt among us, and earth is poorer for his going."

ALL IN HIS MOTLEY, SINCE HE'D WILLED IT SO, THEY LAID HIM ON HIS BIER TO
BEAR HIM BACK AGAIN UNTO HIS FATHER'S HOUSE. AND WHEN THEY FOUND THE
SWORD OF CONQUEST  HIDDEN UNDERNEATH HIS MANTLE, THEY MARVELLED HE
HAD CARRIED SUCH A TREASURE WITH HIM THROUGH THE YEARS, ALL
unbeknown even to those who walked the closest at his side.

WHEN, AFTER MANY DAYS, THE FUNERAL TRAIN DREW THROUGH THE CASTLE
GATE, THE KING CAME DOWN TO MEET IT. THERE WAS NO NEED OF BLAZONED
scroll to tell Aldebaran's STORY. ALL WRITTEN IN HIS FACE IT WAS, AND ON HIS
SCARRED AND TWISTED FRAME; AND BY THE BLOODSTONE ON HIS FINGER THE
OLD KING KNEW HIS SON HAD FAILED NOT IN THE KEEPING OF HIS OATH. MORE
REGAL THAN THE ROYAL ERMINE SEEMED HIS MOTLEY NOW. MORE ELOQUENT
THE SHEATHED SWORD THAT TOLD OF YEARS OF INWARD STRUGGLE THAN IF IT BORE
THE BLOOD  OF DRAGONS, FOR ON HIS FACE THERE SHONE THE PEACE THAT
comes alone of mighty triumph.

THE KING LOOKED ROUND UPON HIS NOBLES AND HIS STALWART SONS, THEN
back again upon Aldebaran, lying in silent majesty.



"BRING ROYAL PURPLE FOR THE PALL," HE FALTERED, "AND LEAVE THE SWORD
OF CONQUEST WITH HIM! NO OTHER HANDS  WILL EVER BE FOUND WORTHIER TO
claim it!"

THAT NIGHT WHEN TALL WHITE CANDLES BURNED ABOUT HIM THERE STOLE A
WHITE-ROBED FIGURE TO THE FLOWER-STREWN BIER. 'TWAS VESTA, DECKED AS
FOR A BRIDAL, HER GOLDEN TRESSES FALLING ROUND HER LIKE A VEIL. THEY FOUND
HER KNEELING THERE BESIDE HIM, HER FACE LIKE HIS ALL FILLED WITH STARRY
LIGHT, AND ROUND  THEM BOTH WAS SUCH A WONDROUS SHINING, THE
watchers drew aside in awe.

"'TIS AS THE OLD ASTROLOGERS FORETOLD," THEY WHISPERED. "HER SOUL
HATH ENTERED ON ITS DEATHLESS VIGIL. IN TRUTH HE WAS THE BRAVEST THAT THIS
earth has ever known."

THE END.
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