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CHAPTER I. THE GAMECOCK’S SPUR
THOSE in this London street who looked up to the oriel window admired the gracefulness of the stone scrollwork which bracketed it out from the wall, and the slenderness of the mullions that supported the little squares of leaded glass and arose to a tangle of intricate tracery at the top. Indeed, the window, with the rich red of the curtain which screened the interior of the room, had an air of half Moorish enchantment. And it was a day as fair as any that ever arched over far-off Granada. It was such a day as made men forget the mud in the street and look up to the smoke-blackened fronts of the buildings, seeing pleasant and gay details like this oriel window for the first time, perhaps, and then staring higher to the unaccustomed blue of the sky.

For though London is dim nowadays, it was a dark, dark city in that time when the Merry Monarch was but newly seated upon the throne of his father. The houses were huddled one upon another like frightened sheep, and from a close-crammed myriad of chimneys the smoke of the sea-coal rolled steadily up and was woven into the warp of the fog which rarely left the sky, and together with it drew a close gray veil across the city.

But this day a wind came clipping briskly over the land with the fresh purity of spring fields, and the sweetness of flowers in its breath; it tossed the sea mist back to the sea; it scoured the coal smoke out of the air; and London, looking up into the sparkling blue, could have exclaimed with one voice: “There is a heaven above us, after all!”

In a trice the pens of poets were scratching frantically, the brushes of painters were swashing the colors upon the canvas, and the trembling musicians were trying to make the glory of that day pass into their instruments. But still wiser were those who made no effort to capture this rare day, but who went out to spend its beauty as fast as it came pouring down.

Of the sensible ones was Michael Clovelly, for he had drawn his sword belt a notch tighter about his empty belly, paid for his night’s lodging with his last coppers, and now wandered through the streets with a blithe hope that good fortune might be lying in wait for him around any corner. And, when he passed that oriel window and saw the darkly handsome young man who stared gloomily out from behind it, he could not help taking off his hat and waving it so that the wind flaunted the red feather that curled upon its brim.

So doing, his eye was raised from the drift of people about him, and the next instant he was shouldered so heavily to the side that one boot sank deep in the kennel. For in those days pavements were little known in London.

The footpath on either side was set off from the street by long rows of posts, and between the footpath and the street there was a deep gutter called the kennel, in which the rain water and the slops thrown from the windows of the houses flowed sluggishly. To keep the wall was a necessity if one wished to retain clean feet.

The temper of Michael Clovelly was as peaceful as well-dried gunpowder. Now he shook the filth from his boot, and wheeled about to see a towering fellow who passed on shaking his wide shoulders with laughter and cocking up the end of his long rapier beneath his cloak.

A passing apprentice had stopped his cry of “What d’ye lack?” and paused to laugh also; but the next instant he was crowing “Fight! Fight!” like a little rooster to gather a crowd to see the fun, for Michael Clovelly had stepped up to the big man and twitched his cloak.

The jostler wheeled with such violence that his cloak flared as wide as a vulture’s wings, and, scowling down at Clovelly, he clapped a hand upon the hilt of his heavy rapier.

“What will you have?” he roared.

“Your apology,” answered Clovelly, “or your blood, you fat- gutted bullock!”

The voice of the other exploded in inarticulate joy at the thought of battle. A dexterous motion of his left arm twitched the cloak from his shoulders and coiled it in thick folds around his forearm, and at the same instant he swished the long blade from the scabbard and with the single motion flicked the point at the pace of the smaller man.

Only a backward leap saved his nose from being slashed across; then his own weapon winked out of its sheath, and he stood on guard, measuring his work. It seemed a very great work indeed!

He was himself of no more than the middle height and very sparely made. In the wide shoulders of the other there was twice his bulk and several inches advantage in reach. That was not all. Their weapons were as mismated as their persons, for Clovelly carried a small-sword with a triangular blade tapering smoothly from fort through foible to a long needle point. It was a new fashion in blades, lately introduced in France, but still a great novelty for England.

The rapier of the big man, on the other hand, was one of those tremendous cut-and-thrust weapons which had an edge capable of shearing through armor and far more than a yard of steel from hilt to point.

And their methods of attack and defense were as different as their weapons or their persons. The big man rushed in and poured a storm of steel at his antagonist, sweeping cuts which might almost have shorn the head from his shoulders, great lunges, mezzo-drittos at the wrist, rovescios at the knee of Clovelly.

At the same time he weaved back and forth, passing to the right so that he swung in a great circle on which Clovelly was more or less the center. For defense he had not only his blade for parrying, but the cloak which was wrapped about his left arm.

And yet, quite mysteriously, Clovelly did not go down bathed in gore. His left arm he flung idly behind him; his right he kept well extended with the point more or less steadily threatening the throat and breast of the other.

At the same time, with the base of his triangular blade, he picked off the attacks of the other, clicking the thrusts and the lunges sharply away and making the cuts slither harmlessly off the steel. As for his footwork, it consisted in dancing lightly in and out and never to the side.

The whole affair took hardly thirty seconds, but it was time enough for the spectators who had paused and turned to watch or rushed to windows or out of doors, to stop holding their breath in expectation of the slaughter of the smaller man and to shout in admiration of his wonderful address. For twenty-nine seconds he did nothing but defend.

Then he stepped in, his rapier’s point darted out like a snake’s tongue, and the big fellow dropped his weapon, yelling an oath.

He had been pricked in the wrist.

The fallen sword Clovelly kicked into the kennel, and while the other floundered after it he had sheathed his own blade, turned upon his heel, and went jauntily on his way, hardly breathing from the exercise. He was given a cheer. The bully received a laugh and a few stinging words as he slouched away; and then the tide of life in the street flowed on exactly as before. But a change of fortune was waiting for Clovelly. He had turned a corner a little later when a hand tapped his shoulder and he swung around to find a youth confronting him quite out of breath from the speed with which he had been running and only able to gasp out:

“My Lord Teynham–my lord–my Lord Teynham–”

“Well,” said Clovelly, “if he’s your lord, he’s wasted a devilish deal of money fitting you out in these clothes. Are you in the service of Lord Teynham?”

For the lad was dressed in brilliant, plum-colored velvet jacket and breeches with rich lace dangling about his wrists and over the backs of his hands, and a fine lace collar blowing about his shoulders. He was bareheaded, to attest the speed with which he had darted out upon his mission, and his long, curling hair had been tossed into disorder.

He was as slenderly made as a girl, as fine of hand and foot, and there was more of the feminine than the masculine about the beauty of his face–except that all was made wholly boyish by an eye as frank, as bold, and as impishly wise as ever looked out of an English face.

“I’m in his service,” said the boy, “and damn me if I’ve ever done a harder bit than to catch you. You walk with seven-league boots, sir! I am to bring you back with me at once.”

With this he turned upon his heel and gestured to Clovelly to follow. But Michael was in no hurry; he was scenting an adventure and perhaps a meal in the near future, and he ached to go after the youngster; yet he had a certain uncomfortable pride of person which had to be consulted at every twist and turning of his life. It rooted him now in his place.

“Your pockets,” he said, “seem a bit small for me. How are you to take me back to Lord Teynham?”

The youngster turned in surprise and looked Clovelly over from head to foot, but he appeared to find nothing in the worn clothes and the muddy boots of the man to explain this attitude.

“Do you know who Lord Teynham is?” he asked.

“I never heard the name till now.”

The boy frowned, changed his mind, and grinned broadly.

“Well,” he said, “if my lord were to hear that, he’d be the most surprised man in England. He would lay you a florin to a groat that there is not a man in England past six years old who has not heard of Francis Willenden, my Lord Teynham!”

“And what the devil has my Lord Teynham done,” asked Clovelly, “that every man in England should know him? I have been out of the kingdom for a few years. Tell me the distinctions of his lordship.”

“Why,” replied the boy, “he has done all manner of great things and he’s barely turned twenty-five.”

“As young as that!” remarked Clovelly, who was himself exactly that age. “A mere youngster–but what has he done?”

“He won the great match race last year from his grace of Ipswich and five thousand guineas.”

He waited; and when Clovelly smiled, he grinned as well.

“He has been sent to Paris in an embassy and come back with the hearts of a dozen Paris beauties.”

“Wonderful!” exclaimed Clovelly, still smiling.

“And Old Rowley himself asks Teynham’s advice on matters of dress.”

“If his majesty himself consults him about such an important affair,” said Clovelly, “I see that he is indeed a great man.”

“His lordship will agree with you,” declared the imp. “Are you persuaded to come with me now?”

“I am not persuaded–I am commanded,” Clovelly admitted. “Lead on; and I follow.”

And they turned back together down the same street up which Clovelly had just come.


CHAPTER II. WRIST OF STEEL
THE door they entered was under that very oriel window which Clovelly had noticed before; and presently he was ushered into a room where there paced up and down the same handsome, dark-faced youth whom he had seen sitting in gloomy mien at the window. The page, who had learned the name of his companion as they climbed the stairs, presented him duly and then disappeared through the doorway. His lordship waved his visitor to a chair, but continued himself to pace up and down the room, scowling, and apparently at a loss for a way in which to open the conversation. But at length he turned and said:

“You have been in France, I see?”

Clovelly nodded.

“I sat at this window and saw you make a fool of that tall brawler. It was neat work. I have seen some famous blades, but that was very neat work.”

“You are kind,” Clovelly returned, and let his eye rove. He could smell cookery somewhere in the house, and the fragrance filled him with a sense of weakness. It was a handsomely furnished apartment, from the oil portrait of an old cavalier in the armor of 1640 to the stiff tapestry which hung upon the other side of the room. His lordship was the brightest note in the chamber, however, for he was clad in a crimson dressing gown heavily brocaded in both silver and gold, and the lining, where the robe hung open, was of the richest green silk. He was not yet dressed for the street, for it was hardly noon, and at such an early hour no gentleman of fashion, of course, dared to show himself.

Green slippers with red heels were upon his feet; a chain of gold mesh clasped against one wrist what might have been an encased miniature. About his shoulders descended his long black hair in the most carefully ordered curls. And his face was as vain and haughty as that of a feminine beauty.

“So much for the sword-play which caught my eye. And there was something in your guard–that slight bend in the arm–which suggested Italy. Have you studied in that country also?”

“I have been in Italy,” admitted Clovelly.

“And yet you had method, too, and a certain confidence which I have never seen except in the Spanish masters. Mr. Clovelly, I wonder if you have not traveled in Spain also?”

“I have had the privilege of watching the great Rivernol in his school at Cordova.”

“Ah!” cried his lordship. “You have been around the world in great part learning the tricks of the sword!”

“I have been around the world in great part,” said Clovelly, “but as for tricks, I hold them not worthy an empty nutshell.”

His lordship frowned.

“That is a round, bold speech,” he declared. “We have many masters in London, and there is not one that does not teach more tricks than method. What is your secret to develop skill with the sword?”

Clovelly looked thoughtfully before him for a moment. Then he drew his smallsword softly from its sheath and held it with his arm stretched out full length and the blade horizontal.

“When I see a man who can do this,” he explained, “I shall fear him more than all the tricksters in the world. I have heard these grave professors make a mystery out of fencing; but I have learned to laugh at them.”

My Lord Teynham was plainly taken aback, but though he was about to scoff away the suggestion of Clovelly, yet the manner of the latter was so frank and his air so easy and so confident that his lordship hesitated.

“Upon my honor,” he objected, “I see nothing in what you are doing.”

“There is a silver knife on that table. Do with it as I am doing.”

His lordship scooped up the knife and held it forth.

“There,” he said. “And what of it? Is this a jest, sir?”

“The knife trembles, my lord. The light shakes on it.”

“So, then–”

He centered his mind and his nerve upon the task.

“The light still quivers on that metal, sir.”

His lordship tossed the knife away and stared again at the rapier in the hand of his guest. It had been extended in a trying position for some minutes now, but it stood as stiff as if it were fixed in the solid wall and not in a hand of flesh and bone. Clovelly now put up his weapon.

“A very clever trick,” admitted my lord.

“No trick, if you please.”

“How is it managed, then?”

“Most simply. An hour in the morning and an hour in the afternoon of work with the sword and exercises to strengthen the wrist, and this done for five years at least, will make you the master of a steady sword, my lord.”

His lordship shrugged his shoulders and a ripple of gold light and of silver fled up and down the robe which clothed him.

“I can almost believe it,” he conceded, smiling. “But after all, what is the use of this steadiness, most amazing though it is?”

“Have you seen time-thrusts and stop-thrusts used?”

“By the score, of course.”

“And most of them failures?”

“That is true; for they must be brought off in the precise part of a second which is intended, and the sword must travel as true as a plumb line. Otherwise, they are disastrous.”

“Very good, then. And the only man who truly knows where the point of his sword is going is he who knows that the pommel is firm as a rock in his hand.”

Clovelly sighed and shook his head.

“How many times,” he continued, “a thrust has gone clean home, but has passed through nothing but the clothes of a man while the hilt rapped against his ribs; how many a sword point has slid past the cheek instead of through the eye at which it was aimed!

“Oh, my lord, a man will tell you that accuracy is indeed a most necessary thing with his pistol, but for his sword-play he seems to forget that a miss of half an inch may be as good as a miss of a yard. Besides, he who knows just where the point will go need not overreach himself and try to drive his blade clean through the body when two short inches may be enough to touch the heart.”

His lordship listened with a peculiar interest, as indeed every gentleman or boor of that day would have listened to a novel view concerning the use of weapons. For the sword which accompanied the dandy in his walk had to be a useful tool as well as an ornament, and the code which every gentleman learned was that certain offenses could only be pardoned or punished with the sword.

“All this,” said his lordship, “may be true. But a duel is fought at close hand; the weapon is small, the target is large, and surely it seems to me that even a child could understand that what is most needed is speed in the parry and lightning quickness of foot and hand for the lunge and thrust. Speed, surely, is the prime necessity.”

“A swift hand,” said Clovelly–and his voice lowered to an almost religious awe–”is truly the gift of God made more precious still by practice which never relents. The hand moves, and the eye cannot follow–”

He illustrated with a lightning gesture. His hand seemed to disappear upon one side of his chair and came into being again resting upon the other arm. His lordship said nothing, but so keen was his interest that he appeared to have forgotten all that had first been burdening his mind.

“A swift hand–and a swift foot hardly less–is indeed a precious thing, without which nothing may be done. But there lies my point: that the swiftest hand need not always win; the sure hand is better still.”

“I cannot agree, Mr. Clovelly.”

“Consider,” argued the other, “that to the man who is not absolutely sure of his mark the target is restricted. If a man aims for the head, he dares not thrust save at the very center of the face, for fear that he will miss entirely. He dares not aim at the corners, which are twenty times open to attack whereas the center is only open once.

“He cannot slip his point through a cheek and madden his man with the pain of it and the thought of disfiguration. He cannot flick his point across a forehead and blind his man with blood, or snip the point, again, across the very tip of the nose, which will cloud even the eyes of a hero with tears and so start him fighting in a fog.

“Or, again, he fears to aim at such a small and shifting target as a wrist or an elbow, a knee, or a hundred places where a fencer may be so stung as to cripple him for the one vital instant, or else turn him blind with passion.

“I tell you finally, my lord, that a man who is not sure of his point has to fight to kill and so many a murder is done, but he who knows where the point will strike and where it will end to the width of a hair and to the thickness of a sheet of paper holds his enemy at his mercy on the one hand and spares his life with the other.”

He arose as he spoke, his color mounting, his brown eyes shining, while his lordship watched and listened with a growing awe. He noted now that, upon a closer scrutiny, Mr. Clovelly seemed less fragile than before. He was lean, to be sure, but so is the hunting leopard.

And as Michael Clovelly stepped out from the shadow into the sunny end of the room, it was to be seen that his hair was not the mere brown which it had appeared before, but a lustrous black that suddenly gave a certain character and ominous distinction to his thin face and to the darkness of his eyes. He now was picking from the table a plate of Chinese porcelain, very thin and composed of the most intricate interweaving of fragile threads of gilt and enamel.

It was an age in which a passion for Chinese porcelains crammed every fashionable household with grinning, glistening dragons and wildly designed vases, but even in that time this plate–or, rather, shallow basket–was as unusual as it was precious and beautiful. Clovelly now held it to the light and pointed out his object to Lord Teynham. In the exact center there was a very small hole, and this Clovelly indicated.

“Consider, my lord, if this is not worth some dozen of the tricks of the fencing masters.”
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