
  
    
      
    
  


  A Price on his Head; or The Rival lovers.


  by
 Percy B. ST. John.


  [image: ]


   


   


  [image: ] wo horsemen drew rein before an inn in the West of England one rainy night in the Seventeenth century. One was clad in the armor and military dress of a guardsman of King James. The other was a powerful framed man with a long, flowing white beard, and clad in the garb of the civilian.


  Well, Master Buxton, exclaimed the guardsman in a low, hissing tone of voice, you think your manis in this place, do ye?


  I do that, Captain Cardoon—ay, more, I know it, replied the other.


  Well, lead the way, point him out to me, and the traitor shall be arrested in the king’s name.


  Ay, sir, then follow me.


  The old man with the beard, addressed as Master Buxton, led the way into the inn. A convivial scene was revealed to those coming in from the outer air.


  At a table before the roaring fire, in the living room of the inn, sat three persons, youts all of them, handsomely dressed and betraying an air of gentility unmistakable. They had been engaged in a friendly game of dice.


  All sprung up as the two men came into the inn. Swift glances were exchanged, and then one of Hicks, tall and handsome, turned pale and clutched at the hilt of his sword.


  It is the king’s officer, he muttered. Now I will ae up my life in this place before he shall take me away.


  His companions looked at him and then at the two newcomers.


  Master Buxton, with hawk-like eyes fixed on the youth, cried :


  There is your man, Captain Cardoon. Take him!


  The king’s officer strode forward.


  Sir Ernest Paulden! he cried, in a sharp, authoritative voice, you are charged with high treason. In the name of King James I claim you as my prisoner.


  Young Sir Ernest’s face flushed.


  The charge is false! he cried not guilty!


  The charge has been made, said Captain Cardoon sternly. You must appear before the king and answer to it.


  I understand the whole game quite well, cried Sir Ernest scathingly. I would willingly surrender had I the belief that I should receive fair play. But this charge is made by Fitz Hugh Percy who is the king’s dearest friend. Percy has motives of revenge and spite in this matter and I should not receive fair treatment. The charge is false, though I cannot disprove it. Therefore you can only take my dead body before the king, for I will never be taken from this place alive.


  The young earl’s sword leaped from its sheath and he stood upon his guard. It crossed that of Captain Cardoon, who cried:


  Surrender in the name of the king! Master Buxton, I call you to my aid.


  Ay, sir! cried the old informer readily.


  This was two against one. Undoubtedly Sir Ernest would have been worsted, but his noble companions were stanch friends.


  Stand back! cried one, Roger Waldron. I will vouch for the good faith and allegiance of Ernest Paulden.


  And I, cried Reginald Stewart, the other young nobleman. Stand back !


  Before this array Captain Cardoon recoiled, but he cried angrily :


  To resist the king’s officer is treason. I have the names of all of you.


  The young noblemen laughed scornfully. This seemed to irritate Captain Cardoon.


  What ho! he cried. You shall all hang-for this, Know that there is a price upon his head. One thousand pounds for the head of the traitor dead or alive.


  When you get my head, Captain Cardoon, cried Ernest contemptuously, then you may claim the price. You will never get it.


  He spoke a few hurried words to the youths who had befriended him. Then he turned to the door. Captain Cardoon would have followed him, but a bristling array of sword points held him back.


  The next moment Sir Ernest was in the open air. He mounted one of the horses standing at the door and dashed madly away through the night. He knew that his friends would hold the king’s officers until he was safe bee pursuit. As he rode on he murmured:


  The die is cast, there is now no chance for compromise. Percy has the king’s ear and if I am taken to the Tower I shall never come forth alive. I must to Alice at once. Her peril is as great as mine. But I know that she is true to me, and we are sure to find happiness even in exile. The world is wide, and we can seek our fortunes in that newly discovered America. Happiness will yet come to us.


  Ernest had not noted the fact, however, that while his young friends had held Captain Cardoon in the inn they had overlooked Master baxton. This aged scoundrel had glided out and mounted the other horse, and could Ernest have penetrated the gloom in his rear, he would have been astounded to know that he was followed.


  Suddenly Sir Ernest diverged from the main highway, and riding among trees dismaunted before the drawbridge of a castle built after the ancient style.


  He entered the courtyard and said to a serving man:


  Take a message to Lady Alice at once. Delay not.


  A silver piece in the man’s hand hastened his footsteps. Presently he reappeared.


  Lady Alice waits in an inner chamber, he said.


  Sir Ernest followed his lead. In a richly furnished ante-chamber to the court he was in the presence of a young woman richly dressed and of wondrous beauty.


  Ernest, you have come! she cried.


  Alice !


  She was in his arms the next moment, and happy indeed was that meeting between these lovers, for such they were. But the young girl’s face was upturned to his searchingly.


  You have had bad news, she said.


  Yes, Alice, I have, replied Ernest, truthfuily. The blow has fullen.


  Then Percy has influenced the king?


  Yes, and there is a price on my heat!


  Lady Alice’s eyes flashed and her bosom rose and fell. There was a grandness in her manner as she replied:


  Fitz-Hugh Percy has showed the baseness of his nature. It is a trumped up charge, and could my uncle hold audience with James —


  Ah, but before that could be brought about I would be dead, replied Ernest, positively. Percy has laid his plans well. 


  And all because I refused his hand in marriage. This is his revenge. Ernest, it must never be. The world is wide —


  Alice, cried the young earl, rapturously. I knew what was coming, and I have already made preparations to leave England. You will go with me?


  To the ends of the world—to death! she replied, strongly.


  Thank Heaven for such love as that, cried the young earl, joyfully. Oh, we will be very happy.


  But your plans?


  Ah, I have a caravel, a small Dutch vessel chartered at the small port below here. In it we can safely reach Holland. From there we will secure passage to America.


  I shall be ready, said Lady Alice, bravely. Go at once to the port. I will go thither to-morrow. I have only to pack my effects and say farewell to my uncle.


  Neither heard a low chuckle in their rear or saw a white-bearded old man, who, for a moment, leaned on the balcony rail behind them and took in their conversation. Their emotions would have been of a different sort had they recognized their old foe, Master Buxton.


  The latter disappeared as Ernest turned, and after an affectionate embrace left the room.


  Lady Alice of Southmont, was a niece of the Earl of Southmont, and an orphan. She dwelt in this castle with her uncle, having a small fortune in her own right.


  A year previous she had met and fallen deeply in love with Ernest Paulden. She had rejected the love of Sir Fitz-Hugh Percy, a court favorite, high in the esteem of King James. This had maddened the courtier, and he had invented and foisted upon Sir Ernest a charge of treason.


  As Master Buxton slunk out of the castle after his eavesdropping he muttered under his breath:


  At the port, eh? Well, we will let the scheme work. But it will be easy to have Sir Fitz-Hugh and a guard at that point.


  Chuckling fiendishly he hastened away into the night.


  Sir Ernest emerging from the court yard mounted his horse. The night had cleared and the moon shone resplendent.


  The young earl at once struck out for the distant port where the Dutch captain a waited him with his caravel. It was a long ride and in the gray light of the morning before he came in sight of the little seaport town.


  In the dim light he was skirting a wide marsh. Just above this at a point where the sea could be overlooked was the mighty estate of Woodbridge Castle. Its lordly towers and elegant demesnes had been the envy of the English king who had but a short while since come into possession of it.


  As Ernest rode along the edge of the marsh and glanced up at the high towers outlined against the gloomy sky, he knew that it was reported that James was an inmate of the castle at this time.


  He shivered as he reflected that not a great distance from him beyond the gray walls was the man who had imposed the price upon his head.


  At this point Ernest was obliged to proceed with great caution, as the path was narrow and treacherous. Suddenly, from over the marsh, there came to his hearing a wild, agonized cry:


  Help! help! Save me! I am sinking! Help!


  The accents could not be mistaken. A fellow being was in distress. This was enough for Ernest. He slipped from his horse.


  Hold on, friend! I am coming! he shouted, lustily, taking a narrow and somewhat dangerous road across the marsh.


  Help! Help!


  With drawn sword, for the young earl knew not but he might have to meet robbers, he kept on, and suddenly saw the upstretched arms of a man whose head and shoulders were on a level with the surface of the bog.


  The truth was apparent. The stranger had stepped from the path and into the mire, and must have sunk to his death but for help. Ernest ran hastily to his side.


  Have courage! he shouted. Keep up!


  Thank God! was the fervent cry of the unfortunate. You have come in time.


  Ernest had soon extricated the stranger from the mire and they both stood in the path. But for the timely assistance, though, he must have perished.


  Ernest saw that he was a personage of rank and richly clad but remembered not having seen his face before. He was about to move away when the other put a hand on his arm.


  Stay! you have saved my life.


  It calls for no reward, sir, replied Ernest. I have been glad to serve you.


  Then you will accept no reward ?


  No.


  But your name? You will at least allow me the pleasure of knowing who my preserver is?


  Ernest hesitated, but the other seemed so persistent that he replied :


  I have no time to lose. I am about to leave the country, sir. My name is Sir Ernest Paulden.


  Then without further ado and very unceremoniously Ernest left the stranger. Remounting he rode on down into the port. He saw the Dutch captain and arrangements were made to secretly weigh anchor and put to sea that night.


  Daring not to show himself too conspicuously in the town Ernest cast himself at full length in the sands of the shore and gave himself up to thought.


  He knew that Lady Alice would arrive some time that day and would at once go on board the Hilda, which was the name of the little Dutch vessel.


  Some hours passed in reverie thus when a sudden noise in the direction of the town brought the young earl to his feet. His sword leaped from its sheath, and he stood there with disheveled hair blowing in the wind anxiously regarding a thrilling spectacle.


  Only a moment did he hesitate, then he sprung forward on the run.


  At the wharf he saw a carriage in which sat a lady. It was Lady Alice! About the carriage were a squad of men-at-arms who were squabbling and wrangling with the Southmont servitors.


  Betrayed! exclaimed Ernest, with tingling veins, as he saw the form of Fitz Hugh Percy among the others.


  The next moment he was by the carriage step, and beating the foe back. He was confronting Fritz Hugh Percy.


  Scoundrel! falsifier! cried the young earl, madly. I dare you to cross swords with me.


  Seize him! There is a price upon his head, cried Fritz Hugh, savagely.


  It was all the treacherous work of Master Buxton. But before the men-at-arms could surround Sir Ernest a loud ringing voice rose upon the air, and a man of noble aspect strode forward. The throng parted before him, every weapon went to its sheath, every cap came off. All knew and made humble obeisance to King James. As for Sir Ernest, he gazed at the monarch in stupefaction.


  It is the man I pulled out of the mire, he cried excitedly. Before Heaven! Can it be —


  The king raised his hand, and turned a flashing gaze upon Fitz Hugh Percy. In that moment he read the whole truth.


  Art thou the young earl Ernest Paulden charged with treason? he asked, turning to Ernest. If so thou art the brave youth who pulled me out of the bog this morning when I was rash enough to wander from the castle alone.


  Sire, he is the traitor, began Fitz Hugh.


  Silence! thundered the monarch. I think I can see the whole game now. Thou, Fitz Hugh, art over zealous in th love making, and would destroy thy rival. Tut—tut! I have the whole story from a treacherous valet of thine. But this youth is fair and likely, and I’ll swear a faithful subject. At all odds I owe him my life, and if he ever was guilty I grant him a free and absolute pardon. Tis ended. Make way all.


  A month later the young earl presented his fair bride at court. They were kindly received. It transpired that Fitz Hugh Percy never prospered thereafter, and lost the king’s favor. Sir Ernest became popular and never regretted his action in pulling England’s sovereign out of the mire that eventful morn, when fortune seemed against him, and he was fleeing home and country with a price upon his head.
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