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CHAPTER I: The
White Castle


“ The way was long, long, long, like
the journey in a fairy tale.”



Miss Ferrier
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It was not their home. That was easy to be seen by the eager looks
of curiosity and surprise on the two little faces inside the heavy
travelling carriage. Yet the faces were grave, and there was a
weary look in the eyes, for the journey had been long, and it was
not for pleasure that it had been undertaken. The evening was
drawing in, and the day had been a somewhat gloomy one, but as the
light slowly faded, a soft pink radiance spread itself over the
sky. They had been driving for some distance through a flat
monotonous country; then, as the ground began to rise, the coachman
relaxed his speed, and the children, without knowing it, fell into
a half slumber.



It was when the chariot stopped to allow the horses breathing time
that they started awake and looked around them. The prospect had
entirely changed. They were now on higher ground, for the road had
wound up and up between the hills, which all round encircled an
open space — a sort of high up valley, in the centre of which
gleamed something white. But this did not at first catch the
children’s view. It was the hills rising ever higher and higher,
clothed from base to summit with fir-trees, innumerable as the
stars on a clear frosty night, that struck them with surprise and
admiration. The little girl caught her breath with a strange thrill
of pleasure, mingled with awe.



“ Rollo,” she said, catching her brother’s sleeve, “ it is a land
of Christmas trees ! ”



Rollo gazed out for a moment or two without speaking. Then he gave
a sigh of sympathy.



“ Yes, Maia,” he said; “ I never could have imagined it. Fancy,
only fancy, if they were all lighted up!”



Maia smiled.



“ I don’t think even the fairies themselves could do that,” she
answered.



But here their soft-voiced talking was interrupted. Two attendants,
an elderly man and a young, rosy-faced woman, whose eyes,
notwithstanding her healthy and hearty appearance, bore traces of
tears, had got down from their seat behind the carriage.



“Master Rollo,” — “My little lady,” they said, speaking together;
“yonder is the castle. The coachman has just shown it to us. This
is the first sight of it.”



“ The white walls one sees gleaming through the trees,” said the
girl pointing as she spoke. “ Marc cannot see it as plainly as I.”



“ My eyes are not what they were,” said the old servant
apologetically.



“ I see it,” — “ and so do I,” exclaimed Rollo and Maia. “ Shall we
soon be there ?”



“ Still an hour,” replied Marc; “ the road winds about, he says.”



“ And already we have been so many, many hours,” said Nanni, the
maid, in doleful accents.



“ Let us hope for a bright fire and a welcome when we arrive,” said
old Marc cheerfully. “Provided only Master Rollo and Miss Maia are
not too tired, we should not complain,” he added reprovingly, in a
lower voice, turning to Nanni. But Maia had caught the words.



“ Poor Nanni,” she said kindly. “ Don’t be so sad. It will be
better when we get there, and you can unpack our things and get
them arranged again.”



“ And then Marc will have to leave us, and who knows how they will
treat us in this outlandish country ! ” said Nanni, beginning to
sob again.



But just then the coachman looked round to signify that the horses
were rested, and he was about to proceed.



“ Get up, girl — quickly — get up,” said Marc, reserving his
scolding, no doubt, till they were again in their places and out of
hearing of their little master and mistress.



The coachman touched up his horses; they seemed to know they were
nearing home, and set off at a brisk pace, the bells on their
harness jingling merrily as they went.



The cheerful sound, the quicker movement, had its effect on the
children’s spirits.



“ It is a strange country,” said Maia, throwing herself back among
the cushions of the carriage, as if tired of gazing out. “ Still, I
don’t see that we need be so very unhappy here.”



“Nor I,” said Rollo. “Nanni is foolish. She should not call it an
outlandish country. That to us it cannot be, for it is the country
of our ancestors.”



“ But so long ago, Rollo,” objected Maia.



“ That does not matter. We are still of the same blood,” said the
boy sturdily. “We must love, even without knowing why, the place
that was home to them — the hills, the trees — ah, yes, above all,
those wonderful forests. They seem to go on for ever and ever, like
the stars, Maia.”



“Yet I don’t think them as pretty as forests of different kinds of
trees,” said Maia thoughtfully. “ They are more strange than
beautiful. Fancy them always, always there, in winter and summer,
seeing the sun rise and set, feeling the rain fall, and the
snowflakes flutter down on their branches, and yet never moving,
never changing. I wouldn’t like to be a tree.”



“ But they do change,” said Rollo. “ The branches wither and then
they sprout again. It must be like getting new clothes, and very
interesting to watch, I should think. Fancy how funny it would be
if our clothes grew on us like that.”



Maia gave a merry little laugh.



“ Yes,” she said ; “ fancy waking up in the morning and looking to
see if our sleeves had got a little bit longer, or if our toes were
beginning to be covered! I suppose that’s what the trees talk
about.”



“ Oh, they must have lots of things to talk about,” said Rollo. “
Think of how well they must see the pictures in the clouds, being
so high up. And the stars at night. And then all the creatures that
live in their branches, and down among their roots, — the birds,
and the squirrels, and the field-mice, and the — ”



“ Yes,” interrupted Maia; “you have rather nice thoughts sometimes,
Rollo. After all, I dare say it is not so very stupid to be a tree.
I should like the squirrels best of all. I do love squirrels! Can
you see the castle any better now, Rollo ? It must be at your
side.”



“ I don’t see it at all just now,” said Rollo, after peering out
for some moments. “I’m not sure but what it’s got round to your
side by now, Maia.”



“ No, it hasn’t,” said Maia. “It couldn’t have done. It’s somewhere
over there, below that rounded hill-top — we’ll see it again in a
minute, I dare say.



Ah, see, Rollo, there’s the moon coming out! I do hope we shall
often see the moon here. It would be so pretty — the trees would
look nearly black. But what are you staring at so, Rollo ? ”



Rollo drew in his head again.



“ There must be somebody living over there,” he said. “I see smoke
rising — you can hardly see it now, the light is growing so dim,
but I’m sure I did see it. There must be a little cottage there
somewhere among the trees.”



“ Oh, how nice!” exclaimed Maia. “We must find it out. I wonder
what sort of people live in it — gnomes or wood-spirits, perhaps ?
There couldn’t be any real people in such a lonely place.”



“ Gnomes and wood-spirits don’t need cottages, and they don’t make
fires,” replied Rollo.



“ How do you know?” and Rollo’s answer was not quite ready. “I dare
say gnomes like to come up above sometimes, for a change; and I
dare say the wood-spirits are cold sometimes, and like to warm
themselves. Anyway I shall try to find that cottage and see who
does live in it. I hope she will let us go walks as often as we
wish, Rollo.”



“ She—who?” said the boy dreamily. “ Oh, our lady cousin! Yes, I
hope so; ” but he sighed as he spoke, and this time the sigh was
sad.



Maia nestled closer to her brother.



“ I think I was forgetting a little, Rollo,” she said. “ I can’t
think how I could forget, even for a moment, all our troubles. But
father wanted us to try to be happy.”



“ Yes, I know he did,” said Rollo. “ I am very glad if you can feel
happier sometimes, Maia. But for me it is different; I am so much
older.”



“ Only two years,” interrupted Maia.



“Well, well, I feel more than that older. And then I have to take
care of you till father comes home; that makes me feel older too.”



“ I wish we could take care of each other,” said Maia; “I wish we
were going to live in a little cottage by ourselves instead of in
Lady Venelda’s castle. We might have Nanni just to light the fires
and cook the dinner, except the creams and pastry and cakes — those
I would make myself. And she might also clean the rooms and wash
the dishes — I cannot bear washing dishes — and all the rest we
would do ourselves, Rollo.”



“ There would not be much else to do,” said Rollo, smiling.



“Oh yes, there would. We should need a cow, you know, and cocks and
hens ; those we should take care of ourselves, though Nanni might
churn. You have no idea how tiring it is to churn; I tried once at
our country-house last year, and my arms ached so. And then there
would be the garden; it must be managed so that there should
always, all the year round, be strawberries and roses. Wouldn’t
that be charming, Rollo?”



“ Yes; but it certainly couldn’t be done out of fairyland,” said
the boy.



“ Never mind. What does it matter? When one is wishing one may wish
for anything.”



“ Then, for my part, I would rather wish to be at our own home
again, and that our father had not had to go away,” said Rollo.



“ Ah, yes! ” said Maia; and then she grew silent, and the grave
expression overspread both children’s faces again.



They had meant to look out to see if the white-walled castle was
once more within sight, but it was now almost too dark to see
anything, and they remained quietly in their corners. Suddenly they
felt the wheels roll on to a paved way; the carriage went more
slowly, and in a moment or two they stopped.



“ Can we have arrived ? ” said Maia. But Rollo, looking out, saw
that they had only stopped at a postern. An old man, bent and
feeble, came out of an ivy-covered lodge, round and high like a
lighthouse, looking as if it had once been a turret attached to the
main building, and pressed forward as well as he could to open the
gate, which 'swung back rustily on its hinges. The coachman
exchanged a few words in the language of the country, which the
children understood but slightly, and then the chariot rolled on
again, slowly still, for the road ascended, and even had there been
light there would have been nothing to see but two high walls,
thickly covered with creeping plants. In a moment or two they
stopped again for another gate to be opened — this time more
quickly — then the wheels rolled over smoother ground, and the
coachman drew up before a doorway, and a gleam of white walls
flashed before the children’s eyes.



The door was already open. Marc and Nanni got down at the farther
side, for a figure stood just inside the entrance, which they at
once recognised as that of the lady of the house come forward to
welcome her young relatives. Two old serving-men, older than Marc
and in well-worn livery, let down the ladder of steps and opened
the chariot door. Rollo got out, waited a moment to help his sister
as she followed him, and then, leading her by the hand, bowed low
before their cousin Venelda.



" Welcome,” she said at once, as she stooped to kiss Maia’s
forehead, extending her hand to Rollo at the same time. Her manner
was formal but not unkindly. “ You must be fatigued with your
journey,” she said. “ Supper is ready in the dining-hall, and then,
no doubt, you will be glad to retire for the night.”



“ Yes, thank you, cousin,” said both children, and then, as she
turned to show them the way, they ventured to look up at their
hostess, though they were still dazzled by the sudden light after
the darkness outside. Lady Venelda was neither young nor old, nor
could one well imagine her ever to have been, or as ever going to
be, different from what she was. She was tall and thin, simply
dressed, but with a dignified air as of one accustomed to command.
Her hair was gray, and surmounted by a high white cap, a number of
keys attached to her girdle jingled as she went; her step was firm
and decided, but not graceful, and her voice was rather hard and
cold, though not sharp. Her face, as Rollo and Maia saw it better
when she turned to see if they were following her, was of a piece
with her figure, pale and thin, with nothing very remarkable save a
well-cut rather eagle nose and a pair of very bright but not tender
blue eyes. Still she was not a person to be afraid of, on the
whole, Rollo decided. She might not be very indulgent or
sympathising, but there was nothing cruel or cunning in her face
and general look.



“You may approach the fire, children,” she said, as if this were a
special indulgence; and Rollo and Maia, who had stood as if
uncertain what to do, drew near the enormous chimney, where
smouldered some glowing wood, enough to send out a genial heat,
though it had but a poor appearance in the gigantic grate, which
looked deep and wide enough to roast an ox.



Their eyes wandered curiously round the great room or hall in which
they found themselves. It, like the long corridor out of which
opened most of the rooms of the house, was painted or washed over
entirely in white — the only thing which broke the dead uniformity
being an extraordinary number of the antlered heads of deer,
fastened high up at regular intervals. The effect was strange and
barbaric, but not altogether unpleasing.



“ What quantities of deer there must be here! ” whispered Maia to
her brother. “See, even the chairs are made of their antlers.”



She was right. What Rollo had at first taken for branches of trees
rudely twisted into chair backs and feet were, in fact, the horns
of several kinds of deer, and he could not help admiring them,
though he thought to himself it was sad to picture the number of
beautiful creatures that must have been slain to please his
ancestors’ whimsical taste in furniture; but he said nothing, and
Lady Venelda, though she noticed the children’s observing eyes,
said nothing either. It was not her habit to encourage conversation
with young people. She had been brought up in a formal fashion, and
devoutly believed it to be the best.



At this moment a bell clanged out loudly in the courtyard. Before
it had ceased ringing the door opened and two ladies, both of a
certain age, both dressed exactly alike, walked solemnly into the
room, followed by two old gentlemen, of whom it could not be said
they were exactly alike, inasmuch as one was exceedingly tall and
thin, the other exceedingly short and stout. These personages the
children came afterwards to know were the two ladies-in-waiting, or
dames de compagnie, of Lady Venelda, her chaplain, and her
physician. They all approached her, and bowed, and curtseyed; then
drew back, as if waiting for her to take her place at the long
table before seating themselves. Lady Venelda glanced at the
children.



“How comes it?” she began, but then, seeming to remember something,
stopped. “To be sure, they have but just arrived,” she said to
herself. Then turning to one of the old serving-men: “ Conduct the
young gentleman to his apartment,” she said, “that he may arrange
his attire before joining us at supper. And you, Delphine,” she
continued to one of the ancient damsels, who started as if she were
on wires, and Lady Venelda had touched the spring, “have the
goodness to perform the same office for this young lady, whose
waiting-maid will be doubtless in attendance. For this once,” she
added in conclusion, this time addressing the children, “ the
repast shall be delayed for ten minutes; but for this once only.
Punctuality is a virtue that cannot be exaggerated.”



Rollo and Maia looked at each other; then both followed their
respective guides.



“ Is my lady cousin angry with me ? ” Maia ventured timidly to
inquire. “We did not know — we could not help it. I suppose the
coachman came as fast as he could.”



“ Perfectly, perfectly, Mademoiselle,” replied Delphine in a
flutter. Poor thing, she had once been French—long, long ago, in
the days of her youth, which she had well-nigh forgotten. But she
still retained some French expressions and the habit of agreeing
with whatever was said to her, which she believed to show the
highest breeding. “ Of course Mademoiselle could not help it.”



“ Then why is my cousin angry ? ” said Maia, again looking up with
her bright brown eyes.



“My lady Venelda angry?” repeated Delphine, rather embarrassed how
to reconcile her loyalty to her patroness, to whom she was
devotedly attached, with courtesy to Maia. “Ah, no! My lady is
never angry. Pardon my plain speaking.”



“ Oh, then, I mistook, I suppose,” said Maia considerably relieved.
“I suppose some people seem angry when they’re not, till one gets
to know them.”



And then Maia, who was of a philosophic turn of mind, made Nanni
hurry to take off her wraps and arrange her hair, that she might go
down to supper: “for I’m dreadfully hungry,” she added, “and it’s
very funny downstairs, Nanni,” she went on. “ It’s like something
out of a book, hundreds of years ago. I can quite understand now
why father told us to be so particular always to say ‘our lady
c'ousin,’ and things like that. Isn’t it funny, Nanni ? ”



Nanni’s spirits seemed to have improved.



“It is not like home, certainly, Miss Maia,” she replied. “ But I
dare say we shall get on pretty well. They seem very kind and
friendly downstairs in the kitchen, and there was a very nice
supper getting ready. And then, I’m never one to make the worst of
things, whatever that crabbed old Marc may say.”



Maia was already on her way to go. She only stopped a moment to
glance round the room. It was large, but somewhat scantily
furnished. The walls white, like the rest of the house, the floor
polished like a looking-glass. Maia’s curtainless little bed in one
corner looked disproportionately small. The child gave a little
shiver.



“ It feels very cold in this big bare room,” she said. “ I hope you
and Rollo aren’t far off.”



“ I don’t know for Master Rollo,” Nanni replied. “ But this is my
room,” and she opened a door leading into a small chamber, neatly
but plainly arranged.



“ Oh, that’s very nice,” said Maia, approvingly. “If Rollo’s room
is not far off, we shall not feel at all lonely.”



Her doubts were soon set at rest, for, as she opened the door,
Rollo appeared coming out of a room just across the passage.



“ Oh, that’s your room,” said Maia. “ I didn’t see where you went
to. I was talking to Mademoiselle Delphine. I’m so glad you’re so
near, Rollo.”



“ Yes,” said Rollo. “ These big bare rooms aren’t like our rooms at
home. I should have felt rather lonely if I’d been quite at the
other end of the house.”



Then they took each other’s hand and went slowly down the
uncarpeted white stone staircase.



“ Rollo,” said Maia, nodding her head significantly as if in the
direction of the dining-hall, “do you think we shall like her? Do
you think she’s going to be kind?”



Rollo hesitated.



“I think she’ll be kind. Father said she would. But I don’t think
she cares about children, and we’ll have to be very quiet, and all
that.”



“ The best thing will be going long walks in the woods,” said Maia.



“ Yes, if she’ll let us,” replied Rollo doubtfully.



“Well, I’ll tell you how to do. We’ll show her we’re awfully good
and sensible, and then she won’t be afraid to let us go about by
ourselves. Oh, Rollo, those lovely Christmas-tree woods! We can’t
feel dull if only we may go about in the woods! ”



“Well, then, let’s try, as you say, to show how very good and
sensible we are,” said Rollo.



And with this wise resolution the two children went in to supper.



CHAPTER II: In the
Fir-Woods




. . . ‘‘ Gloomy shades, sequestered
deep,



. . . . whence ©ne could only
see



Stems thronging all around. ”
...



Keats










Supper was a formal and stately affair. The children were placed
one on each side of their cousin, and helped to such dishes as she
considered suitable, without asking them what they liked. But they
were not greedy children, and even at their own home they had been
accustomed to much more strictness than is nowadays the case, my
dear children, for those were still the days when little people
were expected to be “seen but not heard,” to “speak when they were
spoken to,” but not otherwise. So Rollo and Maia were not unduly
depressed, especially as there was plenty of amusement for their
bright eyes in watching the queer, pompous manners of Lady
Venelda’s attendants, and making notes to discuss together
afterwards on the strange and quaint china and silver which covered
the table, and even in marvelling at the food itself, which, though
all good, was much of it perfectly new to them.



Now and then their hostess addressed a few words to them about
their journey, their father’s health when they had left him, and
such things, to which Rollo and Maia replied with great propriety.
Lady Venelda seemed pleased.



“They have been well brought up, I see. My cousin has not neglected
them,” she said in a low voice, as if speaking to herself, which
was a habit of hers. Rollo and Maia exchanged signals with each
other at this, which they had of course overheard, and each
understood as well as if the other had said it aloud, that the
meaning of the signals was, “ That is right. If we go on like this
we shall soon get leave to ramble about by ourselves.”



After supper Lady Venelda told the children to follow her into what
she chose to call her retiring-room. This was a rather pretty room
at the extreme end of the long white gallery, but unlike that part
of the castle which the children had already seen. The walls were
not white, but hung with tapestry, which gave it a much warmer and
more comfortable look. One did not even here, however, get rid of
the poor deer, for the tapestry all round the room represented a
hunting-scene, and it nearly made Maia cry, when she afterwards
examined it by daylight, to see the poor chased creatures, with the
cruel dogs upon them and the riders behind lashing their horses,
and evidently shouting to the hounds to urge them on. It was a
curious subject to have chosen for a lady’s boudoir, but Lady
Venelda’s tastes were guided by but one rule — the most profound
respect and veneration for her ancestors, and as they had seen fit
thus to decorate the prettiest room in the castle, it would never
have occurred to her to alter it.



She seated herself on an antlered couch below one of the windows,
which by day commanded a beautiful view of the wonderful woods, but
was now hidden by rather worn curtains of a faded blue, the only
light in the room coming from a curiously-shaped oil lamp suspended
from the ceiling, which illumined but here and there parts of the
tapestry, and was far too dim to have made it possible to read or
work. But it was not much time that the lady of the castle passed
in her bower, and seldom that she found leisure to read, for she
was a very busy and practical person, managing her large
possessions entirely for herself, and caring but little for the
amusements or occupations most ladies take pleasure in. She
beckoned to the children to come near her.



“ You are tired, I dare say,” she said graciously. “ At your age I
remember the noble Count, my father, took me once a journey lasting
two or three days, and when I arrived at my destination I slept
twelve hours without awaking.”



“Oh, but we shall not need to sleep as long as that,” said Rollo
and Maia together. “We shall be quite rested by to-morrow morning;
” at which the Lady Venelda smiled, evidently pleased, even though
they had spoken so quicky as almost to interrupt her.



“ That is well,” she said. “ Then I shall inform yon of how I
propose to arrange your time, at once, though I had intended giving
orders that you should not be awakened till eight o’clock. At what
hour do you rise at home ? ”



“ At seven, lady cousin,” said Rollo.



“ That is not very early,” she replied. “ However, as it is but for
a time that you are confided to my care, I cannot regulate
everything exactly as I could wish.”
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