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THE VAST ARMY.

CHAPTER L

THE APPOINTED PLACE.
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very few spots which were fruit-
fal or had aught growing on
them save half-withered stalks of
grass, O creeping -brambles ;
‘) while over head tall, lank, fir
trees pointed their long and leaf-
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less fingers to the wild hills and crass,
which went on and on rising in the distance.

The Army was moving through this
bleak land, and found it hard work to keep
together, or to get forward. I was told

“they were going against enemies, who were
drawn up on a beautiful green and flowery
plain beyond the hills, and were many more
in number.

Ithought I was following this Vast Army,
and One walked by my side, who told me
all about them. Therr movements were
strange and wonderful, so as to fill my soul.

I will tell all I saw.

It was late in the evening when I first
came into the midst of this Vast Army ;
overhead the stars were just beginning to
come in the pale blue sky. The thin clear

crescent of the moon was sailing on with
the shadow of the old moon in its arms.

To the east there were many sharp,
ragged rocks which pierced up into the
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air. I should have thought it would have
been dark in this part of the sky, as it was
night, and the glow of twilight was in the
west. But no; there was a light among
those sharp points clearer and softer than
the twilight which still hovered on the other
side, where the sun had gone down; a
clear, beautiful glow of light which made
the rocks stand out and black against it,
and gave them a sharp terrible look ; and
though this lovely light was low down in
the horizon, and though it was getting on
for night when I came, still I saw that
every man’s brow of that Vast Army, which
was turned toward the glow, shone with a
pale, lovely, peaceful light, like marble
statues look by moonshine, or faces when
they are lit up by the blue flame of sulphur.

There was a glow in the west, but it was
the sweet fading of sun-light, still it was
not half so beautiful ; and besides, it grew

1*
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fainter, while the glow in the east grew
stronger, though very slowly.

And now of the Vast Army. v

My guide told me the enemy lay in the
west, among mountains, under the sunset,
though the Army was constantly looking to
the east, because from thence they were
expecting a certain glorious King, who was
coming with an army of unknown size to
help them; besides, this King was their
King, and his kingdom lay in far-off lands,
where the soft glow was, beyond the hills ;
and the soldiers of his army were all to go
back with him after they bad won the vic-
tory; and they longed to go, for a lovely
land, most lovely, they heard was the land
of the King. '

It seemed the soldiers of the Vast Army
had never seen the King. But still they
loved him with a deep love, for he sent over
kind messages to them, and all glorious
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beings ever marched with them, and attend
ed them, who had seen the King in his
beauty in the land which was very far off,
and ever and anon they told all-glorious
stories of the King and his noble land, as
never could have entered their ¢ hearts to
fancy.” Besides, the King’s character was
most beautiful, such as men love without
seeing the man, and he sent them all kinds
of refreshments and help for their weary
march.

The fathers of this Vast Army had long
ago seen the King, but had been (as I was
told) cut off from his own hosts, on account
of some dispute in which they alone were
to blame, for ¢ in him was no fault;’ and
he had said, by way of punishment, that
the Vast Army should not come back to
him till they had gone through the weary
march, and conquered their cruel foe. My
guide told me, the King longed with a
strange love to have them back, and he
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said (though it was" strange to me) that he
had each soldier of the Vast Army in sight
of him, as, from the glow, he saw them
coming up amid the hills ; though they did
not see him, since the rocks were so dark
and the shadows so heavy.

It was plain that all the soldiers were not
to be at the last great battle, for I will tell
presently how some dropped away ; but I
was told that all who left the Vast Army
‘Wwere taken by bright messengers to the
King, and that the King would brmg them
back when he came.

The men of this Vast Army were very
many in number, of all sorts and disposi-
tions ; they marched in regular order, and
were very close in their ranks, and obeyed
the orders of those over them strictly. I
saw each one had a cross on his brow,
which seemed liquid like living water, and
their crosses ever caught the sweet light
from the eastern glow, and shone with a
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- most lovely color on the forehead of each
soldier of the Vast Army. ;

Mingled among thern were countless be-
ings who followed them, clad in radiant
garments, with faces of unsullied purity,
who were ever active, moving about amid
the soldiers. They were never idle, but
always seemed to have their eyes fixed on
those they had to guard; and whenever
one of the soldiers dropped away, these
beings carried him to the host of the glorious
King: the air and ground seemed quite
taken up with them. My companion told
me, they were messengers from the King.
I saw, too, there were many dark ones
which moved about amidst these messen-
gers, who were bent on evil; and hindering
the Vast Army in their march.

The men were advancing with their arms
in their hands, and their shields on their
bosoms, ready for battle, when I first saw
them. My companion beckoned me to



10 THE VAST ARMY.

follow him ; for I was standing gazing with
wonder at the moving of these soldiers, and -
the active beings who followed them. I
followed him, and he led me through many
barren passes of rocks, till on a sudden we
stood over where the enemy were. They
were drawn up in dense columns and lines
over the beautiful plains. It was morning
before I saw them, and the glorious sun was
bursting full on their colored dresses and
glittering arms ; while the red beams caught.
far away the snowy peaks of the mountains,
and shone all burning hot on the vineyards
of purple grapes and golden corn which
grew in the valley. T thought I had never
witnessed a more lovely spectacle. I did
not see the lovely glow from the enemy’s
land, but all intense burning, scorching
sunshine.

They were careless and unwatchful, and
many stragglers were wandering about over
the rich land, gathering fruits and flowers,
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or sleeping on delicious banks by cool flow-
ing rivers of blue and silver water. They
did not seem to be giving heed to the Vast
Army, who I knew were making their sure
onward way amid the mountains.

“Do yofi see,” said my companion,
¢« how many of these men have crosses of
fire burning on their brows, running up and
down like liquid flame ? ”

I said, I sawit; ¢ and,” said I, ¢ it seems
to me as if the fiery crosses were gnawing
with pain the flesh of those who bore them.”

¢« Even so,” said he, ¢ you have judged
truly. These men with the fiery crosses
did belong to the Vast Army, and their
crosses were then of silver; but since they
have left the army, they have become fire !”’

I remarked on the very anxious expres-
;sion the crosses gave to the faces of those
who had them.

But I must go back to the Vast-Army,
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whom I wished much to watch, and soon
returned with my guide to the mountains,
along which they were moving.

I saw each one was clad in a vesture of
snowy white, and that whenever they went
contrary to the orders they received from
the King, or those placed over them, a dark
black stain was left on their white dress,
which no power of theirs could move away ;
no, nothing but the King himself could take
it away, which he was ever ready to do
when they came back again to the right
way, and grieved over what they had done.

But I must come to the point of my story.
Down in a deep hollow-among the rocks,
while the glow was hovering still and softly
over the distant east, three boys were stand-
Ing ; they were soldiers of the Vast Army,
and wore their snowy vests, and their silver
crosses on their brows, which caught the

rays from the hills.
The cold evening air was rising amid the
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socks and caverns ; the Vast Army lay quiet

"all around : my guide had told me they had
been long on their march, and would be
very long yet, perhaps, before the final
strﬂggle with the foe ; and that very many
would be sent for to join the host of the
King before the day of the last terrible
battle came.

««Ulric,” said a boy whom I had watched
some time with great interest, ««Ulric, have
you heard of the noise among the moun-
tains? they say it has been heard these
three days, and men say it is as if the
glorious King were coming, for it sounds
like chariots driving swiftly on the hills.””

« And what if they have, Albyn?”’ cried
the other; ‘“what if they have? they are
always fancying they hear sounds on the
mountains : they say ever since the Vast
Army set out, men have fancied the same.
I’m not going to be taken in. It’s all fancy,
I say.”

2
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“What was the sound like 9 asked a
young boy who was standing and leaning
listlessly against a rock, and playing with
the point of his sword. «What was the
sound like, Albyn?” said he, looking up
quickly and anxiously. |

“Like the wheels of many chariots, and
the treading of many feet, which move
swifily over the mountains,” said Albyn,
looking thoughtfully towards the hills which
lay off to the east.

“Do you think it 75 the King ?” said the
child, turning round and laying hold of
Albyn’s hand.

“I cannot tell, Erza. I know when he
comes, he will come suddenly.”

There was u silence for a few moments.

“ Oh, nonsense,”’ cried Ulric, ¢ nonsense,
Erza; come with me, boy, and let us go
about the sport we were going at, before

this stupid Albyn puts all this in your
brain.”
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Erza lingered, still looking in Albyn’s
face, yet seeming anxious to go with Ulric.

"« T wish I knew if he were coming,” said
Erza again.

¢« And why?”

““ Because, Albyn, I would not go about
the work I promised to do with Ulric.”

“ Why not ? ”

“Why not! why, because it’s what’ll
stain my garment ; and that must be white,
you know, when the King comes.”

“Oh, Erza!-*dear Erza! if you know
that, how can you think of going ? Suppose
the King were to come on a sudden, as
they say he will, how would you look when

you had known this and would not act on
it? what excuse would you have 2’

Erza hung his head down, and did not
speak. He loved Albyn, but he could not
give up his work with Ulric. He moved
slowly and hesitatingly away. But before
either he or Ulric were out of sight; a swift
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messenger carie up from the main Army,
bearing orders from the leader.

¢ The noise increases among the moun-
tains,” said the Messenger, ¢ and you are
ordered to keep the narrow pass which
comes down between yon rocks into the
enemy’s land, that no part may be left
open to the foe, and that all may be found
watching if the King should come. All are
ordered to their post,” continued the Mes-
senger, ‘““and each one of you has your
own appointed. You, Ulfic, are to guard
the level ground at the top of the rocks, and
by no means to let any one pass you
without the watchword given: you, Albyn,
are to guard the rocky pass beneath, and
to let none pass save over your dead body :
and, Erza, you must stand on yonder hill,
and keep a look-out, and fire the signal if
you see the enemy advance in the plains
beneath.”

The boys listened attentively; they did
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not linger: those who wore the shining

cross were bound to obey.

They each moved to their post. Ulric
muttered to himself, ¢“It’s an old alarm
they always try to frighten us in this way ;
the King is not coming, I'll be bound :
and he went sulkily to his post.

Albyn bowed, and went swiftly to the
dark pass. Erza, who was pale with
fright at the very mention of the King’s
coming, seémed unwilling to leave Albyn’s
side, and moved to his place hesitatingly
and sadly. '

While I was watching them, my guide
drew my attention to one or two things I
had not noticed.

¢ See,” said he, * how each one has his
own place given him to which he is suited ;
so wise are the leaders of the Vast Army
in giving each their place: the hardest
place to Albyn the boldest, to Ulric the

2%



18 THE VAST ARMY.

easier place, and to little Erza but the work
of watching.” 5

I saw each of them had a Being who
followed them, and talked with them when
they were alone, and helped them with
advice. * I was told they were secret
messengers from the great King.

Down a deep pass, among steep, craggy
rocks, in a place where any one could stand
across the narrow pass, young Albyn stood
alone. The moon was shining clearly in
in the sky, and shedding its silver light on
the white dress of the youthful soldier till
it shone in its soft folds like snowreefs ; and
the black shadow of the rocks was painted
in ragged outline on the misty ground. Tall
crags rose up above him in thin tapering
points; but between them shone the tender

glow of light which caught the cross on
Albyn’s brow.

“Hark, Albyn!” said the Being who
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was by him; “hark! thereisa sound in the

pass beneath.” .

Tt was all silent around ; not a sound,
save where some bird of night stretched
its long wing in the moonlight, or flapped it
against the side of the rock.

¢ hear nothing,” said Albyn.

He placed his face near the earth, and
plainly heard the sound of many footsteps
coming up from the plain beneath.

“I will go down,” said he, *“and look
over yonder crag. I may see them plainer
where the moon shines on the plain.”

So saying, the young soldier went to the
rock with his tall spear in his hand, and his
shield on his arm glittering in the night-light,
and his helmet which rose above the cross

on his brow.

He had no sooner moved off than a dark
one of hideous form darted out from behind
a rock, and slid up to where the Messenger
stood, and leaning on the rock before hiu,
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fixed his small, round, flaming eyes on the
bright one, and spoke to him.

¢ Lovest thou yon boy ?7”

“ Thou krowest it,”’ said the other.

“I will have him ere morning,” said the
dark one. ¢TI have pledged my word and
freedom to my King that I will get Albyn’s
white vesture black as ink before the sun
rise to-morrow ; and I will do it too: nor
shall all the messengers of thy vile King
hinder me. I hate thy King; and to ruin
young Albyn for ever is worth a thousand -
years of torment. Ha!?” and the dark one
shouted with wildness.

“Away! away!” said the messenger,
“do thy worst. His King loves him, and
has sent me to guard him; and while
Albyn is firm thou shalt not touch a hair of
the boy’s head : while he keeps his garment
white, I have power, dark one, to overcome
thee ; and thou shalt not prevail. The King
has bought him at a great price, and loves
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Thim with a great love. His eye 1s ever on
19

‘him. Away:

«Ha!" cried the other, ¢ dost thou dare
me ?”’

So saying, the evil one, drawing an
arrow from his quiver, thew it with all his
force at Albyn, who was leaning over the
rock with his back turned to the beings.
The arrow hurtled through the air, and its
fiery point looked as if it would have
pierced Albyn through and through. But
the Messenger slid like light before the b.oy,
and the arrow, striking on his azure wing,
broke into shivers ; the ground was scat-
tered with its fragments.

“ No weapon that is formed against thee
shall prosper,” said the Being.

His .voice died away in sweet accents
among the hills, and it seemed to me as if
an echo came back from the distance,
though the words were changed.
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¢« Because I have set my love upon him,
therefore have I delivered him.”

Most soft and lovely was the voice which -
spoke ; so soft that my soul was filled with
it, and- it seemed to me to come from the
part where the glow was. Albyn looked
round quickly, as if he had caught the last
accents; but he did not seem to see the
shivered arrow, nor to know aught that had
passed, and turned back as quickly to
watch someting in the pass below.

Meanwhile the dark one had fled behind
the shadow of the rock, and the Messenger
stood in the path between him and the boy.

But what was Albyn lodking at ?

Across the plain, over which the moon-
beams’ light fell like a flood of misty silver,
a small band of men were seen quickly
winding their way, armed from head to feet, *
moving rapidly, but softly, towards the
pass which Albyn had to guard. It was
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pllain they came from the enemy’s camp,
and were hoping to take that part of the
army by surp.rise which lay in their tents
mear Albyn’s pass.

News of the sound in the mountains and
the King’sapproach had reached the enemy,
and made them the more eager to make
some impression on the Vast Army. Their
power depended on finding them unwatch-
ful at their post. The little party having
moved swiftly over the place, came into the
black shadow cast by the mountains, and
Albyn could see them no more. But he
heard their footsteps plainly come nearer
and nearer as they approached the pass,
and he imagined, by great straining of his
eyes; he could catch here and there their
spearheads gleaming in some wandering
ray of the moon. He was watching this

Jittle band while the strife went on with the
.dark one.

““They arec coming now at least,” said
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Albyn, throwing himself across the pass
under the huge rock. ¢’Tis strange Erza
has given no signal.”

As he spoke, an arrow from the plain
flew throﬁgh the air far over Albyn’s head,
and a shrill, bitter scream was heard far
above, as from one mortally wounded.

“It's from Erza,” said Albyn; ¢he was
not watching. Poor Erza!” said he, and
drew himself up against the rock: he
planted his foot across the pass, placed his
shield on his breast, and grasping his spear
firmly in his hand, with his helmet on his
head, the young soldier seemed prepared
for a dreadful strife.

“Fear not, for I am with thee,” said a
voice.

Albyn bowed his head; there was a
silence for 2 moment, deep and awful : the
echo of the dreadful scream had died away :
then there was the low tread of many iron
footsteps, another moment, and the fore-






