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Part 1

"Maelcho" by Emily Lawless








Chapter I.

It was nearly six o'clock upon a July afternoon
in the year of grace 1577, and Hugh had been walking all day — in
fact, ever since the middle of the night before.

Ahead of him, serpentining through the hungry
waste like some black, half-congealed river system, lay the bogs,
more bogs, always bogs, their squelching surface starred with grim
little pools, now and then widening into lakes. Right and left and
on every side, the wolfish mountains of Connacht rose, shutting out
the prospect, shutting in despair upon the soul of the wayfarer,
who, without a guide, without a compass, without an idea where he
was going, with evening coming on and nothing to eat but a handful
of bilberries, toiled along, his legs coated with peat slime, his
clothes bedabbled with scraps of sphagnum; weary to death and more
than half tempted to throw himself down upon the first moderately
dry spot he came to and try for a while to forget his troubles in
sleep.

Hugh Fitzwilliam Gaynard was a stout, well-grown
lad. Still he was only fifteen, and his plight was really a very
deplorable one. The night before he had gone to bed in his uncle's
castle of Cargin, upon the other side of Lough Corrib* — Lough
Orbsen it was then called — and had fallen asleep on his heather
crib in the topmost turret, with the moon shining in on him through
the glassless window. He had slept soundly at first, but had been
disturbed towards morning by unpleasant dreams. He had dreamt that
he was out hunting badgers with Christy Colkeen, the
under-huntsman, in the big fir-wood, when all at once an immense
beast, twenty times the size of a badger, with a huge red mouth and
black bushy tail, had flown at him, roaring hideously. Its
poisonous breath was full upon his face, and he was upon the point
of being devoured, when he was suddenly shaken awake by old Morogh,
his uncle's seneschal, who pulled him out of bed and dragged him,
half-clothed and stupefied, down the winding stone stairs to the
bottom of the castle.

(* Lough Corrib - Irish: Loch Coirib - is a lake
in the west of Ireland.)

Hugh thought that he must certainly be still
asleep, for nothing was as it had been when he had gone to bed.
Doors were broken down, there were red lights everywhere, excited
tongues of flame were darting here and there into the rafters and
catching at the bundles of dry rushes. The stairs felt slippery
under his feet with a revolting slipperiness. There was a stinging
smell of gunpowder in the air, and prostrate figures lay about at
every angle of the stairs. All of a sudden, the moon, which had
been shining in through the slit-like windows, dipped and went out
behind clouds. It seemed as if something had met its view too ugly
for it to go on looking at it a moment longer.

One glimpse Hugh had caught, and only one. It
was a glimpse which he felt quite sure no rubbing would ever get
off his brain again. The great door, studded with iron nails,
leading into the hall, was half open as he passed it, and
instinctively, he had glanced in. It was full of armed men, all
wearing the short brown leather coats and red badges of the De
Burghs. There were dead bodies about the floor, the bodies of his
uncle's serving-men. Nearest to the door lay poor, good-natured,
red-headed Christy Colkeen, whom he had been dreaming about, his
honest mouth wide open, his innocent, sheepish face white and
distorted, his eyes tamed hideously back in the agony of his last
glance. At the upper end, just where he was in the habit of
sitting, tied to one of his own stone pillars by the arms and legs,
with a rope round his neck, his forehead streaming with blood from
a cut which nearly divided it in two, Hugh saw his uncle: Sir
Meredith. Young Hubert de Burgh, the youngest of the Earl's two
sons —the so called Mac-an-Iarlas — was standing right in front of
him with a look of satisfaction upon his handsome, girlish face,
stroking down a dainty moustache with one finger and smiling
pleasantly as he eyed his prisoner. For this was a grudge of many
years' standing. Had not Sir Meredith been invited to Connacht by
the De Burghs themselves, who had given him this castle of theirs
of Cargin to keep? And had he not in spite of this dared to oppose,
and even, on more than one occasion of late, to defeat them?
Verily, it was a piece of presumption for which he was about to
reap a hot and a bloody return.

It was only a glimpse Hugh caught, for old
Morogh held him in a grip of iron and though he kicked and
struggled as hard as he could, pulled him down the stairs, putting
a hand over his mouth at the same time to hinder him from crying
out. Only one glimpse, but it was one that lasted him all his life
long. He had not loved his uncle Meredith particularly, not having
had any special reason to love him, still — to see him so! The
shame was stinging; the rage stifling! Again and again, he tugged
at Morogh to get free, but the old fellow's grip was like a steel
vise. Before he fully realised what was happening, he found himself
huddled down the steps into a boat. Morogh had pushed it through
the sedges, which gave way with a crisp, rustling noise, had
clambered in behind him, taken up the oars and was rowing rapidly
out across the lake.

Hugh kept pinching himself to see whether he was
not asleep. Should he not wake up presently, he wondered, and see
Christy Culkeen polishing his uncle's armour or cleaning the
perches of the hawks in the court below? Old Morogh was always a
surly animal, and now he kept muttering and cursing in an undertone
in Irish, throwing his head back now and then towards the shore
they were leaving. Each time the flames spurted into the air, a
grimace of satisfaction crossed his wrinkled face, and he chuckled
audibly as he plied his oars.

Hugh was a shrewd boy, old for his age and
practical to a fault, and it crossed his mind even then in the wild
confusion of the moment whether old Morogh could have had anything
to say to letting the De Burghs into the castle. How else had they
got in, without even the dogs giving notice? How had they contrived
to open the small postern door in the outer wall, which was always
locked at night, and the key kept under his uncle's hand? Only
Morogh could have got at that key. Could it have anything to say to
the death of young Brian, Morogh's grandson, who had been killed a
few months before through Sir Meredith flinging a silver flagon at
him while he was waiting at supper in the great hall? The accident
had troubled Hugh himself at the time, for the boy had been his
only playmate. No one else had taken any notice of it, and no
inquiries naturally had been made into the matter. The boy's
grandfather had looked a trifle sulky for a while and had cast ugly
glances at Sir Meredith under his brows when that knight's back was
turned, but it had never occurred to anyone — least of all to Sir
Meredith himself — that any inconvenient results could follow from
so trivial, if regrettable, an act of petulance.

It was a long row across the lake for one pair
of arms, and those old ones. The moon had come out again and was
fitfully lighting up the grey shores and up-jutting points of rock,
which showed here and there like bits of undissolved metal above a
half-molten surface. Then it vanished suddenly, leaving the rower
to find his way as best he could through the glimmering darkness.
At last, they reached the further or western Connacht side of the
lake. No sooner had they done so than Morogh, who had not uttered a
word all the time he had been rowing, motioned the boy to get out.
Hugh obeyed, but his foot had barely touched the shore, when,
without a syllable of warning, the old fellow turned the boat
suddenly round and shot into deep water, took to his oars again and
slowly rowed away, leaving Hugh standing there staring after him,
the only living thing upon all that solitary shore.

Blankly staring, he watched the boat as it
slowly disappeared, the white gleam of light upon the wet oars
twinkling and twinkling, growing fainter and at last going out.
Then he turned and stared down the long winding stretch of lake,
wasting away southward into a mist of dimness. Lough Orbsen might
that night have been some great untravelled ocean, where never sail
had fluttered, never boatman plied an oar. The shadowy shore upon
which he stood seemed to stretch away to all infinity, lost,
formless, void. Scrolls of grey mist were travelling across from
the side from which he had come, hanging lazily here and there in
limp folds upon the surface. Were they only mists, Hugh wondered,
or were they part of the smoke which rolled from his uncle's
castle?

Mechanically, he turned and walked on a little
way. The ground here became part of the lake in flood time and was
very rough and studded with big tussocks, from the tops of which
waved tall tufts of reddish grass. Suddenly, he stopped short. It
had all come over him with a rush. He realised now that he was
alone, absolutely alone in all this cold grey world; absolutely
alone under that remote, indifferent-looking moon! Alone in a
savage country; without a roof to cover him or a friend to bid him
God-speed; without kith or kin, without food, resting-place, or
money; his life saved, but himself turned adrift — flung off like a
useless servitor or a masterless dog. With a cry of despair, he
tossed himself down upon the ground. What did it mean? And why
should it have happened to him — him, Hugh Gaynard, of all
people?

How long he lay there be could not have told,
but at last, he lifted his head and looked about him. He had only
been to this side of the lake twice before in his life, both times
for short excursions and with his uncle's men. Once at his
entreaty, they had taken him with them, when, in revenge for
certain cattle that had been stolen, they had gone to destroy some
villages lying a few miles from the edge of the lake. The men of
the village, as it chanced, had been away, but the villages had
been burnt all the same, and the women and children scattered or
killed. On their way back, they had been met by two or three dozen
of the fighting men of the tribe, half-naked fellows, with matted
hair tied with thongs over their eyes, and spears and skeans* in
their hands. There had been a fight, and his uncle's men had won
and had killed half a dozen or more of the savages, and promptly
cut oft their heads — for the heads of such two-legged wolves were
worth money — and had tied them to their saddles; ghastly trophies,
which swung to and fro, Hugh remembered, and shed gory drops upon
the ground and upon the horses' flanks all the time they were
riding home.

(* Double-edged daggers.)

What lay upon the other side of those hills he
saw before him, he had not a notion. It might have been peopled by
goblins, or ogres, or men with eyes in the middle of their
forehead, for anything he knew to the contrary. It was not De Burgh
land or the land of anyone civilised or even half civilised. It
belonged, he believed, to the “Ferocious O'Flahertys,” the terror
of the rest of Connacht, for the destruction of whom hourly prayers
were offered by all pious people upon the eastern bank; against
whom the burghers of Galway had set up a graven petition over their
western gate; scourges of the human race; possibly cannibals; at
all points pagans; given over to heathen practices; believers in
the powers of earth and air; a terror even to the wandering friars,
the only denizens of the outside world who ever voluntarily set
foot amongst them.

Perceiving that he could not lie where he was
for ever, Hugh at last got up with a groan and started off to walk
— he did not in the least know where. The moon was beginning now to
slide behind the hill-tops towards the horizon, and a sickly
greenish light was commencing to dawn. Gradually as he walked, the
day grew light about him; curlews and plover started with shrill
cries out of the heather; small white moths uncurled their
roughed-up wings and rose in clouds from the stones. The sun even
presented itself for a while, but, feeling apparently that it had
made a mistake, presently retired behind a wall of cloud, now and
then opening a window.

All that day, Hugh walked, he did not know
where, he did not know why, except that the further he got from the
Mac-an-Iarlas, the better he supposed it would be for him. It was
getting towards the end of the summer, and the bilberries were
ripe. He gathered handfuls of them from time to time and ate them
as he went. But a man, and still less a growing boy, cannot exist
comfortably for long upon bilberries only, and so his stomach soon
began to inform him. The walking, too, was bad. The bogs were a
mere jelly in some places, in others broken into lumps as big as
small haycocks, with black squelching depths between them. Towards
the afternoon, weary to death of struggling through this lower
ground, he determined to make a push for the hills. He climbed
along a sort of ridge, which brought him to the foot of one of the
mountains at a place where a narrow pass opened suddenly above him.
Here he stopped and looked up.

Over his head in all directions, he could see
more masses of stone, all loose, and all more or less weather-worn
and scratched. It looked a grim place in Hugh's eyes, like some
ogre's den, strewn with the bones of dead men, only that the bones
were all of stone. They were ranged in long rows upon either side,
some of them grey, some of a pale reddish colour, with crystals of
feldspar standing out like broken teeth over their surfaces. There
was something extremely daunting in the look of that fierce little
mountain glen. It looked like a place that would harbour wild
beasts or worse things even. Presently, Hugh reached a sort of col
of rock from which another lateral valley branched, and up this
too, he clambered till he reached the summit. Here he paused and
looked about him.

He was now on the top of a pass, cut like a
sword-gash through the middle of the range. Between the jagged
edges of this gash he could see a new valley over the shoulder of
the next hill, with more bogs and more loughs,* and more streams
connecting these loughs, and more mountains, rising one behind the
other; but of houses or even cabins, of any tokens of habitation,
he could see no sign at all.

(* Lakes.)

The sun, which had been hardly visible all day,
was now getting low. And as he stood there, a strange sight became
visible across the mountains. It was only a sunset, but then it was
a sunset such as occurs not once in a year, often not once in many
years, a sunset which turned every mountain top to pale crimson and
every little lough to a lake of pure opal. Overhead, too, were more
lakes — lakes of rose madder, and lakes of amber, and saffron,
shores of pearl or snow white, and ridges of shining gold running
out for the saints to walk upon. In the very heart of all, there
was a small green bit, which was like the Spirit of Peace, looking
down upon so sadly troubled a world. It was a sunset to make mean
things noble and costly things ridiculous, a sunset that seemed to
humble a man down to the very dust, and yet to lift him clean off
his feet with excitement and exultation. Even Hugh Gaynard — sick,
cold, hungry as he was, least imaginative, too, of mortal boys as
he was — even he opened his mouth in astonishment, wondering what
it meant, and if the end of the world had come. When, however, the
show was over, and the mountains had faded to a blackish grey; when
the sky itself had grown discoloured, and all the bars of gold had
become common lead, then he flung himself down disconsolately upon
a stone, feeling as if he had lost another friend, and as though
Fortune the jade had played him yet another of her ugly venomous
tricks.

Suddenly as he lay there, a sound came to his
ears. It was not the distant running of water or the shrill cries
of birds overhead, for those he had been hearing all day. This was
quite a new sound, a faint but distinct “Ba-aa, ba-aa, ba-aa-aa,”
coming over the rocks. He started up. Just above where he had been
lying, there was an opening in one part of the mountain wall, which
he had not observed before. It might be only a crack; it might be
the mouth of a new valley. He got up and moved towards it.

To his surprise, he found it to be a regular
staircase, so narrow at the mouth, that it was invisible until he
was quite close to it, cut seemingly out of the living rock and
nearly perpendicular. He hesitated a moment and then began to climb
it. It opened out after a while, showing ledges above and on either
side deep in grass. Upon this grass, a number of goats were
feeding. One big old he-goat with an enormously long white beard
walked slowly towards the top of the staircase and remained there,
stamping with one foot upon the ground as if for a signal.

“Where there are goats,” thought Hugh
sagaciously, “there are men!”

He pushed on accordingly with a little better
heart. For about a quarter of an hour he went climbing on and on,
wondering what he was coming to next. The staircase narrowed and
then widened, and then narrowed again, and presently he did come to
something — something that made his heart leap into his very
mouth.

It was an extremely odd place in which he stood.
He was looking through the hole of a trapdoor, or rather of a trap
without any door. For some little distance beyond the mouth of this
trap, the ground was deep in loose stones, while upon either side
of him the clip walls rose so close, that by stretching out a hand,
he might have touched them, and so steep, that nothing was able to
find root-hold on them, save here and there a patch of bedstraw or
a stray tuft of yellow saxifrage, where a little soil had lodged.
Over his head more loose rocks stood perched upon ledges, seemingly
in the act of toppling over. It was about as wicked and
unpleasant-looking a place as could well be imagined, suggestive of
nothing so much as a trap, laid out by nature and assisted by art —
a place into which if a man once stumbled, he was not at all likely
ever to emerge alive.

Nor was this all Hugh saw. For before him he
perceived that the glen suddenly opened into a long narrow trough
or valley, looking like a green saucer in the middle of the
mountains — a saucer full of rich grass, upon which not only goats,
but also cattle and sheep were feeding. More than this, he saw a
long line of black wattle huts, a regular village of them,
stretching down on either side of the valley, with a wide trampled
space between them answering to a village street. Beyond these
again, at the end of the valley, rose what at the first glance he
took to be a castle or a big fortified house at any rate. Looking
closer, he perceived that it was only a rock. It was a very curious
looking rock though, quite unlike any rock he had ever seen before.
To begin with, it was enormously big, towering at least thirty feet
in air and probably three or four times that size round the widest
part of the base. It stood up quite loose from the rest of the
ground and was only partially supported underneath by another and a
smaller rock, which was of a different colour, being greyish or
bluish, whereas the upper one was of a bright pinky red and
shining. The strangest point of all about it was that the upper
part was covered with a pattern of white scrawling tracery, which
ran up and down exactly like some sort of cabalistic handwriting,
while below, striking obliquely across the lower part from about
ten feet or so above the ground, there swept a broad, startlingly
blood-red stain. Both these marks were in reality only the
handiwork of a perfectly harmless lichen, but to Hugh Gaynard, they
appeared to be plainly the record of some bygone tragedy, some vast
act of-vengeance perpetrated in unknown times and by unknown men,
possibly not by men at all, but by demons or giants, who had made a
stronghold for themselves and hidden it away here in the very heart
of western Connacht.

As he looked at it, Hugh dimly remembered that
he had heard tales amongst his uncle's men of some place amid the
mountains to which the O'Flahertys were said to resort when hard
pressed, and which was supposed to be guarded for them by
enchantment. He had no time to think about that or anything else
however then, for almost before he had begun to consider what to do
next, there came a sudden descent of wild beasts, or what seemed to
him to be wild beasts. A dozen enormous dogs, long-backed, of a
brindled-grey colour, wiry haired and wolfish looking, came rushing
upon him, with their mouths open, not barking honestly, but yelping
in a low, blood-curdling fashion.

Hugh drew his dagger and stood upon the
defensive. What could one dagger do, though, against a dozen
wolfish beasts? He was giving himself up for lost, and in another
few minutes would doubtless have been pulled down, when a woman
suddenly appeared upon a knoll a little in advance of the double
line of huts, who, seeing what was afoot, shouted to the dogs,
brandishing at the same time a long stick which she held in her
hands. The pack obeyed her, retreating, however, only a little way
and remaining in a semicircle across the path, licking their lips
and growling suggestively, their very coats standing erect with
anger and suspended longing.

Hugh looked at his deliverer, and when he saw
her, he wondered afresh, not knowing what manner of woman she was.
Evidently she was a “savage” — that is to say, a native — but she
was quite a different variety of savage from any he was acquainted
with — quite different, for instance, from the wives and daughters
of his uncle's “churls” or “peasants,” who lived huddled outside
the castle courtyard. This was a tall woman of thirty or perhaps
forty years of age, dressed in a garment of yellowish flannel,
which came below her knees, and over which hung a big red cloak,
draped as men's cloaks were then draped and fastened at the throat
by two metal brooches, which glittered as she moved. Her arms were
bare, as was also her head, which was covered with a mass of black
hair gathered into a knot above her forehead and hanging loosely
down over her back. Her eyes were very dark, with an odd gleam in
them, which struck Hugh immediately. She stood upon her knoll with
the air of one who expects instant obedience.

With the stick in her hand, she made a sign to
him to approach. He did so, expecting nothing less than to be
pulled down by the dogs. Those amiable beasts made way sullenly,
then closed in, following him closer and closer, till he felt their
hot breath in unpleasant proximity to the calves of his legs.
Suddenly, the woman upon the knoll uttered a call, and as if by
magic, a dozen new figures appeared upon the scene, creeping like
ants out of the low doors of the wattled huts, which till then had
seemed uninhabited, and running down the glen towards them. Before
Hugh had time to see clearly what was happening to him, he was
surrounded. Dozens of eager hands were laid upon him. His dagger
was plucked from his side; his cap twisted off his head, one of his
shoes was off in a twinkling, and half a dozen hands were busily
stripping him of his clothes. Another minute would have found him
standing stark naked upon the rocks.

Before this climax was reached, however, he had
plucked up his spirit again. Tired and outnumbered as he was, the
pride of race rose. He was not going to let himself be robbed and
stripped in this fashion with impunity. Most of his assailants he
now perceived to be half-grown lads of his own age or younger,
active-looking creatures, brown as the bogs at his feet, with long
tangled “glibbes” over their eyes. Several were practically naked,
others had scanty woollen rags tied round their waists, while a few
wore shirts, belted in and hanging down to their knees. There was
not a single grown man amongst them, though a few quite old men
were following, who, being slower in their movements, had not
reached the spot before his younger assailants had nearly finished
stripping him of his clothes.

Hugh selected his antagonist, the biggest of the
boys, an especially shock-headed young rascal, with a small turn-up
nose and two twinkling black eyes like those of a stoat, and before
this young gentleman had realised what was happening, the
stranger's fist had made acquaintance with his nose, and down he
went like a rabbit, head over heels, head over heels, over and
over, and over and over, until he gathered himself at last amongst
the dead ferns and nettles at the bottom of a hollow, where he
remained squatting upon his heels and looking up at his antagonist
with a snarl of angry astonishment, which showed his white teeth
from ear to ear.

There was an instant outcry on the part of the
crowd, and some of the smaller of the boys drew back, but an old
man who had just come up, and who carried a big club in his hand,
ran forward and aimed a blow at Hugh's head, which would promptly
have made an end of him, but that the woman in the red cloak
shouted again in a peculiar tone, upon which the man with the club
paused, the rest also standing still and looking at her, evidently
waiting to see what order she was about to give.

Thereupon, she descended from her knoll and
walked slowly over the grass till she came in front of Hugh
Gaynard, the crowd about him making way as she advanced. Here she
paused and looked hard at him without speaking, her eyes closing,
and then again opening suddenly, as the eyes of owls and other
night-birds do. At last, she addressed him. She spoke Irish in a
voice which had a sort of rippling cadence in it, though the words
were harsh and guttural. Luckily for him, Hugh knew Irish, which
Anglo-Irish children of that day picked up from their servants. The
language he now listened to was different from any he had ever
heard before, less mixed up with English words and more flowing. In
answer to her questions, he told her who he was and where he had
come from, how his uncle's castle had been attacked and burnt by
the De Burghs, how he had been brought across the lake, how he had
been walking since the middle of the night before, and how, to sum
the matter up, he was simply starving.

All the time he was speaking, she kept on
looking at him, her eyes closing for a second and then opening
again widely. At one moment, a gleam of sudden ferocity crossed her
face, but after a while, it relaxed again, and a less ferocious
look came in its place. At last, she turned away and gave some
order, of which he did not catch the words. Immediately afterwards,
he was seized by a dozen pairs of hands and pulled, pushed, driven
along the glen, between the double row of huts, at every door of
which as he passed new faces — all of women, children, or very old
men — presented themselves, laughing and displaying rows of white
teeth with delight at the sight of the prisoner.

At last, those who were pushing him paused
before a but, into which they forced him, head foremost, through
the narrow opening. The hut was so small, that he could barely
stand upright in it, and its floor so uneven, that he stumbled and
fell as he was being pushed in. Then the door was fastened behind
him, by the simple process of pushing a big stone against it, and
he was left to himself.

Chapter II.

Hugh lay upon the ground just where he had
stumbled. There was a square crack at the top of the wall, through
which the evening light shone in a clearly defined section. It fell
upon one side of the hut, leaving the rest in shadow, save for a
few splinters of light which stole between the interstices. The hut
was empty with the exception of some very evil-smelling hay in one
corner and from the state of the ground appeared to have been not
long since used as a sheep-pen. Probably, this was during the
lambing season, when the sheep all over western Connacht had to be
driven into shelter, not merely on account of wolves, but also on
account of the eagles, which bred in thousands amongst the crags,
swooping down and carrying off the lambs under the very eyes of
their owners.

Between the wattles of the hut Hugh could catch
glimpses from time to time of figures passing outside. Faces, too,
kept pushing themselves against the sides of his prison. From the
height to which these faces reached, it was plain that they must be
those of children or boys, probably some of his late assailants,
whose ringleader he had sent flying down into the nettly hollow.
Others, again, came lower still and were evidently those of quite
small children. He could hear them all chattering shrilly to one
another, as they twisted their heads backwards and forwards so as
to try to catch a glimpse of him. It was a long time, no doubt,
since anything so exciting had happened in Glen Corril.

Hugh lay like a log. Pride forbade him to give
them the satisfaction of hearing him cry or complain. Prisoner
though he was, a Gaynard was still a Gaynard, and he was not going
to make a show of himself for the amusement of a pack of gibbering
savages. He gnashed his teeth in silence, however, and his hands
clenched themselves in the darkness. He was half mad by this time
with hunger and exhaustion. His throat burned, his temples
throbbed, noises buzzed in his brain. He felt for his dagger — the
one consolation of his day's wanderings — but it had been taken
from him. His hunger was appalling. It seemed to him that unless
food came soon, he must begin to gnaw his hands or eat the leather
of his one remaining shoe. Presently, a new figure came to the side
of the hut, and through a crack in the wall, Hugh caught a glimpse
of a small face, while at the same moment a couple of tiny fingers
began to push themselves between the wattles. He was on the point
of striking at them when he perceived that they held something in
their grasp, something which, on looking closer, he saw to be a
small triangular fragment of bread. It was black, coarse, and very
uninviting-looking; all the same, it had a superlatively enticing
aspect to a boy who had eaten nothing better than berries for the
last twenty-four hours. Against his will, he crept nearer and
nearer to the particular spot in the wall where the bread was.
Pride was great, but hunger was greater. His stomach cried for a
truce — at any rate until its claims were satisfied.

Now he was close to the spot; now he could smell
the delicious oaty smell of the bread. His hand went up as if by
compulsion; his fingers expanded, and he stretched them to take the
bit of bread. The instant he touched it, however, there was a start
back, and the coveted morsel disappeared from his reach, leaving
him frantic with rage and deferred longing. It was only for a
minute. The broken fragment reappeared and this time was held
firmly, though the fingers which held it gave a start and a tremor
as they met those of the prisoner. Hugh ate his fragment, which but
seemed only to make his hunger the sharper.

Another fragment appeared, this time a trifle
larger, which again he took in the same humiliating fashion. He had
never seen a caged monkey, or his sense of degradation might have
been even sharper. There had once been an eagle kept in a wooden
box under the castle wall, which he and Christy Culkeen had been in
the habit of feeding in much the same fashion with scraps of meat
or offal.

When six or seven fragments of the oaten bread
had been eaten, the supply appeared to come to an end. The fingers
disappeared for the last time, and a pattering of small feet was
heard toddling away down the path. The other children had
apparently tired of their pastime, for Hugh heard no more of them.
He sat upon the hay, his ears sharpened with hunger. No one came
near him. The night grew darker and darker. There was hardly any
light now. The moon delayed rising; the buzz and stir of the little
encampment around him gradually died away. There was no wind to
speak of, nevertheless it was beginning to grow intensely cold; a
nipping air stole in through the innumerable crevices of his cage;
the wild cry of owls sounded from far away in the depths below. It
seemed to Hugh as if he were hung up somewhere from the very sky.
It was all so dim, so bleak, so high apparently above the rest of
the world.

And last night he had been at supper with his
uncle, they two alone at the upper end of the table, the long train
of serving men and men-at-arms stretching away in a lengthening
line below them to the end of the room. He had not been
particularly happy then, still, he had been somebody, a personage,
upborne by the sense of his own importance, the first, next to his
uncle, in the castle, the representative of those far-away English
Gaynards about whom he knew nothing, but as to whose importance he
cherished the most fervent and intimate conviction.

Where were they now, those inhabitants of the
castle? That long row of bearded men who had eaten and drunk
together so few hours ago. Were they all dead? Had those villains
the Mac-an-Iarlas wreaked their fury upon everything and everybody
in the castle — upon the drudges in the yard, upon the dogs in the
kennel, and the hawks in the mews? And if so, who would there be to
avenge them? Who would fight the De Burghs, burn their houses and
kill their dogs, and drudges, and hawks in return? No one, Hugh
reflected disconsolately; that was the worst of it; so far as he
could think of, no one. The Governor of Connacht, Sir Edward
Fitton, was tightly shut up in the town of Galway, hardly able, as
everyone knew, to do anything for himself. For months past, the
Mac-an-Iarlas had had it all their own way, had paid over and over
again their ancient grudges, till even their thirsty souls must
have been satisfied — burning houses, sacking villages, killing
men, carrying off women, revelling in a perfect saturnalia of
murder and general jollification. There were very few castles in
Galway, save those already in De Burgh hands, strong enough to
stand out against them, and of those few, their own castle of
Cargin had been one of the last and very strongest.

Hate is a very sleep-defying passion, but even
hate itself yields at last to immeasurable weariness. Hugh's
thoughts began, little by little, to grow misty. His vengeance
against the De Burghs became mixed with other and less definite
matters. It seemed to him that he was falling down somewhere on to
a bog or into the sea, he was not clear which. Voices sounded near
him, then passed unaccountably away and ceased. Once the hoot of an
owl came with a distinct questioning note to his ear, but presently
it flew away over the heather, bleating seemingly like a goat.
There was a gurgling sound of water falling and falling. He seemed
to have got into a basket which had been hooked by someone to a
star, and which kept rocking so violently, that each time it swung
his feet knocked against the sky, now to the east and now again to
the west. It was not a basket, though, he saw presently, but a
boat, and Christy Culkeen was rowing it.

Then Hugh suddenly saw that the lake was full of
blood, and that dim shapes were moving to and fro about it — spongy
shapes with swollen faces and staring goggle eyes. Out of the crowd
of these, there suddenly arose a new face, this time that of young
Brian, old Morogh's grandson, who had been killed at supper by his
uncle Sir Meredith. It looked exactly as it had looked when the boy
was being carried away from the hall and seemed to Hugh to be
rising higher and higher out of the water, and the eyes looking
reproachfully back at him just as they did then. At this point, he
tried hard to escape — he did not know where, but he knew that he
did not want to stay there any longer.

Suddenly, he was awake. Dazzling splinters of
light were breaking in through one side of his prison. Compared to
the pitch darkness of the other three, it seemed as if that side
had become really hot. The blaze of light fell almost in every
variety of pattern, a red, jagged, interlacing network of fire. He
caught the dazzle of a torch and dropping tears of turpentine over
the grass and stones. Two figures were moving about out there, one
a very tall and one a very short figure. He could hear them
speaking to one another in whispered tones, though he was unable to
distinguish what they said or what manner of beings they were. The
light grew nearer and nearer. It was in his eyes; it was darting
through and through the chinks; it seemed to be everywhere and to
be consuming everything. A horrible thought flashed through his
brain. Gould they be going to set fire to the hut and to burn him
bodily up? It did not seem at all unlikely. People were very fond
of burning one another in those days. Had he not often seen his
uncle's men, when they were riding along at night, fling a torch
into some house they were passing, not knowing or caring who might
be inside?

All at once, the red network broke into a yet
broader blaze. The stone which had fastened the door was rolled
back, and the light of a large pitch torch threw its dazzle upon
the filthy floor. It lit up poor Hugh, crouched, for all his
gallant Gaynard blood, like some forlorn dog in a damp corner. It
showed every cranny and crevice of his cage. It tossed its fiery
flakes all over the earth and grass outside, along the steep sides
of the glen, lighting here a stone, there a group of sleepy,
bearded goats. It settled finally in a broad blood-red glow upon
the face of the great rock which stood in the centre of the glen,
the stain upon its base flushing a deeper and more sinister red
than ever in this sudden illumination.

The next moment, the square of light was
darkened again, and darkened by something that to Hugh's excited
fancy seemed almost as terrible as fire itself would have been. The
door was not more than about four feet high, but it was very broad
in proportion; yet the figure which now occupied it stood upright
in the entrance, and its shoulders touched the two sides. The face
was still invisible, but the red illumination threw the whole
outline of the figure into full relief. It was the figure of a
monster — of a dwarf and giant rolled in one — a black deformity of
apparently portentous breadth and more than portentous ugliness.
Above the two shoulders rose a big head, surmounted with a dense
thatch of hair which covered it down to the eyes and stood out like
a judge's wig. Hardly any neck was visible, only those two
monstrous shoulders and a body which, though broader than that of
an average man, dwindled down to a meagre pair of legs, from the
ends of which two flat, fin-like feet extended at right angles.

At first, the horror of the thing overcame Hugh
so completely, that he simply shut his eyes. A minute passed,
however, and still he was not devoured. Presently, he was conscious
that a harsh, grating voice was addressing him and accordingly
opened his eyes warily. The creature — man or devil, whatever it
was — was quite close to him now; he could almost touch its hairy
head and could feel its hot breath against his cheek. Sick with
disgust and half dead with terror, he looked away towards the
entrance of the hut, in a vague hope of some help coming to him
from without. As he did so, he became aware of the other figure,
which had become visible now that the hideous stopper was removed
from the entrance. It was that of a tall, gaunt woman, looking
perfectly gigantic in the red light and holding in one hand a
torch. She was ugly enough, poor wretch, to frighten the very
goats. A mass of reddish hair hung down in long elf locks about a
face upon which misery appeared to have so stamped itself as almost
to have produced idiocy. Ugly and gigantic as she was, instead of
further alarming him, the sight of her lent Hugh a certain degree
of confidence. He knew her well. He had seen her a thousand times,
this ugly, down-beaten creature, with stupidity and misery stamped
upon her face like an ineradicable birth-mark. The specimen before
him was bigger, perhaps, and wilder-looking than any specimen he
had seen before, still in all essential points it was the same. The
wives and daughters of his uncle's peasants had all been just like
that — as ragged, as gaunt, as haggard, as wretched-looking, with
just the same expression of vacant misery written upon all their
faces. It had never occurred to him to pity them, any more than he
had thought of pitying the donkeys or garrons. Still less did he
pity this one or wonder what had made her look like that. All the
same, the sight of her gave him confidence. It was like catching
sight in a strange land of some uncouth object — some pot or jug
that one has been accustomed to see at home — consoling from the
very familiarity of its ugliness. Since the she-monster was
certainly human, it seemed possible that the he-monster might be
human also, and this gave him courage for the first time to turn
his eyes towards it.

He then discovered that the fiend's face was
smooth and fat, and shining, with a pair of round black eyes, which
seemed to be embedded in the flesh. The lower part of it was
chiefly remarkable for the enormous size of the mouth, which
literally stretched from ear to ear. It was a batrachian sort of
face and would have reminded Hugh of a frog's, only that he had
never seen a frog in his life, there being none in Ireland at that
time. It was not a particularly malicious face. The mouth, big as
it was, did not show any immediate desire to eat him up. On the
contrary, its expression was chiefly remarkable for a look of
intense self-admiration. The gigantic lips were distended with what
appeared to be a permanent smile of complacency. Catching Hugh's
glance, the monster nodded affably at him with an air of patronage,
the air of one who wishes to put an inferior at his ease and to
diminish as far as is possible that awe which the sight of his own
dignity naturally inspires.

“Then it is not afraid, you need be, young
Sassenach,* so it is not,” he said in a thin, chirruping voice,
which sounded like an exaggerated bat's squeak. “It is myself you
see before you, myself and no other man — Flann MacFogartach,
called of the foolish Flann-na-Pus,** leech and purse-bearer to
Cormac Cas, who is the Ollamh*** of Morogh Na d-Tuagh O'Flaherty,
of Morogh Na d-Tuagh, the greatest, grandest man in all the world,
and Cormac Cas the second greatest. Yes, it is myself, Flann
MacFogartach, and no other man. And it was good of me, very good to
come to you, only that I could not have done different, seeing that
I am come by the order of Beara, the daughter of Cormac Cas, who in
her graciousness has sent you this.”

(* Saxon, Englishman; ** Flann of the Mouth; ***
Master of particular trade.)

He lifted a small noggin which he held in his
hand, stirring it at the same time with a stick, so that a steam
began to arise. Terror for the moment had kept Hugh's hunger at
bay. The sight of food was all that was wanted, however, to bring
it back. To accept food from so doubtful a source must have a
deadly effect, he was well aware, upon a man's soul, but even so he
could not refrain. The devil, if this was the devil, or one of his
emissaries, would find an easy bargain of him tonight. He stretched
out his hand and took the noggin, which the monster surrendered
with another affable grin. Inside was something of the nature of
porridge, made of oats and boiled to a pulp. A spoon — or a piece
of wood which bore some faint resemblance to a spoon — was sticking
upright in it. Hugh took the piece of wood. To imperil your
immortal soul is, no doubt, a very serious matter, but not so bad
as to go to sleep over such a void as that.

He had got it up to his mouth when he was
startled afresh by a cry, or rather shrill squeak, on the part of
the monster. He dropped it in all haste and started back, filled
with new dismay. It was only a summons, however, as he perceived,
to the big woman outside — one which she evidently understood, for
she proceeded to fix the torch into the ground by its pointed end,
then, creeping through the entrance, appeared inside, bringing with
her a small “mether”* full of milk, which she handed to the
prisoner. Thirsty as he was, the woman's eyes attracted him for an
instant. She gazed at him with a dreary leaden-eyed gaze, which
seemed to see nothing. Then, moving back a little, she squatted
down upon the earth, her bare legs outstretched, her back against
the wattles, in an attitude of immovability, which seemed
calculated to last all night.

(* Drinking cup, square-shaped at the top and
rounded at the bottom.)

Under these circumstances, Hugh ate and drank,
the monster and his female companion gazing at him meantime, one
with those piteous eyes which seemed to observe nothing, the other
with his peculiar smirk of complacency and with eyes keen and
watchful as those of a weasel. When he had finished the contents of
the noggin and had drunk up every drop of the milk, his two
visitors rose and departed. Flann-na-Pus waddled first, with the
facility of one to whom a roof considerably less than five feet
from the ground is not a matter of the slightest inconvenience.
Then his gigantic companion followed more slowly, creeping
laboriously backwards on her hands and knees. The last thing that
Hugh saw of them were those patient, long-suffering eyes of hers,
gazing up at him from that uncomfortable position. He fell asleep
again soon afterwards, and his dreams this time were of wolves and
hairy mountain fiends, and hideous long-armed goblins.

Chapter III.

Four hours later, he was awakened again, this
time by an appalling noise. Shriek upon shriek, shriek upon shriek,
resounded through the darkness, or rather through the first faint
precursor of daylight. He started up in terror. The clamour was
penetrating, ear-splitting; only those who have heard a number of
women — a whole village full of them — scream together at the
utmost pitch of their united lungs will be able to judge what that
sound was like. It was not only ear-piercing, but it was
soul-scaring. It curdled Hugh's blood, and sent shivers of
discomfort up and down the middle of his spinal marrow. Without
knowing what it was all about, he sprang up and groped his way to
the door of the hut, which he found to be this time only loosely
fastened. He pushed it open and looked cautiously out in the
direction from whence the sounds came.

And there he saw a curious sight. The valley was
something like a trough or narrow basin lying in the hollow of the
mountains, one end of it being nearly closed by the steep rock wall
in the middle of which the trap-door yawned, and which was
approached from below by the staircase up which Hugh had climbed. A
cold white dawn was slowly breaking over the mountains, making
everything seem ghostly and unreal. A few stars still twinkled in
the western sky, a red planet just showing between two black peaks
of rock, while a veil of mist which hung over everything seemed to
be suspended across the ends of the valley like a gigantic spider's
web. Breaking through this web, figures of women were to be seen
hurrying down to this mouth of the glen — vague figures, from each
of which, as it emerged from its own hut, there burst these shrill
screams, which filled the glen and seemed to rise up into the cold,
remote sky.

Hugh wondered what they could all be about and
in his curiosity advanced a little further, seeing that no one
seemed to take any heed of what he did. By-and-by, as his eyes grew
accustomed to the dimness, he began to perceive that other figures
were coming, one after the other, up the stairs and emerging
through the trap-door at the top. These were not women, but men —
big savage fellows, looking perfectly gigantic in the mist. One
after the other, they mounted until there were forty or fifty
collected at the top. They did not move on, but waited where they
were, as if expecting someone else to appear from below.

At last, the uprising ceased. The men who had
mounted drew into two groups on either side of the passage. The
women, who were by this time silent, waited too, evidently in
expectation. Then appeared a new figure, advancing this time not
forwards but backwards, his hands supporting something which he was
lifting carefully up the rocky stairs. He was followed by another
man supporting the same thing from below. Hugh could now faintly
distinguish that this something was stiff and straight, and that a
pair of feet stretched out horizontally before it — a corpse.
Another bearer followed and another corpse, and after that, two
more bearers with a third corpse between them. Then the three
corpses were borne slowly away up the valley, the women falling in
behind them and renewing their shrill shrieks and screams as they
did so.

Hugh retreated towards the door of his hut as
they approached. Slowly, the troop swept along up the narrow,
rock-encompassed valley, the women's cries being more in unison
than before. It looked as ghastly a procession as could well be
imagined under those twinkling stars, lit by that first grey,
glimmering uncertain light of morning. Though he had every reason
to think that it was only the men of the village returning from
some foray and bringing their dead with them, Hugh felt his blood
grow cold under his skin and his flesh creep as he watched it
coming nearer and nearer. He would have liked to escape under cover
of the darkness and get away to the mountains before it reached the
village. He did not do so, simply because there was nowhere for him
to get to. If he had run away, he would have had nothing for it but
to come back as soon as he got hungry or else fall into the hands
of other savages, worse perhaps even than these. He remained where
he was, therefore, only retreating a little into the darkness of
the hut and from there peeping furtively out through the
wattles.

Hugh Gaynard retreated to his wet hay and sat
there for some time watching the drops gather upon the sods
overhead and fall in big black tears upon his feet and legs. He did
not feel like sleeping again. His ears still rang with those
shrieks, which seemed to be vibrating in every corner of his brain.
That row of bloody corpses close at hand was disturbing, too, and
kept him restless. As a matter of fact, however, he did fall asleep
again and slept soundly for two or three hours.

Chapter IV.

When Hugh awoke for the third time, it was broad
daylight, and the rain seemed to be over for the present. He
clambered out of his unpleasant lair, which was now thoroughly
soaked through, and moved shiveringly over to the door. Someone had
secured it while he was asleep, but there was no difficulty on this
side in seeing between the chinks, which were only filled with dead
moss, some of which he pulled away, so as to be able to look out
more clearly. Hitherto his impressions had been more or less those
of a dream — a remarkably bad dream — but now with returning
daylight he would be able, he thought, to see what sort of a place
he really had got into.

All around the hut lay a space of puddled earth,
black as any bog hole and starred at intervals with big pools.
Where that ended, the heather began at once. He could see it
stretching away before him, twinkling over with millions of
rain-drops, or broken here and there with lichen-covered boulders,
till the edge of his chink hindered him from seeing any further. He
moved to the next one and looked out again.

Immediately opposite to the door of his own hut
was the entrance to a similar hut. It seemed to be larger than the
one he was in, and the door stood wide open, so that he could see
figures moving to and fro inside. Looking closely into the
half-darkness, he could further distinguish the figure of a man
laid upon his back in the centre of the hut, with his arms
stretched stiffly out upon either side. This he concluded to be one
of the corpses he had seen in the night and was confirmed in the
supposition by observing that, though it was now broad daylight,
torches were burning in the cabin, one on either side of the
prostrate figure. Outside, close to the entrance, two women were
squatting upon the ground. One of these he recognised as the
uncouth giantess, the companion of the monster who had visited him
in the night; the other was an older woman, whom he had not seen
before.

He was still peering at them when three other
women came up and proceeded to squat themselves silently down in
the same place. These were all three very old creatures, hags of
incalculable age and amazing ugliness, their skinny necks and
sparsely-covered heads giving them much the look of a trio of
elderly cormorants. Then another old woman, this time a fat one,
waddled up and also squatted down on the ground, and after her
another and another, till there were a dozen seated upon the mud
about the entrance, all evidently waiting for some event or
ceremony in which they were to bear a part.

Hugh watched them from his chink, wondering what
they were going to do, wondering, too, with no little anxiety
whether he was going to have any breakfast. He had almost forgotten
his terrors of the night before, his anxiety being now chiefly
concentrated upon two questions: first, was he likely to get any
food? secondly, what were his chances of making his escape from
this place altogether?

Suddenly, he perceived a commotion which seemed
to ran through the village. He could hear a confused noise of
voices in the direction of the entrance of the valley. He ran to
that side of his hut, but there were fewer chinks here, so that he
was unable to see clearly what was going on. A couple of young men,
evidently just awake, came yawning to the door of another hut a
little lower down and looked in the direction of the entrance. Then
one said something hastily to the other, and both began rapidly
buckling on their bolts, evidently with the intention of going out.
The row of squatting hags upon the ground had their heads all
turned also towards the entrance of the valley and were craning
their necks forward and chattering to one another in low, guttural
tones.

The two young men came out of the hut and
hastened away. Hugh could hear other steps, as if the occupants of
all the huts were moving in the same direction. Presently, as the
noise of footsteps died away, he was able to make out a word or two
of what the old women were saying to one another. “Muredagh!
Muredagh!” he heard them say; then “Cormac Cas! Cormac Cas!”
repeated many times in tones of eager anticipation.

Muredagh was a new name to Hugh, but with that
of Cormac Cas he was perfectly familiar. Everyone upon the banks of
Lough Corrib and for miles around it knew the name of Cormac Cas
and all about him. He was the Ollamh — in other words, the lawyer,
bard, and chief adviser of Morogh Na d-Tuagh O'Flaherty, lord and
chief of the whole clan and country of the O'Flahertys from sea to
sea. Marvellous tales were told of Cormac Cas' powers. He was said
to understand what the birds told one another as they flew through
the air, and the fishes as they whispered at the bottoms of the
streams. He could make what weather he chose and keep it at the
same point, too, for as long or short a time as he chose. He had a
familiar spirit which took the form of an one-eyed trout, living in
the stream that ran under Morogh Na d-Tuagh's castle of Aughnanure.
He could curse anyone against whom he had a spite with a curse so
withering and all-pervading, that no priest in all Connacht, not
the Bishop of Killaloe himself, could ever take that curse off
again. Trying to recall what more he had heard, Hugh remembered
that he had been told that Cormac Cas' own part of the tribe were
kept quite distinct from the rest of the O'Flahertys, and that
they, with their wives and families, lived in a hollow place above
Maam Tore, a place which opened only when Cormac Cas ordered it to
do so and would close up again at his orders — a place, so the
story ran, into which it was fatal for anyone to get save with
Cormac Cas' leave, and out of which no human being, not an
O'Flaherty born, had ever stepped alive. Drifting recollections
came back to him of still more cheerful tales than these — tales of
prisoners carried up there and never seen again; of corpses,
charred and horribly mutilated, found lying about on the rocks
below Maam Tore; of grisly sacrifices, no doubt to black-faced
mountain deities, accompanied by cannibal feast and other heathen
performances. There were no end to similar tales about the doings
of Cormac Cas and his belongings, many of which had been related in
his hearing with the most minute and satisfying details around the
armour-room fire.

Hugh's blood ran cold in his veins as he
reflected that the place in which he stood must be the very hollow
in question. If so, Heaven help him indeed! He was undone assuredly
and had nothing left now but to begin to think upon his
prayers!

He had not much time in which to anticipate his
coming fate, for the steps were now returning. He strained his eyes
to the crack, but for some time could see nothing. Suddenly, a
number of men poured into the space between the two huts, obliging
the old women to get up and scuttle hurriedly out of the way to
avoid being trodden on. The centre of this group was an immensely
tall man, tall even for a Connacht highlander, a man several inches
over six feet high and broad in proportion. He was dressed in a
close-fitting suit of flannel, with wolf-skin leggings reaching
down to his ankles, and a great dark cloak slung about his
shoulders. His head was bare but protected by the usual glibbe,*
which in his case was already iron-grey, giving him an
extraordinarily close resemblance to an elderly wolf. Indeed, the
whole group, as it came round the corner and swept into the open
space, was like nothing so much as a pack of wolves tearing along
with its leader in its midst.

(* A thick mass of matted hair on the forehead
and over the eyes.)

For some minutes, the chorus of voices was
deafening. The younger men, who had arrived in the morning, were
evidently explaining to the man with the grey glibbe what had
occurred. He stood perfectly silent in the midst of them, his dark
eyes roving slowly from right to left, with a peculiarly piercing
and at the same time sullen expression. First, his glance swept the
whole encampment, then it rested for a moment upon the hut
immediately in front of him. Suddenly, he lifted his head, and his
hand went up with a quick authoritative gesture. Thereupon all
tongues ceased buzzing. A movement was visible inside the hut, and
from the entrance of it stepped out the woman called Beara.

She came forward, and she and the man in the
grey glibbe spoke together. It was easy to see that they must be
brother and sister, for their faces were strikingly alike.
Presently, Hugh perceived that they were speaking of himself. He
caught a word or two showing that the woman was explaining how he
had come to the village, and where he was held prisoner. The man
with the grey glibbe shot a glance in his direction. It was only a
single glance, but so fierce and murderous, that Hugh felt as if a
knife was being then and there run between his ribs. The next
minute, however, the man had turned indifferently away and entered
the opposite hut. Hugh could see him standing there for a minute.
Then he came out again, said another word to the woman, turned and
without a glance at the younger men, who stood eagerly watching
every movement, strode away across the heather, disappearing in the
direction whence he had come.

Chapter V.

Morogh Na d-Tuagh, or Morogh of the Battle-axes,
was a great man, there could be no question upon that point. Not
for generations back had there been such a chief of the Clan
O'Flaithbertach. Had he not united under one rule the whole of
Connacht, its outlying no less than its inlying portions? By craft
and subtlety, however, no less than by force of arms, he had
wrested the chieftain-ship from the elder Flaithbertachs of
Conmhaícne Mara and had established himself in the Castle of
Aughnanure, near Oughterard, upon the shores of Lough Corrib,
within full view of his enemies the De Burghs, gathered upon the
further bank.

Still, all who were qualified to judge agreed
that Morogh would never have done half what he had done, had it not
been for his famous Ollamh, Cormac Cas. For guile and cunning, for
knowledge and wisdom, for unlimited blood-shedding, if necessary,
but above all for craft, there was no such Ollamh far or near as
Cormac Cas. He was a real Ollamh, of the true old stamp, of which
there were by this time few left. Even in his young days, he had
been by no means noted as a fighter, although he had ten sons and
now some forty grandsons and grand-nephews, who were the foremost
fighters in Morogh Na d-Tuagh's band. He was much more formidable,
however, much more admired, much more hated, much more feared than
all the fighters of western Connacht put together.

When Cormac Cas deliberately gazed at any man
from under his white brows and then turning slowly away, looked up
towards the sky, muttering strange incantations between his teeth,
it was known to be high time for that man to order his
winding-sheet. He was reputed to have the power of divination, to
foretell the future; above all, to have that mysterious power, of
which no one willingly spoke, by means of which certain of the
greater Ollamhs have been able from the beginning of time to hold
communications with the very earth herself, so that by their arts
and enchantments she can be induced to withhold her gifts.

The women were grinding at the querns, the men
lounging at the doors of their huts, when a boy came rushing up
breathless and perspiring to say that Cormac Cas and his son
Muredagh, with a priest, had been seen crossing a slope opposite
Magherameenagh and would arrive almost immediately.

It was the third day since Hugh Gaynard's
arrival in Glen Corrib. He had been fed meanwhile regularly, and
fresh straw had been given him to lie upon, but he had not been
allowed to leave the hut. His food had been brought to him by the
dwarf Flann-na-Pus, and once the tall woman called Beara had come
to the door and stood looking at him, with an odd expression in her
eyes, as if he reminded her of something or someone. He thought
that she was about to speak to him, but in the end, she had turned
away again and left him without doing so.

He was sitting as before with his eyes at one of
the cracks, when he perceived this sadden excitement which ran
through the whole encampment. The women left their work and
collected in the centre of the glen, the men started up, snatching
their spears, and ran out to meet their chief. Peering through his
crack, Hugh presently saw them returning with him.

The great Ollamh was a wizened little old man,
so feeble that he had to keep his son Muredagh beside him to carry
him over the bad bits of the hills, and so small that he looked a
mere pygmy beside his shaggy sons and grandsons. His eyes were of a
pale turquoise blue and lively still amongst the puckers that
surrounded them; his beard was a good half-yard long, of a
beautiful yellowish white, sweeping in the softest curves to his
waist. He looked venerable and even mild at the first glance, but
not at the second. Cold, glittering, snake-like were those blue
eyes behind their wrinkles, and Hugh shivered as he caught them
turned accidentally in the direction of the hut he was in.

The dead men had meanwhile been brought out and
laid in a row upon the heather. Each had on his upper garment and,
because they were warriors, the leathern coverings, which further
protected the knees and thighs. Cormac Cas stood and looked at them
for a while. Two of them were his grandsons, one was his
grand-nephew, but his eyelids never quivered nor did a muscle of
his lips move. Muredagh, too, stood behind him, indifferent
seemingly. The priest who had come up with them from Oughterard had
meanwhile got into his vestments; very dilapidated vestments they
were, having been carried up hill and down dale, through brake and
dyke, and across briar-infested forest — in fact, all over Ireland
— in his own ghostly hands. A pale, sickly-looking shaveling,
scared to death amongst these big and bearded sons of slaughter. No
O'Flaherty he, not even a Connacht man by birth, only a runaway
priest escaped from the Pale, who had taken refuge for a while
under the formidable shelter of Morogh Na d-Tuagh.

When he was ready, the three corpses were taken
up and laid on stretchers, with two bearers to each. The women
struck up a funeral wail, the men fell into their places behind,
two by two, Cormac Cas himself last of all, and after a little
shifting and stumbling, the procession set forth.

Hugh soon lost sight of them, though the wail of
the women rang in his ears for another half-hour. Then silence
followed, and he realised that he was completely alone in the glen,
the very babies having apparently all been carried away by their
mothers. Not a goat bleated, nor a cow lowed, only now and then he
caught the sudden trill of a lark, far off and lost almost to the
ear in some remote abyss of blue. He did not know where they had
gone, but guessed that it must be to some churchyard, hidden away
in a fold of the hills. For more than an hour, the silence lasted.
It grew to be so oppressive at last, that he began to wonder
whether he should ever hear any sounds again in his life. Then far
off he heard the wild wail beginning. Nearer, nearer, nearer it
came, sweeping up the valley, broken by all the impediments which
lay between him and it, so that at times it seemed quite far off
and then again the next moment to be thrilling into his very
ears.

By the time the procession had once more reached
the glen, the priest had fallen quite into the rear of the crowd.
His part was over, but the funeral rites were not yet over. Indeed,
the more important part of them was still to come. Close around the
base of Cloch* Corril, as Hugh had already observed, a row of big
water-worn stones stood ranged. Upon the first of these stones,
Cormac Cas now seated himself deliberately, each of the full-grown
warriors of the tribe following in turn, Muredagh nearest to his
father, until all were seated. This done, the women and children
squatted together helter-skelter upon the bare ground just beyond
the row of stones, the oldest innermost, the younger women outside
in a ring, the boys and children finding places for themselves as
best they could, till every spot of space about the foot of the
great boulder was occupied.

(* Stone.)

Then another pause ensued. Evidently, something
important was about to take place, for all present turned their
eyes full upon the Ollamh. Cormac Cas, however, took no heed of all
those questioning eyes, merely fixed his own intently upon the line
of white hieroglyphics above his head. It seemed as if he were
engaged in reading what was there inscribed and too completely
absorbed in this exercise to allow himself to be distracted from it
by anyone.

Suddenly a panting noise, like the noise made by
a broken-winded horse, was heard outside the enclosed space, and
through the ranks of the women, the dwarf Flann-na-Pus appeared,
his short legs having hindered him from keeping pace with the rest
of the mourners. He advanced now with an air of importance,
thrusting those about him to right and left as he did so and
turning out his feet at every step like a dancing master. Arrived
at the base of Cloch Corril, he stood still and struck an attitude.
Every seat was filled, and no one stirred to give him room. Gazing
round with an air of prodigious displeasure, he stamped twice upon
the ground and advancing to his master, stood before him, ducking
his frog-like head and in a loud croaking voice, pouring out his
complaints.

Cormac Cas never deigned to look at him. With
eyes still concentrated upon the characters above his head, he
seemed to be unaware that anyone had even approached him.
Flann-na-Pus suddenly collapsed. He glanced irresolutely once or
twice around him, then again at the Ollamh. Finally, with a piteous
squeak, his voice dropped, his air lost its importance, and with a
croaking gurgle, he shrank back, creeping amongst the ranks of the
women, squatted down like a toad upon the ground, his eyes fixed in
terror upon his master.

Meanwhile, a harp had been placed at Cormac Cas'
elbow, and the whole encampment waited in breathless silence.
Suddenly, the Ollamh started, as if awakening from a trance, and
the rest of the camp started too, like one man. Then he stretched
out his hand and taking up the harp, ran his fingers across it,
bringing out a few vague sounds. Then he looked slowly round one by
one at the expectant circle, some of the members of which might
have been seen to grow pale as his eyes momentarily rested on them.
Next, he once more fixed his glance upon the mighty boulder, Cloch
Corril, and then he began to chant.

The long-drawn guttural sounds rolled out one
after the other, at first almost inaudibly, then louder and louder,
rising and swelling with greater and greater emphasis, until the
whole glen rang with them. Not one word, however, could Hugh
understand. It was not intended to be understood. It was one of the
many wiles of the Ollamh thus to defeat expectation. He waited for
the right moment. If it did not come, he never expended his
strength in vain efforts.

After this mysterious invocation had lasted
perhaps half an hour, the whole camp sitting the while in
respectful attention, it ended as suddenly as it began. Cormac Cas
dropped his harp and became absorbed once more in his study of the
hieroglyphics over his head. Another pause followed. Then his
daughter Beara got up and made a signal to some of the women
nearest to her. She had no harp, for women were not allowed to use
that peculiarly masculine instrument. Their song, as Hugh
afterwards found, was a very old one, dating as far back as the
first years of the English invasion, composed, it was said, by the
Ollamh of Mortoch O'Flaherty, Prince of Connacht, when he and his
tribe were driven by William FitzAdelm de Burgh, first Irishman of
that name, out of the plains of Maigh Seóla to the east of Galway
and obliged to take refuge beyond the waters of Lough Orbsen.

“We are stripped, we are torn, and our sons lie
dead amongst the stones. Ours was a wild land and a poor one, yet
we loved it well. Our souls ding hard to its barren breast, even as
a babe to its mother's after she is dead.”

This time the women's voices were not loud or
piercing. On the contrary, they were low, even dreamy, rising and
falling with a melancholy sing-song cadence. It was less like a
song than like a wail, less like a wail than like a mere
inarticulate moaning. That, mild as it seemed, it could stir the
pulses of the listeners, was evident enough. The row of men's faces
about Cloch Corril grew perceptibly grimmer, perceptibly more
ferocious as they listened. Their eyes glanced from under their
black or grizzled glibbes, and their hands reached out and felt for
the skeans at their sides. An air of curiously alert attention, a
sort of mesmeric desire to do something, it was not quite clear
what. Never had they so closely resembled a company of wolves, such
a company as one might imagine resting for a moment in the shadow
of some wood, before sweeping on to tear down everything it met
with on its path, leaving only a few red and mumbled fragments to
tell the tale.

Cormac Cas perceived his opportunity. Stretching
out his arm with a sudden dramatic gesture, he caught up his harp
again and flung his hands across it with a sweep which brought out
a crashing chord. This time the words were intelligible enough.

“Arise! Awake! Let them be torn even as the
waves are torn, and let them be smitten even as the woods are
smitten when the great winds awake at night time. Let them cry
aloud for help, and let no help come. Let them lament that ever in
their folly they set foot on the land of Erin. For their faces were
fair, and their words smooth, but their hearts full of blood and
guile.”

A yell followed. The men with one accord sprang
from their seats, every man brandishing his arms and yelling like a
maniac. Even the women caught the contagion and shouted, the
mothers holding their babies high over their heads like so many
flags in a battle-field. It was at this juncture that a new and
better opportunity for distinguishing himself occurred to
Flann-na-Pus. Getting up from his seat at the back of the crowd and
thrusting those to right and left of him aside, he hobbled through
the circle up to his chief, where he stooped and whispered a few
words into his ear.

Cormac Cas started. A gleam of pleasure came
into his snaky eyes, and a faint smile to the lips that were hidden
under his soft cream-coloured beard. “A Sassenach! Alive in Glen
Corril? Bring him out,” he said.

Chapter VI.

And Hugh was brought out. The woman Beara, who
had been standing a little apart, made a step forward, as if she
would have interfered, but if so it was too late. A couple of the
younger warriors had rushed into the hut, flung the basket-work
door open and clutching Hugh by whatever portion of him came
handiest, pulled him across the intervening space and flung him in
a bundle upon the grass at the feet of Cormac Cas.

The sun was now setting. Three long shafts of
reddish light which escaped from three sides of a low cloud-bank
fell precisely across the small enclosed valley. One of these
shafts shone full upon the red weather marks which crossed the face
of the great boulder, so that they seemed to be written in fire.
The old Ollamh sat impassively upon his stone; his cream-coloured
beard sharing in the illumination and gleaming redly in the
sunlight, his pale blue eyes twinkling slowly as he fixed them upon
the living heap at his feet.

Hugh was brave enough as lads go. He had not
over-much imagination, which is a fertile source of causeless
panic. He was cool-headed by temperament, prudent, practical. But
panic had struck its claws deep into the marrow of his bones. The
fear of death held him as in a vice. No imaginative,
phantom-conjuring Celt could have pictured the events of the next
half-hour with a more vivid, bone-penetrating horror than he did.
His heart seemed to stop beating; his feet and hands to grow cold
as ice; his very soul to quiver like jelly, as his eyes met those
of that terrible little old man. His courage revived a little when
the woman Beara, advancing a few steps, began, in a voice which
sounded like an echo of the song she had just been singing, to
address her father, evidently on his behalf. Her voice was too low
for him to catch the words, but when she had finished speaking,
Cormac Cas' voice fell clearly upon his ear.

“Is the prisoner a De Burgh?” It was like the
clicking of two stones together, so hollow, so cold, so
indifferent.

“No,” she answered hastily; “no; he is not a De
Burgh.”

“If he is a De Burgh,” the old man went on
unheedingly, “then let a cord be brought and let it be tied about
his loins, and let him be hung head downwards from the top of Cloch
Corril; and let him hang there night and day until he die of hunger
and of thirst and of the slow tooth of pain. Let no one make his
end shorter by an hour; let the rain eat into his bones and the
wind of the mountains of western Connacht fret his skin by night,
and the wild beasts that live amongst the rocks hunger for his
carcase. And let him taste death by inches before he dies, because
he is one of that accursed race who have no pity upon the sons of
the O'Flaithbertach, and for whom no pity shall be shown.”

Hugh shivered. The younger men, who had now
drawn round him in a circle, were keeping a little way off, but
only waiting evidently for a signal to fall upon him and carry out
their chief's orders, whatever they might be.

But the woman Beara still stood between him and
his fate.

“He is no De Burgh,” she said positively; “were
he of that race, do you think that I, Beara, the daughter of Cormac
Cas, would not know it? Would not my flesh have risen up when he
came nigh, and would not my spirit have sickened when his breath
crossed my lips? Should I not have had him hewn in pieces and given
his flesh to our dogs to eat? When have I failed, or my senses been
false, that you should mistrust me? Is it befitting the greatness
of the O'Flaithbertach to soil their hands with the blood of a
boy?”

Cormac Cas turned his head slowly towards his
daughter. It was like the movements of a snake, the slow,
deliberate wrinkles of the neck, the puckers round the chin, where
the skin rose in thin brown lines over the surface. Hugh watched
these movements with a sort of fascination and sickened to the very
bottom of his soul. Twice he opened his mouth to plead his own
cause, to declare that he was no De Burgh, but a sworn foe of that
hated race. His utterance seemed to freeze in his mouth, so that
his voice died away to an incoherent choke, and in the end he said
nothing.

It was quite dusk now, and the whole landscape
below them was full of faint floating shadows. It seemed like some
forgotten sea-floor, or some cloud country which we visit for an
instant in a dream, rather than ordinary bog and rock. From the
shadows about the great boulder, the old man's voice rose again,
thin and penetrating, as the whistle of a solitary snipe.

“When was youth ever held a reason for sparing
the O'Flaithbertach? At what time were the tender years of his
children accounted a cause that they should not suffer or be put to
death? How many years is it since the De Burghs, even the De
Burghs, the Darcys, the Lynches, and other men of eastern breeding
came from beyond the great lake and destroyed seven villages of
Connacht, even all the villages from Lough Ahalia to Bunnahawn,
which is beside the sea, and did burn all they found therein and
destroyed the year's produce, driving away the cattle and spoiling
all that they could lay their hands upon? Twelve years? Nay, it is
not yet twelve years, nor will be till the summer and autumn are
gone by. And what else did they? What did they to the wives and to
the children of those that they bore the chief grudge against; even
to the wives and the children of the three sons of Fogartach who
had spoiled their lands? They called their horsemen together and
they cried, 'Now we shall see sport!' They seized the young
children and the horsemen made play with them. They tossed the
innocents from one to another and caught them upon the points of
their swords. When the sons of Fogartach returned, there was a
black heap for their houses and a red heap for their wives and for
their children. Of what after this are the O'Flaithbertach made,
and what sort of blood flows through their veins, that the word
pity should be spoken in their hearing? Let the blood of the young
of the stranger people atone for the blood of the young of the
O'Flaithbertach, so that their spirits may have rest in the ground,
and the moaning of their cries cease to echo and torment our
ears.”

Another yell arose at this, louder and more
murderous than before — a blood yell this time, the yell of the
pack which not only desires its prey but sees it within its grasp.
The ring of faces around Hugh closed in closer and closer, every
man elbowing forward so as to be nearest to him. It seemed as if
all the hate, all the loathing, all the desire for vengeance of the
one race against the other had become concentrated and epitomised
upon this specimen before them. That he was only a boy, and that he
had come there of his own accord, that he was not a prisoner of war
in any sense, counted for nothing. There he was, and five centuries
of blood-feud stirred in their veins as they looked at him.

With a whoop, the two young men who had plucked
him out of the hut and who still kept nearest to him flung back
their long sleeves, at the same time drawing their skeans from the
sheaths at their sides. The newly cleaned blades shone whitely in
Hugh's eyes. He shut them and tried to say a prayer, but could
remember none, only a dim picture of himself in a small white shirt
at somebody's knee rose up for an instant before him like a ghost.
And then assuredly he would have tasted death and known the secret
of all secrets without further delay, but that the woman Beara, who
had left the circle for an instant, at that moment returned,
holding something carefully wrapped in a fold of her dress. What it
was and what she did with it, Hugh never knew. What made the spell
so effective remained a mystery to him. All he knew was that she
made her way rapidly through the circle which barred him in and
drawing her hand from under her cloak, touched him twice for a
moment with something small and hard, once on the top of his head
and once in the very middle of his back.

Whatever it was, the effect was instantaneous.
The crowd fell back, terror written upon every face. It seemed as
if something had been done that made him dangerous to meddle with —
something supernatural, a spell of some sort employed that none
durst cross. The very men who had been pressing most prominently
forward were now the most anxious to retreat. The two young fellows
who had clutched him a moment before and bared their skeans,
dropped him precipitately and disappeared somewhere in the back
ranks of the crowd.

Over Cormac Cas' face a gleam of fury passed,
and he glanced at his daughter with a snaky look in his dangerous
eyes. Even he made no effort, however, to approach the prisoner,
nor yet to desire any of his men to do so. For full five minutes,
Hugh lay there quite alone in the middle of the ring, not a soul
approaching him, the women clutching up their children and
retreating in all directions, as if the very ground on which he lay
had become perilous. At last, at a signal from her mistress, the
big hench-woman Ullach, the wife of Flann, came stumbling forward
from where she had been squatting, paddled across the bare space
and stood a minute, awaiting further orders. Then, at a second
signal from her mistress, she picked up the prisoner in her brawny
arms and dragging him awkwardly over the grass, got him back to the
door of the hut from which he had been taken. Here, pushing the
door open with her knee, she thrust him forward over the threshold.
The next minute, he heard the door clap behind him and found
himself once more in the darkness of the wattle enclosure,
illuminated only by the streaks of light which stole here and there
through the chinks.

Chapter VII.

Hugh Gaynard remained in Glen Corril, an
enforced visitor, kept because it was impossible to send him away.
There was nothing to be done with him except to keep him or to kill
him, which last would have been done surely, if not swiftly, within
the first few days of his arrival, had not Beara, the daughter of
Cormac Cas, chosen to befriend him. Whatever may have been the
charm she used, it was not only effective, but it was lasting. From
the moment she had touched him to the hour of his departure, no
hostile finger was ever again laid upon Hugh. If he was not well
treated, at least he was not ill treated. He was simply tolerated,
with the rather contemptuous tolerance.

It was not an exhilarating life, yet it was not
quite so bad perhaps as it seemed at first sight. At fifteen,
moreover, a boy is an adaptable animal, even a young
Anglo-Irishman, brought up to regard himself as a sort of
Heaven-descended being, lord of a whole world of serfs and
inferiors. There were no serfs in Glen Corril, for all were equal
under the strong hand of Cormac Cas, who, though nominally but the
Ollamh of Morogh Na d-Tuagh, was practically absolute as far as his
own branch of the tribe was concerned, with the power of life,
death, and everything else in his hands.

An amusing life it certainly was not. The sons,
grandsons, nephews, and grandnephews of the Ollamh were the pick
and pride of the Clan O'Flaherty, but they were hardly entertaining
companions. Their faces for the most part wore an expression of
saturnine gloom. Sitting listlessly, each man in the shadow of his
own hut, his eyes would slowly follow the movements of the clouds
or remain vacantly fixed for hours at a time upon the bogs, without
the slightest variation of expression. In one direction their minds
were open enough. Terrors, bodiless but appalling, were as the very
breath of their being. Not one of these brawny, big-limbed men
would have been persuaded for any earthly consideration to go down
alone to the plain at night. The Nameless was always there, an
abiding presence, formless but hideous. The Invisible wandered
eternally over the land, and invariably it was a malevolent
invisibility.

Upon Hugh Gaynard, used to living in a strong
castle, behind substantial barriers of stone walls, these terrors
had comparatively little hold. He was too practical a person to be
superior to his century, and therefore was superstitious enough
probably in his own way; but this was not his way, was quite
foreign to it, and he was a long time in even coming to understand
it.

A few fixed epochs broke upon the monotony of
existence. The chief of these was the 24th of June, St. John's Day,
a festivity celebrated in Connacht long before the name of the
great Baptist had ever been heard of in it. Piles of wood were
collected for weeks beforehand, bonfires lighted upon all the peaks
around, a great heap of furze and heather stalks lit in the glen
itself, and through or over this heap of burning stuff, the whole
tribe, women as well as men, took their turn in leaping.

The first time Hugh saw the ceremony, it began
by scaring him; next, it filled him with a curious tingling
excitement; finally, a contagious insanity gained possession of
him, and he too rushed down the glen and leaped through the blazing
pile, the flames of which sprang up at him, singeing his legs as he
passed. The younger mountaineers, usually stolid to impassiveness,
seemed to have gone suddenly crazed. One young fellow stumbled and
fell backwards into the middle of the pile and lay there half
smothered. The others never paused, however, but rushed yelling
over him, scattering the fire like demons, throwing it at one
another, playing with it as though it were an element to which they
belonged. The face of Cloch Corril flushed a deeper red than usual;
the whole valley looked like a bowl of ignited spirits set in the
pitchy lap of the mountains. Next day, the whole community had
relapsed into its usual air of blank stolidity and vacuity.

Physically, they were a fine race, the men
especially. The weakly ones had so poor a time of it, that they
usually gave up the attempt to live at a very early stage of
existence. All the work except fighting was done by the women. From
morning to night they were grinding corn, dragging water from the
stream, herding cattle, driving them to pasture, digging turf in
the bogs or bringing it up on their backs to feed the stack of
winter fuel. One woman, Beara, was exempt. She was not a mere woman
at all in tribal estimation: in her father and brother's absence,
she was the virtual leader of the encampment and arbitress of all
points of dispute.

Thus the time passed on, the days sliding into
weeks, the weeks into months, the months into years, and still Hugh
remained a prisoner in Glen Corril. Of the outside world during
this period, he knew nothing. What was passing beyond his
rock-walled prison? Who was governing Ireland? What outbreaks had
taken place? Who was now Lord Deputy? Who was Governor of Connacht?
Who even King or Queen of England? All these were matters which he
was driven to guess at as best he could. For the rest, he had food
enough, Beara taking care of that. When his own clothes fell to
pieces, which soon happened, she gave him a coarse shirt belted in
at the waist and hanging to the knees, such as the other boys wore
when they wore any clothes at all. The dark hollow, with the great
red-streaked boulder towering over it, would look more weird and
ominous even than in the day-time. Below him would lie the whole
world of bog and lake, ridge and valley, sometimes clear and
sharply defined, its endless pools gleaming under layers of thin
ice, sometimes yards deep in shrouds of fog. Winds would sweep
around his head, or a silence like the silence of the tomb itself
would brood death-like over this realm of desolation, cut off from
the rest of the world, shut away as it seemed, for ever, behind its
impassable barriers of rock.

These midnight soliloquies amid the sleeping
tribe formed a growing epoch in Hugh's life. Imaginative he
certainly was not. His own interests, and no one else's whether man
or goblin, was what he concerned himself with. In this direction,
and in this only, his mind was exceptionally active. How to escape
in the first instance from his present position, and how afterwards
to make a way for himself in the world, this was the whole stuff,
the whole tenure of his dreams. That by some means, he did not yet
know what, he would escape, would make a way for himself, would be
something and somebody, so far he felt positive. It was in his
blood. He came of a fine tenacious having stock, strong to will,
firm to grasp, clear-sighted and shrewd in everything that
concerned its own interest, a stock with the word success stamped
in its very integument. Hugh had inherited his full share of that
stamp. He would walk up and down under those silent questioning
stars, clenching his fists and vowing to himself that he would be
heard of yet. Hugh Fitzwilliam Gaynard was not going to be beaten,
not going to knock under to fate, not going to spend the whole of
his life in a filthy Connacht! No, they need not think it — they —
all that vague world of enemies, De Burghs, O'Flahertys, and the
rest. He would beat them yet, they should know it, the world should
know it, his own kinsfolk, the Gaynards, should know it. The fact
stood written, fixed, assured, as distinct in his own mind as
though it was already accomplished. And then the cold would become
too intense to be endured for a single minute longer, and he would
creep back to his prickly lair of ferns and heather, cautiously
avoiding the various limbs, strewn, like so many logs of wood, over
the floor of the cabin.

Chapter VIII.

It was May, 1579 — a memorable year for Ireland
— and in spite of all his sturdy resolutions Hugh Gaynard was still
a prisoner in Glen Corril. His hopes of escape had been sickening
indeed of late, growing fainter and fainter with disappointment,
and were now very sick indeed. All at once, chance befriended him,
and hope revived in his breast just when it seemed to be in the
very article of death.

He had gone one afternoon, under the charge of
Flann-na-Pus, to the second ridge beyond Glen Corril, a ridge
overlooking the pool-besprinkled valley at its foot. Flann had been
directed by Beara to collect certain cows which had strayed further
than they ought to have done and to drive them homewards. The dwarf
had no intention of giving himself any avoidable trouble in the
matter, however, and therefore had brought with him his wife, also
a small flock of ragged assistants. Having arrived at the top of
the ridge, whence he could see the expanse below, he ordered them
with a majestic wave of the hand to go at once and collect the
cows. He extended himself at full length upon the ground, his
crooked limbs laid at ease upon the heather, his monstrous head
pillowed against a boulder, and a smile of ineffable
self-admiration extending his prodigious mouth.

Hugh Gaynard he kept beside him, for
Flann-na-Pus was of the order of narrator that loves an audience,
and the stranger lad was in this respect more to his mind than the
duller witted youths of his own community. Hugh, whose early terror
of the ill-favoured dwarf had long disappeared, always gave a
careful ear to his discourses, hoping to pick up from them some
news of the outside world, for Flann, being generally at the heels
of Cormac Cas, knew more than most. Like other illustrious orators
of his race, the dwarf's remarks were not always easy to follow,
partly because his own achievements filled so large a part of them,
partly because he held it incumbent upon his dignity to fill every
sentence in proper heroic fashion with all conceivable epithets,
appropriate and inappropriate, which he had ever heard his master
use or could by any means thrust into them.

That afternoon, he had been discoursing upon a
theme of which he never wearied — namely, the soul-terrifying
diseases and hideous deaths which followed upon the curses and
maledictory chants uttered by Cormac Cas. There was no bone in a
man's body, he told Hugh, that he could not cause to melt like wax,
even like the inside of a rush candle. There was only one other man
in the world who could compare with Cormac Cas in this respect, and
that man was Maelcho, the son of Murglas, the bard and seanchaí* of
Sir James Fitzmaurice of Desmond. Even Maelcho, though he was a
great seanchaí — the greatest seanchaí in Ireland — was not half or
quarter so good at cursing as Cormac Cas. Many men, it is true, had
died when Maelcho the son of Murglas had cursed them, but that was
not so much because of the power of his curses as because Maelcho
had killed them himself and chopped them up afterwards into small
pieces. He was a giant, the only giant left. It was not like a man,
but like a tree he looked when he walked, yes, like a forest tree,
and it was out of the forests he came in the first instance, even
out of the great, dark, wind-haunted hundred-thousand-mile-long
forests of Munster.

(* Storyteller)

Hugh had often heard people talk of this famous
Maelcho, so he listened to Flann's description with some
curiosity.

“How big is he really?” he asked. “Is he so very
much bigger than Muredagh the son of Cormac Cas?”

Now Flann-na-Pus unfortunately had never seen
Maelcho, only heard tell of him. This he would have died, however,
rather than have admitted. He fell back, therefore, upon
invention.

“It is not so much the height or the bigness of
him, I would have you to know, young Sassenach, not the bigness of
his body at all,” he replied in his authoritative bat's squeak.
“No, it is the dreadful, grand, horrible, frightful, glorious looks
of him, that scares the people so that they give up their lives
when he looks at them. Oh, a great man is Maelcho the son of
Murglas! I do not deny that, a very great man, only he does not
know how to curse; no, he has not got the real bone-splintering,
heart-marrow-and-liver-destroying curses that Cormac Cas has, so he
has not.”

“And where is he now, this wonderful Maelcho?”
Hugh inquired.

Flann darted a suspicions look out of his little
eyes as if to ascertain what he was driving at.

“It is with his master he is, where else would
he be?” he replied cautiously; “with his valiant, wise, learned,
pious, sword-defying master the Lord James Fitzmaurice of Desmond.
That is where he is and where he ought to be.”

“And in what place or county is his master
living now, will you please to inform me, Flann, that knows all
things?” Hugh asked deferentially, turning his head a little, so as
to be able to judge how far the dwarf was telling him the truth or
not.

Flann twisted his mouth till it looked like some
sort of gigantic gutta-percha cone. He was not sure that it was
prudent to speak. On the other hand, the desire to exhibit his own
knowledge and eloquence was irresistible.

“It is away yonder in the country of the
Spaniards,” he replied pompously, pointing one crooked hand vaguely
in the direction of the sea. “In the country of the great, pious,
palace-dwelling, navy-commanding, all-the-world-possessing,
gold-crown-wearing King of Spain, that is where he is living, young
Sassenach, son of ignorance! And it is seeing the Pope, he is too,
every day, the sacred Heaven-possessing, every-curse-distributing
Pope of Rome, that is what he is doing! For it is the great King of
Spain and the Holy Pope of Rome that live together, both of them in
the one house, in a great, painted, many-storied, gold and
diamond-covered house, the two of them together and all their
nobles and gentry along with them. And that is where the valiant,
crafty, enemy-defying, glory-crowned Irish knight, Sir James
Fitzmaurice of Desmond, is living at the present time, and that is
where his seanchaí Maelcho the son of Murglas is living with
him.”

Hugh reflected upon this information. That Sir
James Fitzmaurice was in Spain he knew already. What he wanted to
know was whether there was any likelihood of his coming back to
Ireland again.

“It is a grand country, Spain, no doubt, grander
and bigger than Ireland,” he observed carelessly. “And it is in no
great hurry Sir James of Desmond will be to be leaving it, I am
thinking.”

Flann of the Month fell gently into the trap
outspread for him:

“Then it is just the little-knowing,
low-imagining, altogether unworthy of consideration young Sassenach
you are to say such a thing. And it is little of the ways of
glorious war-desiring, truly Ireland-loving knights and heroes you
know,” he cried contemptuously. “For it is back to Ireland Sir
James Fitzmaurice will be coming immediately. Yes, and sooner than
immediately. This very summer be will be coming, now at once, and
his seanchaí Maelcho, and all the great lords and captains along
with him.”

This was news to Hugh. There had been a good
deal of unwonted stir in Connacht of late, he knew, and Cormac Cas
bad been incessantly backwards and forwards between Glen Corril and
Aughnanure, but what it had all betokened, he had not known and
dared not ask. Would there really be a general rising that summer?
He lay still and meditated, looking down at the valley, his eyes
passing instinctively over its bogs and pools, towards where,
though out of sight, the little town of Galway lay, the spot which
had been the haven of his thoughts for many a day past.

It was getting late in the afternoon, and the
cows had been mostly collected, and were standing in a cluster,
their lean sides shining in the slanting streaks of sunlight, so
that every bone appeared to be tightly outlined. The wife of
Flann-na-Pus was standing beside them, her brown legs, naked to the
knees, giving her the effect of some grotesque figure in terracotta
several degrees above life size. A few of the cows were still
wandering about over the bog or cropping a scanty meal from the
tussocks. Half a dozen slatternly-looking girls, with their hair
tumbling down their backs, were whooping and hurrooshing after
these stragglers. The edges of the black bog-holes showed prismatic
gleams in the setting sunlight. A little lake, immediately below
them, danced and sparkled all over its pale blue surface.

As Hugh sat there, the red rays seemed to be
growing longer and longer, and more and more slanting. They fell
upon the grey rocks upstanding here and there; upon the small
half-choked streams and tiny streamlets meandering like lace-work
in every direction over the brown surface. Presently, they fell
upon two figures advancing at a rapid pace down the side of the
nearest mountain and coming directly towards them. He looked hard
at these, wondering who they could be, for strangers were scarce in
Connacht. They were not women, yet they wore petticoats. Who were
they? And what were they coming for?

They advanced so rapidly, that he could soon see
them quite plainly. Two brown figures with ropes round their waists
and bare heads, throats, and feet, a couple evidently of mendicant
friars, the only visitors from the outside world that ever made
their way into these solitudes. One was tall, the other short, and
both were hurrying along over the rough ground as if they had not a
single instant to lose.

Hugh pointed them out to Flann-na-Pus, and they
sat on the heather watching the two strangers draw nearer and
nearer, the light illuminating their shaven crowns and falling upon
the stiff woollen folds of their habits. At the same moment, a
party of young men, warned probably by a scout of their approach,
appeared over the ridge of the hill nearest to Glen Corril and
began to descend into the valley.

With a squeak of anger and a wave of his crooked
hand to signify that Hugh was to follow him, Flann of the Mouth
sprang up and waddled as rapidly as he could over the rocks and
across the bog at the bottom, eager to be the first to intercept
the friars and learn their news. But all three groups reached the
centre of the valley almost precisely at the same moment.

One of the friars Hugh had seen before. He was a
big, heavy-jawed man, intended by Nature to be very fat, but kept
by hard living and constant trotting in the condition of an
over-driven ox. The other was a much younger man, a stranger to
himself, and a perfect skeleton to look at, emaciated and
sickly-looking to the last degree, but with the fiery eye of the
enthusiast; a passionate eagerness seemed to breathe through every
inch of his attenuated frame. Seeing the young men from the glen
come up, he suddenly paused and springing upon a knoll which raised
him a few feet above the ground, broke, before anyone else had time
to speak, into a wild flood of Gaelic, waving his arms up and down
above his head as he did so, like a scarecrow.

“Up! up! up!” — that was the burden of his cry —
“The moment has come! The yoke of the tyrant is broken. God has
given ear to his saints, and Ireland is to be set free. The
Spaniard is on the seas! The English Jezebel is trembling in every
limb; speedily she will bite the dust and go to her proper place.
Up! up! up! The kings of the Earth are afoot. The snorting of their
war horses is heard in the land. The sword of the Righteous is
raised! The Great Captain, even the greatest of all the captains,
Sir James Fitzmaurice of Desmond is upon the waves. With him are
coming men of war in their thousands, with him also are coming holy
priests and men of God sent by our father the Pope. The most holy
and reverend Legate, Dr. Nicholas Saunders, is coming! Victory and
success are certain, have been assured! Visions have been seen in
the sky. A pious nun has twice dreamed that a wolf had been
delivered of a lamb. Let God arise and let His enemies be
scattered! Let every man who loves his faith, let every man who
calls himself an Irishman, make ready. Let him not lie down in his
bed, neither eat, nor drink, nor take any rest, until the blood of
the Just has been avenged and the Island of the Saints swept clear
from the foot of the Infidel. Up! up! up!”

So he stood and preached, like another Peter the
Hermit, crying aloud his message in the wilderness. The speckled
cows lifted their horned heads to stare at this figure, waving its
arms so excitedly in their midst. Ullach, the wife of Flann-na-Pus,
opened her eyes and stared with just the same air of bovine
perplexity. The young men who had come down from the glen gazed
too, blank bewilderment written upon their faces, peering up at him
from under their uncombed “glibbes.” With Hugh Gaynard it was
different. A stir of excitement passed through him, and a flood of
hope began to beat in upon his brain. He did not fully understand
what was going to happen or even care much, except so far as it
affected himself, but hope had awakened, and his pulses began to
beat like sledge-hammers. He stood still, however, and made no
sign. Flann-na-Pus alone was equal to the occasion.

Pushing the young men impatiently aside, he
advanced and in a pompous squeak invited the two friars to mount
with him to the glen above. His master, Cormac Cas, he said, was at
present absent, but himself and Beara, the daughter of Cormac Cas,
would attend to their wants and give ear to their honoured words.
It was not fitting that the discourse of wise, pious, holy-living,
all-for-God-deserting men should be uttered to those who had no
understanding. Let them speak their message in his own ear, also in
the ear of Beara, and in the ear of Cormac Cas and of Muredagh, the
son of Cormac Cas, and it would be done and accomplished as they
desired.

The advice was felt by everyone to meet the
occasion. The younger friar came down from his knoll. The older
one, who had seated himself upon a stone, got up; the cattle were
collected together, and the whole party began to mount towards Glen
Corril. The monk who had preached, and who was called Brother
Eoghan walked along amid the group of mountaineers like a man half
drugged, his eyes rolling, his feet stumbling over the rough
ground, his lips still muttering the words of that message with
which his whole soul appeared to be charged. He was a singular
specimen of a very singular type. Liable to be hanged like so many
mad dogs whenever and wherever they were caught, the begging friars
were still the only missionaries, the only teachers, the only
friends of the people then and for many a day to come in Ireland.
Whatever in the way of religious instruction was given there, was
given by them, and by them alone. They taught, they married, they
buried, they christened. Where no one else came, they came. No
impediments could keep them out, no threats hinder them from
coming. How they lived; how they contrived to get across sea and
land, to appear unexpectedly in the most remote spots and to
disappear again, uncaptured, no one knew. They were everywhere — in
deserted shrines and broken-down churches, in roofless chapels and
desecrated abbeys, in the towns under the very noses of the
authorities, in solitary islets far out in the stormy Atlantic. The
whole secret history, the entire underground policy of Ireland, lay
in their hands, was conducted, managed, carried on, exclusively by
them. Never having acknowledged any head save the Pope and the
superior of their own order, the Act of Supremacy,* which had not
at first greatly affected the higher ecclesiastics, had made
outlaws of the begging friars at a blow. For the last forty years,
a price had been set on each of their heads. Like migratory birds,
they came and went, sometimes in flocks, sometimes alone, sometimes
in pairs. Their brown habits were familiar objects in every hut and
shelling, no matter how remote or how inaccessible. In the depths
of the forest, where no official had ever set foot, in the pathless
middle of the bogs, in the centre of hostile camps — no spot was
too difficult to reach, no spot too hazardous for them. Especially
when any new rising was on foot, they appeared by dozens, swarming
out of their hiding-places, preaching, encouraging, chiding
backsliders, comforting the sick, persuading everyone. Once more,
in that fatal summer of 1579, a stirring time was at hand in
Ireland, and, as often before, the stormy petrels had gathered at
the signal and were everywhere heralding the coming storm.

(* An Act of the Parliament of England (1534)
under King Henry VIII declaring that he was 'the only supreme head
on earth of the Church in England.')

That night, messengers were sent flying all over
western Connacht and into the province beyond. To Ballynahinch, to
Gno-Beg, to Gno-More, to Leenaun; high and low, far and near; to
the scattered herdsmen living upon the slopes of Maumtrasna and the
Devil's Mother; throughout the Joyce country; throughout the whole
of that thinly-peopled land of stones and lakes, men were being
told to be ready the instant a summons reached them.

The real council of war, however, met at
Aughnanure, upon the banks of Lough Corrib, where Morogh Na d-Tuagh
O'Flaherty sat in consultation with his son Muredagh, his Ollamh,
Cormac Cas, and a select body of the clansmen. Was the message
true? Was the long-meditated Spanish descent really come off at
last, or was this only one of many phantoms which had gleamed for a
minute, to end in blood, smoke, misery, and much exercise of the
office of the hangman? How many Spaniards would Sir James
Fitzmaurice, if he came, bring with him? Above all, would the Earl
of Desmond himself join the rising? These were amongst the
questions debated in Aughnanure. Morogh Na d-Tuagh was in no slight
dilemma. Barely a year had passed since he had been knighted for
his services against the De Burghs. Was he to imperil this
newly-won character for loyalty? The two friars were carefully
examined; other friars arrived to corroborate the great news, but
still Sir Morogh hesitated. The risks were so great; the perils to
be incurred so tremendous; the failures had already been so many;
their results so ghastly and so unforgettable.

At last, Cormac Cas advised, and his master
accepted a compromise. It was a risk still, but it was not so
desperate a risk as open rebellion. A body of O'Flahertys were to
be sent to join Sir James Fitzmaurice whenever he should land in
Kerry, but they were to be sent secretly. There was no particular
difficulty about this. Thirty, forty, even fifty curaghs* starting
by night or at early dawn from any of the endless land-locked bays
of Connacht, who would trouble their heads as to where they went,
or who would so much as notice that they went at all? Even if seen
from Galway, what should it be but the ordinary fleet of fishermen
going out to meet the shoals of mackerel or herring before they
entered the bay?

(* Coracles - small rounded boats made of hides
stretched over a wicker frame.)

Cormac Cas undertook that the whole arrangement
should be secret. The band sent was to be largely recruited from
his own part of the tribe and was to start from Cloch Corril
itself. Sir Morogh was to take no visible part in the matter,
rather was to be seen prominently occupied in quite another
direction.

So it was settled, and so finally it was carried
out. Soon, from every side of Connacht young men began to flock to
Glen Corril. Big Joyces originally from Wales, but long since
become Connacht men; MacGonroys from Gno-More, O'Mailleys from the
Owles, O'Flahertys of Arde, MacDermots, O'Gonnors, O'Hallorans —
they came in parties of eight or ten and were accepted or rejected
by Muredagh, who was appointed leader in chief of the
expedition.

For Hugh Gaynard, it was at first a time of
agonising suspense, so great was his terror of finding that he was
to be left behind. For him the expedition meant escape. If he
missed this chance, who could say whether one would ever come in
his way again? Happily for him, Cormac Cas considered that on the
whole the risk of sending him was less than the risk of leaving him
behind with only women and children to guard him. He was to go; but
he was to go under strict watch and ward. One of the younger men, a
grandson of Cormac Cas, was specially set over him, whose life was
to answer for his escape. He would be under the vigilant eye, too,
of Muredagh, and woe betide him if he attempted to evade it! At the
first symptom of any such purpose, a knife between his ribs, or
else a stone round his neck, and a drop overboard would make it
perfectly certain that no secrets of the O'Flahertys would leak out
through his means.

Chapter IX.

For the next fortnight Glen Corril was filled
from morning to night with the noise of hammering and grinding.
Every spear-head, every skean, every dart was sharpened. Now pikes
were fashioned. By the beginning of July, the men were all
collected and ready to begin their march to the coast.

Two hundred and ten stood mustered in all — tall
fellows, fleet of foot, hard of hand, keen of eye. Their arms were
for the most part pikes or wolf-spears, with the usual supply of
knives to fling and slash with. Muredagh and a few of the chief men
carried calivers,* but the greater number were armed only with
home-grown weapons.

(* An early form of hand gun, a variety of the
arquebus.)

They started late one evening and walked all
night. There was a moon, but it was thickly covered with clouds. A
heavy mist had curdled up and filled all the hollows with a creamy,
solid-looking vapour. In some places, huge fleecy creatures seemed
to be hiding between the ridges, in others, white dragons or
griffins to be crouching in act to spring. It was like walking
through some beleaguering host of monsters, come down to take
possession of the naked ghostly country.

All night they walked, first across the nearer
mountains, then over a line of lower hills, till they came down to
the sea beyond. Here they found a fleet of curaghs awaiting them,
thirty boats in all, into which they got, six or eight men to each
boat, according to size. Before the light had fully flushed the
bay, they were already half way across it and steering steadily due
south.

Slowly, the morning broke, and with it came
heavy rain. The sea was absolutely calm. A few curaghs carried
sails, but no one thought of spreading them. Hugh had been put in
Muredagh's boat, and an oar placed in his hands. He had never been
in a curagh before in his life, nor for a long time in a boat of
any sort, so that the act of rowing was strange to him. The man who
had been selected to guard him, a big, freckled-faced young fellow,
called Eonach, sat immediately in front of him. Young as he was, he
was already a giant in build. The muscles of his naked arms rose
and fell, as he swept the surface of the water, as mechanically as
if part of some invisible machinery. Hugh tried to imitate him, but
his hands blistered before he had gone a mile, and next, the skin
began to peel and hurt horribly. His arms, unaccustomed to the
work, seemed to burn as if hot lead had been run through them.
Still, he would not give in, dared not if he would. Every now and
then, the dark menacing face of Muredagh glanced round at him for a
moment, then slowly turned away again to his own oar. It was like
the touch of the lash to the galley slave, and Hugh tugged doggedly
on, his teeth clenched, and his back bowed.

The first point they touched at was Killeaney,
in the island of Arranmore, for in those days Sir Morogh O'Flaherty
was lord of all the Aran Isles, and the islanders were bound to
furnish him with men and boats at need. Eight curaghs had been
promised, and eight were ready with their due complement of men.
With these they embarked again, and at Inisheer, the least of the
isles, they stopped once more, and three additional curaghs joined
the fleet. Only at Inishmaan they did not stop, because the landing
there is bad. Instead, the men of Inishmaan came out to sea in four
curaghs to meet them, with eight men in each curagh, and waited in
the South Sound till they drew near. They might just as easily have
joined at Inisheer, but this they did not choose to do, for there
was great jealousy then, as there always has been, between
Inishmaan and the other two islands.

After this the long procession of boats kept on
and on, always due south. Forty-five curaghs they numbered now,
with three hundred and twenty men on board. It was very like some
flock of unusually big cormorants paddling slowly away over the
shining surface, the tall black bows raised high over the water
like so many beaks. Soon, the Hag's Head was left behind, and
Liscannor Bay, and still they paddled steadily south, past the
point soon to be known as Porta-na-Spaniag or Spanish Point, the
last grave of the fated Armada, still on and on, till the craggy
nose of Loophead gradually came into sight.

Here the night began to close in. Having rounded
the point, they slipped along the low shores of the Shannon and
palled the boats up, where they lay for the night, keeping close to
them and not daring to light any fires, lest the O'Briens, who
ruled there, should come down in force upon them, and blood be
spilt before the right time.

Next morning they were out again betimes and
off, stiff enough many of them, for the night had been cold, and
the wind cutting. It was a hard pull across the wide mouth of the
Shannon, with stream and tide both against them, but they got
across at last, and past Kerry Head, keeping outside the Magharee
Islands, and so into the wide-mouthed sweep of St. Brandon's Bay.
They were not far from their destination now, so that it was
decided to make a short day of it. Having put in again to shore,
they dragged the curaghs up over the sand so as to be out of reach
of the tide. There was no fear of a surprise here, for they were
already in the Desmond country, so that fires were lit, and the men
were able to dry themselves and cook their food in peace.

When the food had been eaten, a couple of men
were despatched by Muredagh across the isthmus to Dingle, where
they were to find out whether a landing had actually taken place,
and, if so, where Sir James Fitzmaurice then was, with what force
he had come, and, above all, whether the Earl of Desmond himself
had taken the field or not. It was eleven or twelve miles over the
pass to Dingle, and, as the men had to proceed cautiously, they
were allowed eight hours to go and come back again. They returned
in less time, however, and with great news. Sir James Fitzmaurice
had undoubtedly landed three days before. With him had come the
Pope's Legate, the illustrious Dr. Nicholas Saunders, attended by
many priests and monks. A number of Italian and Spanish soldiers
had also come, and armed with golden swords and other weapons of
war. Maelcho and other Irish who had gone to Spain with him had
also returned and had all landed at Dingle in great state, the
Pope's banner being carried above their beads, and the townsfolk
looking on.

The messengers had not themselves seen the
invaders, for they had left Dingle before they arrived, but they
had spoken to many who had seen them and had actually witnessed
their landing. There had been a violent quarrel, it was reported,
immediately afterwards. A number of the citizens of Dingle had been
seized by Sir James and carried away with him as hostages. He had
other prisoners also — English sailors captured out of ships — but
what number they could not tell. One thing seemed to be certain,
and that was that the whole company had marched away the day before
to the other side of the peninsula and were then encamped in the
bay of Smerwick.

Over this news a great crying out arose, some of
the O'Flahertys crying one thing and some another, for though under
the orders of Muredagh, there was no approach to discipline amongst
them. Old and young alike yelled their hardest, threw up their arms
in air and cried. The younger men were wild to fight, wild for
plunder, wild for doing of some sort; good fighters, but sorry
soldiers. Sir James Fitzmaurice would have his work cut out if he
enlisted them.

Muredagh alone took no part in all this. When
the yelling had a little abated, he drew half a dozen of the older
men apart and told them in brief terms that unless the Earl of
Desmond had joined the rising, or unless the Spaniards had really
come in force enough to do without him, back they would all have to
return to Connacht, since neither Morogh Na d-Tuagh nor Cormac Cas
had the least idea of wasting strength and losing men upon doubtful
enterprises.

The younger men were not told this. Their
business was to fight, and, for the rest, they had to do as they
were bid. Next morning, a couple of curaghs were left behind by
Muredagh's orders with a dozen men, amongst whom were Hugh Gaynard
and the young fellow, Eonach, who had been told off to guard him.
The rest all put out to sea and having rowed round Brandon Point,
disappeared quickly behind the big cliffs.

It was a day of sousing rain, though with hardly
any wind. The men left behind gathered round the fire, over which
the morning's food had been cooked, and lay there grumbling on the
sand, waiting for the return of the boats. It was nearly six
o'clock before the first of these was seen advancing slowly over
the grey surface. Then one after the other the whole number came in
sight, creeping round St. Brandon's great sea-wall over the oily
swell. Rain was still falling slightly, but the sky had by this
time cleared, and the curtain of clouds was beginning to lift.

The men looked sulky and discontented as they
landed from the curaghs and pulled them one after the other up upon
the beach. Muredagh stalked on alone, his brows drawn down so that
they almost hid his eyes. Hugh, who happened to be in his way,
glanced up at him as he passed and instantly guessed that something
was about to happen. What was it? Were they all to return to
western Connacht? Had they come all that way for nothing? A sudden
resolution rushed over him. Come what would, he would not go back
to Glen Corril. Back to the miseries of his life there? Back to be
a slave amongst savages for perhaps the rest of his life? Never!
Better die first.

Most of the new-comers had gathered round the
fire, where they now stood streaming from head to foot like seals.
Several of the men flung themselves down stark naked upon the hot
sand by the fire, rolling over and over, so as to warm themselves
while their clothes were drying. Seeing them occupied, Hugh looked
cautiously around in search of a hiding-place. If they were about
to start at once, his only chance of escape was to hide himself
before the general muster came. He soon perceived where that chance
lay.

The curaghs had been pulled right up on the
sand. Brandon Bay is famous for its sands, but it happened that
just at this point there were a good many loose rocks stretching
out in all directions into the sea. Watching his opportunity, when
all were otherwise occupied, Hugh slipped down to the edge, ran a
little way out into the water, got behind one of these rocks and
waited eagerly. Muredagh was not far off, talking to some of the
older men, his face scowling under its grizzled thatch. He was
pointing to the north and gesticulating, evidently issuing his
orders. Sweeping his arms round him with a scornful gesture, he
pointed to where they had just been, next to the boats, and finally
again due north. Clearly his orders were being given for an
immediate start.

Crouched behind his boulder in the water, Hugh
kept close and watched what was to happen. At a call from their
leader, he saw the younger men leave the fire and come up.
Apparently an order was given to launch the boats, for thereupon
there ensued a violent outbreak of tongues. Furious voices rose in
the air; arms were brandished; fists clenched. They were overborne,
however, as usual, by the stony immovability of Muredagh. He stood
stock-still amongst them, frowning impassively, his glance turned
now upon one and now upon another. Their voices faltered by
degrees, till at last, with an air of sulky acquiescence, they all
turned to the sea and began to prepare for an immediate start.

Hugh kept close. He was up to his waist now and
ready at any moment to duck underneath if there seemed a chance of
his being seen. He was chilled to the bone, but that was nothing.
Go back he would not. He would drown where he stood first.

It was now past seven o'clock, and the rain had
quite ceased, a dazzling gleam of sunlight, as often happens in the
south and south-west, having come to crown a wet day. The sun was
going down, naked and gorgeous, towards an horizon, coloured red to
receive it; the wet edges of the sand were faithfully repeating
every tint overhead. The line of loose rocks, behind one of which
Hugh lay concealed, stood out like a succession of small craggy
mountains, each with an ink-black shadow behind it. The O'Flahertys
were now collected upon the edge of the shore and beginning to push
the curaghs seaward, for the tide was nearly full. If they were
going to take advantage of it, there was no time to be lost.

Peeping from behind his rock, Hugh watched the
work going forwards. When the boats were nearly all launched, the
men once more gathered round the fire and began to eat a hasty
meal, grumbling to one another. The water rose higher and higher;
it was up to Hugh's neck now, but he never budged an inch. He knew
that it was not until when they were starting that he would be
missed, and that his perilous time was therefore still to come.
Cautiously, he peered round to see what his chances of escape were.
They were not good. It was only along the edge nearest to him that
the shore was much littered with rocks. Further on the bare
stretches of sand began again, flat at the edge, rising inland into
low mounds or hillocks covered with thin bent. To the south, a few
grey peaks of rock showed at Caher Point, but westward he could
again see the smooth sweep of the bay, with the islands they had
passed the day before at its mouth.

At last, the men had finished their food and,
still growling, began to get into the curaghs in the same order as
before. Then, and not till then, as Hugh had guessed, he was
missed. He heard his name uttered by Muredagh in a brief angry tone
of inquiry. The young fellow, Eonach, in whose charge he had been
left, looked about him, at first merely with an air of blank
surprise, then with a sudden expression of abject terror. Next, at
a brief order from Muredagh, there was a general scattering of the
groups gathered at the edge of the sand, and a score of figures
began to race here and thither, evidently in search of him.

Hugh was by this time clinging to the seaweeds
which grew on the rock and only just able with the tips of his toes
to touch the bottom. Beyond his own rock was another, not quite so
large, already submerged, and further on, another and another, some
still high, but most of them only showing their tops above the
water, the green waves curling over them and leaving them streaked
with foam. All, like his own, were fringed with a fringe of
seaweed.

Suddenly, he ducked his head, for steps sounded
close at hand. When he lifted it up again, the steps had passed on,
but a curagh was now right in front of him, and the men in it, by
Muredagh's orders, were striking the rocks and water in all
directions with their oars. A second curagh followed the first, and
in this stood Muredagh himself. Hugh caught a glimpse of his
scowling face and of the ashen one of his nephew Eonach beside him.
Then he ducked again quickly, and only just in time, for an oar
came with a crash upon the water, so near to him that had his head
been a few inches higher, it must have been shattered like an
eggshell.

The oar passed and came crash down again a few
yards further to the left. Hugh got his nose a little above the
surface, took a gulp of air and went down again. The other men who
had not got into the boats were gathered now upon the beach, which
was covered with loose stones. Choked and dazed, the water filling
his nose, eyes, and ears, Hugh dimly heard an order shouted. What
the words were he did not hear, but the meaning was plain enough,
for the next minute it seemed to him as if the sky were raining
stones on top of him. One big lump struck him under the water, then
another and another. He was bruised and battered all over. Plainly,
if this was to go on, the game was over; he was sped.

He had not been seen, however, and his
assailants were evidently stoning blindly, for the rain of stones
passed on, and the next rock beyond him was now the target.
Standing up in the curagh, Muredagh directed the proceedings,
scanning the water closely in all directions. Luckily for Hugh,
there was quite a line of rocks at this point, and it was against
the further of these that the rain of stones was now chiefly
directed. By this time, too, it was rapidly getting dark, so that
only the shapes of the masses were defined, and his chance of
escape was bettering every minute. He made shift to crawl a little
nearer to the shore, hoping to find some ridge upon which he could
perch. But he was presently carried right off his feet and swept
away on the current, clinging desperately to the weeds with his
hands, but his whole body being drawn up to the surface, so that,
had there been more light, he must infallibly have been
discovered.

He got back to his former place, but not without
some splashing. Luckily, the chase was now slackening. Muredagh was
bent upon starting without delay, and at another shout from him,
the men left the upper beach and got into the remaining curaghs.
After a little more delay, the whole fleet of forty-five mustered
in the bay and began to move towards its mouth.

Once more, Hugh heard Muredagh's voice, and this
time it was followed by a loud cry, and after the cry by a groan —
a groan that could have, he knew, but one significance. The sound
lent wings to his feet, as he staggered blindly through the shallow
water towards the shore and flung himself face downwards upon the
sand. Peering up a minute later, though without daring to lift his
head, he could see that the whole fleet of curaghs had drawn
together and were rowing rapidly away towards the north-west. From
where he lay, they were so massed together as to seem like one
object, a large, dark object in the middle of the wide, grey-satin
paleness. About a hundred yards behind the last of the curaghs,
another equally dark but very much smaller object was to be seen
tossing about upon the water — an object which bobbed helplessly to
and fro like a strand of seaweed and appeared to be floating
momentarily nearer to the land.

Chapter X.

Hugh looked west. Here St. Brandon's great
headland rose, sucking up all that was left of the daylight. At his
feet, the long low waves swept sulkily in, and the shingle turned
and rumbled dully. The black lump beyond also turned over once or
twice, rolling in upon the top of the waves and approaching not far
from where he stood. With a very sick sensation gnawing at his
stomach, Hugh turned and began tramping on along the seashore.

He was so numb from his long bath, that he could
hardly keep upon his legs. His feet felt dead, so that the ground
might equally well have been sand, rock, snow, or cotton-wool for
anything he could tell to the contrary. How was he to find this
Geraldine camp, and what chance was there of his being well
received if he did find it? Would it not be better, he wondered,
for him to strike across the mountains to Dingle upon the other
side of the peninsula? No, he felt a tolerable conviction that he
should fare even worse there; that he would be knocked down in all
probability and killed as a “foreigner” before he could get a
hearing, so he kept on along the same side of the coast as
before.

All night, he walked along the cliffs, stopping
now and then from sheer exhaustion. Once, when he had stumbled over
an invisible tussock and fallen at full length, he lay there for a
while and so snatched a few miserable mouthfuls of broken sleep. It
was still quite dark, perhaps two o'clock in the morning, when he
came to a halt on the side of a very abrupt ridge which ran right
across the way in which he was going, cutting his path in two and
obliging him to climb it. It seemed a terrible height, and he was
so tired, but he got to the top of it at last, and from there
looked over at what lay beyond. Around him now upon three sides
towered the mountains. A sickly crescent moon had risen, but it was
so smothered in clouds, that it gave hardly any light, and it was
only after looking closely for some time that he could make out the
shape of anything that lay below him.

What helped him most to do so was a smouldering
glow, apparently that of a fire at the last point of extinction,
which shone dimly upon the ground a few hundred yards below where
he stood. An odd feature about it was that it took a crescent-like
shape, almost exactly the same as that of the moon above his head.
He was still staring at it and wondering what it could mean, when a
fragment of uncharred wood suddenly flared up. He distinctly saw a
number of feet and legs, mostly naked ones, which appeared to be
strewn about in all directions between him and the fire. Hugh
stared again, wondering still more profoundly. That there were
bodies in connection with the legs seemed probable, but whose
bodies were they, and what were they doing there in the heart of
the mountains?

He ventured after a while to creep a little way
down the ridge, following a sort of heathery trough, the side of
which would conceal him from those below. Apparently no watch of
any kind was kept by the people that lay around the fire, for he
was able to creep on and on, inch by inch, until now he could see
quite plainly that a crowd of people, including not a few women,
lay in a circle, all with their feet turned towards the fire, like
the spokes of some gigantic cart-wheel. Beyond these, he could make
out what was no doubt a herd of cattle, some lying down, others
moving to and fro, but all bulking so large and shapeless in the
moonlight, that but for their movements he would have taken them
for rocks.

A dull regular noise, as regular as the thud of
surge upon a beach, rose from about the fire. It was the snoring.
It seemed odd to stand there and look down upon all those human
creatures lying so exposed and helpless at his feet. He might have
cut all their throats, he reflected, and walked away, and no one
would have been a bit the wiser. By this time he had guessed that
he was looking at one of the great peripatetic herds of cattle or
“bodies” which, with the herdsmen belonging to them, wandered
habitually to and fro the country, seeking fresh grass wherever
they could find it and for the most part camping in a new place
every night. To make that guess a certainty, he presently stumbled
upon a great keg, bound about with leathern thongs and full to the
top of sweet new milk, the result evidently of the last two or
three milkings. This was indeed a godsend, and he put his head down
to it as he might have done to a pool and drank deeply again and
again, the delicious, sustaining stuff seeming to penetrate every
vein in his body and to fill him with a new sense of life and
encouragement.

After he had drunk as much as he could, he crept
a little nearer to the fire and, not meaning to stay more than a
few minutes, presently fell despite himself into a heavy doze, the
result of his weariness, combined with all the milk he had just
swallowed. He opened his eyes once or twice, believing that he was
walking on and fully intending to do so. The moon overhead seemed
to be blinking at him, and the pale crescent of fire, with all the
naked feet pointing inwards, to be shifting and floating along with
him as he went.

Suddenly breaking through his dreams came loud
shouting and a rushing of feet, which was a real rushing of real
feet. The whole silent circle suddenly sprang into life, shrieking
and yelling at the utmost power of their lungs, the men seeking
hastily in the dark for sticks and other weapons with which to
defend themselves. And Hugh heard the bellowing of cattle and loud
thumps of sticks, now upon men's heads, now upon the backs of
beasts. An immensely big man, a giant seemingly, in a long green
cloak, the leader doubtless of this new band, rushed towards him,
brandishing something. And either that something or some other
something came crash down upon his skull, and he fell like a log
beside the fire and lay there.

Chapter XI.

When he came to himself, he was still lying on
the ground and still near a fire. It was not the same fire,
however, as he soon saw, neither was it the same place. Indeed,
though stupefied by the blow on his head, he had been dimly
conscious that he had been lifted up and carried away somewhere,
though by whom or where he did not know. Now as he came to himself,
he discovered that the long night — the longest he had ever spent —
was at last over, and that the daylight had returned again.

The fire near him was a newly-lit one, and a man
sat beside it tending it with pieces of stick which he took from a
stack at his side. Presently, this man rose in search of some logs,
of which he brought back several in his arms. As he crossed the
space between Hugh and the fire, Hugh saw that he was enormously
tall, several inches over six feet high, and that he wore a green
cloak which covered him from head to foot. At once flashed across
his mind that it must be the same man he had seen in the night, and
who had appeared to be the leader of the band that had carried off
the cattle.

After depositing the logs, the man came over to
where he lay and stood looking down at him. Then, muttering
something under his breath, he suddenly whipped out a knife from a
sheath at his side and cut the rope that bound Hugh's arms and
legs. This done, he picked him up as he might have done a baby and
laid him down again on the ground, a little nearer to where he had
been sitting. Having examined the hurt on his head, he put a sop of
something wet and soothing to it and then returned to his
attendance upon the fire. Hugh lay still and tried to remember what
had befallen him, but his brain still swam, and his head caused him
so much pain, that the mere attempt to think seemed like a new
hurt.

Gradually, however, as the wet rag soothed the
pain, he began to get better. One by one, the incidents of the
night rose up and detached themselves till they grew into a
connected whole. He remembered his long wait in the water, while
the O'Flahertys were preparing to depart; their search for him; the
shouts, the blows of the oars, the rain of stones, the drawing off
of the curaghs; Muredagh's murder of his nephew Eonach; the single
stifled death-scream of the latter; the look of his body as it
floated blackly upon the waves, one hand white above the surface;
his own night-long wanderings; the spokes of naked feet converging
round the fire. At this point, he had fallen asleep, so that his
impressions became rather mixed. In the end, he once more gave up
the effort of remembrance and lay still, waiting to see what the
next stage of his adventures might have to show him.

Meanwhile, the light was growing stronger every
minute, the shadows stretching out and becoming lost. Lifting
himself upon his elbow, he was able to observe that he was once
more surrounded in all directions with yellow sand, spreading in a
gentle slope to the sea and upwards again on either side until it
rose into low cliffs to right and to left of him. At first, he
could distinguish nothing very clearly, except what lay in the
immediate foreground — the fire with the big man in the green cloak
tending it. Little by little, he perceived that this was no
solitary stretch of sand upon which he lay, but, on the contrary, a
densely populated one. In every hollow and comparatively sheltered
spot, men were lying thick as pilchards in a barrel, each with a
cloak about him, and, for the most part, with some sort of bundle
rolled pillow-fashion under his head. These men were not barefooted
herdsmen either, but soldiers, for he could see the gleam of the
weapons that lay beside them. Moreover, as he looked closer, he
could perceive clearly that they were not even Irishmen. Not only
were their clothes cut quite differently from any clothes he had
ever seen before, but their faces, too, were different — browner,
longer, with something hard and emphatic about them, which even
sleep could not entirely wipe out. Then, as his eyes travelled
round the space before him, he saw that in the deepest, and
therefore the most sheltered, of all the hollows, a small leather
tent had been erected, a tent originally apparently yellow in
colour, but now weather-stained to the utmost point of weathering.
Just inside the door of this tent, a pair of brown legs and
sandalled feet stuck out — feet and legs which could belong to no
one, Hugh thought, but a monk. Lest there should be any doubt on
this point, a ray of sunlight at that moment lit up the interior,
and he caught sight of the frocked form of their owner, lying
doubled up and drugged with sleep in the inside, his feet, which
had not found room there, lolling helplessly over the sand. Another
monk, equally fast asleep, was just visible behind him, with the
toes of another pair of brown sandalled feet showing at the
entrance.

These were all odd sights, and Hugh rubbed his
eyes as he gazed from one thing to another — from the tent to the
armed men, and from the armed men back to the sleeping monks —
wondering what it might mean. Suddenly, his brain cleared, and he
remembered everything. It was all natural enough, only he had
forgotten. He must have been brought, of course, into the very
place he had been trying all night to reach, into the camp of the
Geraldines.* Those figures tumbled about together upon the sand
before him, who could they be but the famous Italian and Spanish
soldiers of Sir James Fitzmaurice, who had come to rescue Ireland
and to sweep all the English into the sea? That tent, with its
advanced guard of brown sandalled feet, whose, again, could it be
but the tent of the illustrious doctor, the Pope's Legate? The
illustrious doctor's name Hugh had forgotten for the moment, but it
was the same, no doubt, about whom the begging friars had come to
preach in western Connacht. The thing was all clear enough. What
was not at all clear, and what still remained to be seen, was what
sort of treatment he himself was likely to experience at their
hands. There was nothing to be done, therefore, but to sit still
and await events.

(* The FitzGeralds are an Hiberno-Norman dynasty
and Peers of Ireland.)

While he had been making these discoveries, the
man in the green cloak had been busily mixing up a mess of
something that looked like stirabout* in a small pot over the fire,
stirring it from time to time and tasting it, with all the airs of
a professional cook. It was not made of oatmeal, Hugh perceived,
but of some round brown objects which the man took from a bag
beside him. Looking at him more closely, Hugh saw that below his
green cloak he wore the usual long-sleeved Irish shirt, with kilt
and trews, over the latter of which a pair of big Spanish boots
were pulled, which, wrinkling round his knees, added not a little
to his bulk. His face seemed to have been once upon a time fair,
but was now so darkened by sun and so beaten about by weather, as
to be almost black, or rather chocolate colour — the colour of a
peat bog. Out of this peat-coloured face a pair of extremely light
and extremely prominent eyes shone in a dancing, glittering
fashion, much as two pools might have shone out of a dark bog. For
the rest, the man's face was chiefly noticeable for the largeness
and looseness of his lips, which seemed to be never for an instant
at rest. At that moment, he was talking to himself, or rather to
the wood, which, being damp, refused to light properly. The words
Hugh caught were in Irish, but even without that indication he
would not have had the slightest doubt as to his nationality.

(* A kind of porridge.)

This man was the famous Maelcho! His
unmistakable insanity; his fidelity, sane or insane, to his master;
his tale-telling, by which be could chain the wildest audiences
hour after hour spell-bound upon his lips — all these various gifts
and achievements had made up such a body of tradition as no other
man of that generation, perhaps for several preceding ones, had
attained to. Feats which not Goliath could have accomplished
single-handed — prodigious slaughters, whole armies put to flight,
herds of cattle captured, towns and villages carried by storm —
were gravely related of him, and believed, moreover, from one end
of Ireland to the other. Even the doings of his master, Sir James
Fitzmaurice, paled beside those of his still more notable seanchaí.
When, ten years earlier, Sir James had stood out single-handed
against the whole power of the Government of the day, it was always
Maelcho who was popularly believed to have made the feat possible;
Maelcho who had outwitted the foe, covered their own retreat, made
good their biding-places, and, moreover, by his spells had brought
ruin and confusion amongst their pursuers. In his native forests of
South Waterford, these legends especially had grown up and had
spread thence, little by little, over the whole surrounding
country, swelling and drawing to themselves a crowd of
half-forgotten tales, in which the deeds of men centuries dead and
gone were confounded with those of the hero of the hour. These
tales, or a hasty mental selection of them, flew now through Hugh's
mind, quite enough to scare him as he realised that he was in the
power, literally under the very shadow, of this same terrible
Maelcho! Aghast, he remained gazing upwards, too terrified to speak
or move. Maelcho, the son of Murglas! Maelcho, the scourge of the
Sassenach! Maelcho, with whose name every colonist woman throughout
Munster scared her children! If this were he, then indeed was his
own doom fixed beyond reprieve!

To his surprise, finding him dumb, the big man
presently retired with a placid nod to his cooking. A still clearer
proof of his amiable intentions was given a minute later.

“Then it is not sorry you will be to be eating
something, I am thinking, young stranger?” came to Hugh's ears in
tones like distant thunder. “Not at all sorry, I am thinking. And
it is these you may eat, so it is, therefore take them!”

A dozen of the brown objects he was cooking were
here flung at Hugh, one after the other, in a shower. They were hot
from the embers and burnt his hands shrewdly, but he accepted them
as he would have accepted cockatrices or red-hot fire-balls coming
from such a quarter. Inside he found they were full of a white
flouriness, which smelt deliciously, and which he promptly
proceeded to convey to his mouth. The man in the green cloak nodded
his head approvingly, grinning from ear to ear with a smile which
was upon the same scale as the rest of him, and which had the
effect of wrinkling his brown face into a succession of
chocolate-coloured puckers.

“Then it is good food, so it is, very good and
sweet,” he remarked complacently. “And it is the right food and the
best in the world for growing girls, little girls, that cannot eat
hard food, hard, tough beef food, only fit for fighting men's
gizzards!”

This statement, remote as it seemed from
anything he could see or imagine around him, Hugh received with the
same reverence that he had received the recent shower of hot food.
If submission would mollify this giant, he was quite ready to be as
submissive as heart could desire.

Suddenly his fears revived, for his captor had
again scrambled to his feet, with more agility than might have been
expected from his bulk, and now stood staring apparently right at
him. He was not, however, really looking at him, as Hugh, to his
relief, presently perceived, but at some object a little way above
his head. Glancing in the same direction to see what that object
was, he perceived that close to one of the cliffs or banks of sand
a second brown leather tent had been pitched, and that beside it,
against the very bank itself, a cloak or piece of cloth had been
pegged down, covering apparently some hollow or recess dug out of
the bank. With another sudden bound, the big man snatched up the
pot he had been mixing and motioning Hugh to take up a keg of milk,
which stood on the ground between them, started across the sand for
this point.

Hugh obeyed, though his head still swam and his
limbs hardly seemed to belong to him. Keeping close at his leader's
heels, he presently found himself stopping in front of the cloth
pegged against the bank. Here the big man squatted down upon his
heels on the sand and with his fingers began gently scratching upon
the cloth. Then, having waited a moment or two, he began chirping
softly, in a wheedling, sing-song fashion, such as a man might use
to a child or to some very favourite animal.

Apparently, the signal was understood, for the
next minute a corner of the cloth was let down, and two little
heads appeared at the opening, just as a pair of birds' heads might
have come out of a cage or nest. They were not birds' heads,
though, but children's heads — a fair one and a dark one — two
little girls' heads, with round daisy faces, sweet half-closed eyes
and sleep-ruffled hair; two small red mouths being promptly opened,
and four small hands being equally promptly stretched out to take
the food extended to them.

Hugh opened his own mouth and stared his
hardest. Children! Girls! — as the big man had just said! What
could have brought them to such a place and at such a time? Who in
the world had buried them there like sand martens in the bank? With
his head full of the tales about Maelcho the seanchaí, he suddenly
remembered that accusation of ogre-like doings which was one of
those most frequently brought against him. Was it true? Was he
really an ogre? And if so, was he keeping these children there in
the sand to devour them at his leisure? Hugh's sturdy sense of
probabilities recoiled instinctively before the notion, and he
hesitated about believing it without a little further evidence.

Certainly the ogre, if ogre he were, was at
present looking after his victims with remarkable assiduity.
Squatted on his big heels beside the bank, he was feeding them with
the best mixed bits of the stirabout, imploring them, almost with
tears, to go on eating. When he could induce them to eat no more,
with his huge brown hands, which looked like a pair of seal's
flippers, he busied himself in straightening their sleeping
quarters, arranging their clothes and even smoothing down their
hair, tumbled as it was by sleep and the various accidents of their
very singular hiding-place.

Under these circumstances, Hugh's first ideas of
cannibalism began to subside. The big man appeared to regard these
two little creatures in the hole with a perfectly abject and
idiotic devotion. When his ministrations were at last over, he
remained squatting before them like a dog, gazing at them with all
the worship of a savage before two life-sized idols of his tribe;
his eyes glistening, his loose lips quivering, his whole face
creased and wrinkled into puckers of absolute adoration. Upon so
practical minded a young man as Hugh Gaynard, such an unreasonable
exhibition of devotion had the effect of producing a comfortable
sense of superiority, which went far to diminish the terror which
the name of the formidable seanchaí had at first awakened. Could
this really be the man of whom he had heard so much?

Chapter XII.

Meanwhile, it was now broad daylight, and the
whole camp was stirring and humming like a bee-hive. The sun had
swung out clear and bright, hanging suspended seemingly between
white balloon-like clouds, peering one above the other, as if to
see what lay below them. The huddled-up figures, some finishing
their last snatches of sleep, some rousing themselves, yawning,
blinking, and grumbling — these Spaniards, Italians, Portuguese —
these groups of desperadoes, drawn together almost at haphazard,
wearers of half a dozen uniforms, speakers of as many tongues;
mercenaries, adventurers, bandits, irregulars of all sorts and
kinds; unused to act together, unable in many cases even to
communicate; tossed out here upon the sand; their retreat cut off —
for already their ships had been destroyed — without commissariat,
without proper preparations for defending themselves, without
organised arrangements of any sort! A dozen unlucky English sailors
might have been seen in one of these puckers of sand, who had been
caught at sea and brought ashore with ropes round their necks, by
way of hint of what awaited them, when their captors had done with
them. Another group was made up of the townsfolk of Dingle,
retained as pledges for the good behaviour of their fellows. There
were also camp followers, and local idlers of all sorts from the
country round. There were Dr. Saunders and his monks in their own
particular tent. There was Sir James's wife, who had accompanied
her husband and was lying sick from exposure and the miseries of
the voyage, without a creature of her own sex to look after her.
There were his two little daisy-faced daughters in their sandy
hole, under the charge of their big, brown-faced nursery-maid.
Altogether, a more varied and a more unlooked-for combination of
humanity has rarely perhaps greeted a sun upon its uprising!

Meanwhile, no matter how uncomfortable or
disturbing may be their prospects, people must get up, and people
must eat their breakfasts. It was now nearly seven o'clock, and Sir
James Fitzmaurice and the Legate had come out of their respective
quarters and were standing together upon a little knoll, with the
sea behind them, the land they had come so far to deliver
stretching in all its faint greys and greens before them. The
knight's face was exceedingly long as he gazed, but the churchman's
face was longer still. This Irish enterprise of theirs looked
bigger, there was no doubt of that, now that it was upon them —
staring down into their very eyes — than it had done in Rome,
Madrid, or elsewhere; bigger, grimmer, more formidable altogether.
Details, which had been comfortably slurred over then, rose up now,
one by one, in all their nakedness.

Saunders was in one respect the happier man of
the two, for he had a grievance, and he was a man to whom a
grievance under all circumstances was very dear. It had been made
clear to him, or so he maintained, by all who professed to be
acquainted with Ireland, and especially by Sir James himself, that
many things would go well, which it was now quite clear were likely
to go very ill indeed. That the Earl of Desmond,* to begin with,
would receive them upon their arrival with open arms, would shelter
them in his castles, would minister to their necessities, above
all, would lend them that tower of strength which the mere name of
Desmond was known to afford in Munster. Now it appeared that, on
the contrary, the Earl of Desmond had by no means made up his mind
what he was going to do in the matter. At first, he had absolutely
refused to see them, and even when he had at last done so, it had
been with immeasurable precautions, lest Henry Davells, the
Commissioner of Munster, or, worse still, Sir William Pelham, its
President, might hear of his having done so, and his own safety
become compromised. Nor had the interview been the least productive
of any satisfactory result. That the Earl was intensely jealous of
his cousin, Sir James, was clear from the first moment and showed
in every word and gesture. This in itself Saunders would have cared
little about, as his own policy had always been to set his
associates one against the other, that so his own influence might
be paramount. But the yellow, peevish face, the helpless talk, the
whole aspect and bearing of the great Earl and Palatine had filled
him with nothing short of consternation. So crippled was this
Desmond, as to be unable to sit upon a horse; so broken in courage,
that his wife appeared the better man and more valiant soldier of
the two; so filled with dread of England and her terrible mistress,
that his tongue seemed to cleave to his jaw, and his lips to be
literally incapable of utterance when he spoke of them; so blind to
the irrevocableness of the steps already taken, that he exhausted
himself in appeals to his allies to go away, only go away at once,
and leave him and the country in peace. Yet, in spite of all this
and through all this miserable irresolution, the inordinate pride
of the Desmond — the belief in himself as the great hereditary
chieftain, beside whom even kings and princes were but as equals —
rose up visibly at every word. It was not a combination likely to
impress favourably so keen a judge of men and leaders as was the
Legate Saunders.

(* Gerald FitzGerald, 15th Earl of Desmond /c.
1533 – 1583/.)

Again, there was the younger brother. Sir John
of Desmond — Sir John of the Pikes, as he was affectionately called
by his followers — after the Earl, the most powerful member of that
famous house. Well, Sir John was hardly a satisfactory ally to deal
with either. If the craven-heartedness of the elder brother
promised to be embarrassing, the courage of the younger one seemed
to be at present of the mad-dog order, considerably more dangerous
to allies than to enemies. He had rushed to meet them on their
arrival, followed by two or three hundred half-armed galloglasses.*
Although it was quite early in the morning, he appeared to be
already drunk. His demeanour, at any rate, was not merely that of a
drunkard but of a raying maniac. He had shouted, had flung up his
arms in the air, had embraced the perplexed Spaniards, assuring
them in alternate English and Irish that they were glorious
fellows, dear fellows, splendid fellows; that he loved them like
his own heart, his own soul, his own blood! Blood, indeed, had
filled the greater part of his talk. Blood, he told his cousin and
the Legate, was all that was needed. Let enough of it be shed, and
all would go well. His brother, the Earl, would be forced to join
in the rising! Munster would join; all Ireland would join! Blood
was all that was wanted, all that anyone cared about, all that he
himself cared about!

(* Heavily armed retainers or mercenaries in the
service of an Irish chieftain.)

The Legate wrapped his cloak more closely around
him and coughed with an accent of displeasure. A bitter expression
came into his face, as he looked round at the melancholy scene and
mentally surveyed his own hardly less chilling and discouraging
prospects. With nose disdainfully sniffing the sharp salt breeze,
with robe gathered about him to escape the unpleasant
contaminations of the shore, there was about his whole appearance
an air, not merely of pedantic displeasure, but of a sort of
pedantic foppishness, perfectly natural to the man, but at the same
time exceedingly curious when we consider for a moment what he was
— one of a desperate band, the associate of rebels, of outlaws, of
desperadoes; absolutely certain, like them, to be himself hung
whenever and wherever he might be caught. A man of books, a man
accustomed to a certain share of leisurely ease and comfort, loving
the sharpest of dialectical weapons, detesting all weapons of a
more tangible and carnal sort.

Meanwhile, the leader of the expedition, Sir
James Fitzmaurice, was bent upon expounding his plan for the
fortification of a small rocky promontory not far from where they
were then standing. Before he had had time to get far in his
explanations, they were joined by a second priest, who came out of
one of the tents and walked over to where he and the Legate were
standing. This was a Jesuit, Father Allen by name, an
Anglo-Irishman of the Pale and a very old friend of Sir James,
whose outlaw hospitality amid the Waterford forests he had often in
earlier years tasted. He was a tall, gaunt man, with a clear,
well-opened grey eye and an eager, indomitable face. It was the
face of an enthusiast, but not at all the face of a Jesuit, as the
word is commonly understood. A patriot of the same vehemently
Quixotic type as his friend, a singularly faithful man, an
extraordinarily brave one, a good friend, a furious enemy, an
indifferent politician. Such was Allen the Jesuit.

The two churchmen stood and listened while the
knight laid his plan before them. It was an odd one for a man, not
devoid of military sagacity, to have hit upon and would have stood
instantly condemned in the ears of any hearers less absolutely
ignorant of military science than the two whom he was addressing.
The bay of Smerwick is closed in to the south by a tall, irregular
peninsula, on the inner or sheltered side of which rises a small
rocky point, barely four hundred feet long and one hundred wide,
known to the Irish as Dun-an-oir, or the Fort of Gold, though
whether from the colour of the sand or from vague reports of secret
hordes seems still undecided. An ancient Cyclopean fort, of the
usual mortarless pattern familiar to archaeologists, already
crowned this rock, and there were traces here and there of a former
dry stone circumvallation used by the early inhabitants as an outer
defence.

Sir James was bent upon holding and fortifying
this point. There had been great talk in Rome and elsewhere that
spring of an Irish Calais, and this was the Irish Calais he had set
his mind upon. It was a small beginning, he admitted frankly, but
if he could fortify the place so as to make it tenable — and he had
no doubt upon that head — it would serve as a starting point, and a
starting point was really all that was wanted. Beside it, the next
consignment of Spanish troops, so ardently expected, would be able
to encamp upon their embarkation; around it, the wild levies of the
neighbourhood could be drilled into something like proper shape and
discipline; in it, objects of value, especially bullion, might
safely be stored and guarded. The upper part of the neck of sand
connecting it with the mainland he proposed to cut away, and in its
place to erect a withdrawing bridge, over which the defenders could
pass to and from the shore, and by the lifting or lowering of
which, the rock would become an island or peninsula at will. This
done, with proper military curtains, with a ditch and a couple of
bastions, he had no doubt of being able to render it defensible
against any force likely to be brought against it. It was work,
moreover, that his Italians were particularly expert at. And it was
highly desirable, as he pointed out to his hearers, that some
immediate occupation should be found for them, before idleness and
the contaminating influences of the place began to rust their
courage and eat into their discipline. Already, they were beginning
to grumble, to complain of the hardships to which they were
exposed, to curse the country and the climate, from which they
would probably presently pass to cursing those who had brought them
into both. The sooner they were got to work and the closer they
were kept at work, the less time would be left to them for any such
unprofitable exercises.

To all this and a good deal more the two
ecclesiastics listened, Allen with a friendly air of acquiescence,
the Legate with one of ill-concealed impatience and irritation. Had
his military knowledge been equal to his other attainments, he
might at least have had the satisfaction of picking holes in his
coadjutor's project, which was only too patently open to many
objections. Unfortunately, from this enjoyment he was cut off, by
lack of the necessary technicalities, and had to fall back upon
silence. It was a silence, however, so chill and discouraging, that
Fitzmaurice after a while became affected by it and brought his
discourse to an end:

“That under God and with His omnipotent help we
should endeavour to depend upon ourselves, rather than upon either
the allies we have left behind or those others whom we hope to win
to our side in this country, I need hardly, I am sure, point out to
your Reverences. And touching that man who ought to be chief of the
latter, 'twere useless for me to conceal that my cousin, the Earl
of Desmond, is not at present such an ally as we can lean on with
any comfort or satisfaction to ourselves, nor will be until time
and the necessities of the case bring him, with God's grace, to a
better judgment. That either his many imprisonments or the
cruelties of that tyranny under which this land groans has broken
down his spirit, I seek not to deny. Nay, my belief is that, sooner
than lend us a single horseman at the present time, he were capable
— I blush to have to admit it — openly to betray us to our enemies
and thereby bring down their accursed soldiery suddenly upon our
backs.”

“All this, sir, and more even than you have
stated, I am only too well aware of now,” Saunders replied,
breaking silence at last and speaking in a tone of acrid
displeasure. “But may the blessed hosts of Heaven be my witness if
one word or one hint of any such meaning ever reached me ere I set
sail from Spain. Had it done so …” He stopped, and his angry glance
sought the distant horizon.

Fitzmaurice looked at him for a moment, then
glanced aside at Allen as if for sympathy. Finally, having waited
for the Legate to finish his sentence and finding that he did not
do so, he presently himself resumed, speaking in a tone of gravity,
which was not without its dignity:

“That your Reverence was misinformed upon these
points, I deeply regret to learn,” he said, with a low bow. “It may
well be so, for such was the hurry of our departure, and so little
time was there for any lengthened discourse, that much must
necessarily have remained both misapprehended and unexplained.
Moreover, that our enterprise savours of rashness, especially in
the eyes of those who judge by the appearance of things rather than
by their inner reality, 'twere foolishness for me to deny.
Nevertheless, that enterprises so begun have before now prospered
better than others undertaken in a more cautious and niggardly
spirit, history, I feel sure, will avouch. Does it not seem better
that we proceed upon our road with a good though modest confidence,
trusting in the favour of Almighty God for the result? And, above
all, does it not seem unwise of us now to repine, or still more to
reproach one another, seeing that it will take all our strength to
oppose the enemy before us? And that this is no vain or foolish
hope, however dark and untoward may be the present hour, I
fervently believe. I can in no wise believe that an enterprise
undertaken solely for the glory of God, under the direct guidance
of His Holy Pontiff, and in simple faith and dependence upon His
mercy, will ever be allowed utterly to miscarry and to come to
nothing!”

To such an expression of opinion there could be
but one reply. The Legate in his turn bowed — outwardly
acquiescent, inwardly in a fume of irritation. After a few minutes,
the three leaders returned to the neighbourhood of the tents, there
to prepare for the start about to take place.

Chapter XIII.

While the higher powers of the expedition were
thus engaged in council, the inferior ones squatted about in groups
upon the sand, waiting to know what they were to do next. Some of
the soldiers were cooking their food, others occupied in cleaning
their arms, but the greater number were doing nothing — sunning
themselves, that is to say, in the momentary gleam of sunshine,
tossing pebbles into the sea, or from sheer wantonness ill-using
the prisoners nearest to them, while not a few, wrapped in their
cloaks, were snatching a few last delicious moments of sleep.

Hugh Gaynard kept as close as he could to the
side of the big seanchaí, guessing that no one would care to meddle
with any person whom Maelcho, the son of Murglas, had taken under
his protection. He was not the least in love with his protector. On
the contrary, now that his first terror was over, he felt towards
him exactly as he had done towards all of the O'Flahertys — as
towards a being utterly foreign from himself, whose words were not
his words, whose ideas were not his ideas, whose whole ways and
notions were to him either mere folly or else riddles impossible to
guess at. He was not so dangerous apparently as Muredagh, not quite
so revoltingly ugly as Flann of the Mouth, but that was all.

It was nine o'clock before the word was given to
start, and the whole party began to move round the bay to the point
where the rock ran out to sea which Sir James Fitzmaurice had
decided to fortify. Sir James himself directed the proceedings,
and, the new camping-ground reached, he at once set his men to
work. Some were ordered to collect firewood, others to run up
temporary huts, with the aid of loose spars and sod cut from the
nearest turf. But the greater number were at once started upon the
important business of fortification, each of the English prisoners
having his bonds loosened for this purpose, a shovel or pickaxe
thrust into his hands, and himself thrust between a couple of
Spaniards, whose congenial task it was to prod him on, should he
show any signs of laziness.

Maelcho the seanchaí alone took no part in all
this activity. He had carried the two little girls round from their
nest upon the other side of the bay. Having set them down upon a
dry tussock at some distance from the sea, he stood scratching his
big head and twisting it from side to side, as he scanned the scene
about him with an air of intense dissatisfaction.

Certainly, whatever its merit as an Irish
Calais, it was not the spot one would have selected by preference
to sleep in. A yet barer bit of the coast than the one they had
left, there were no sandy cliffs even to cut the force of the wind,
which whistled over the naked shingle and threw up small flurries
of sand, in a manner that was far from encouraging. Beyond the rock
which was destined to be the coming citadel lay another smaller
sweep of loose sand and shingle, while beyond that, again the
cliffs rose above the waves, not perpendicularly, but in a
succession of more or less broken slopes.

Suddenly Maelcho uttered a loud snort of
satisfaction and started at a quick trot towards this point,
pausing after he had gone a few yards to turn and, with a jerk of
his head, signalling to Hugh Gaynard to follow him. Hugh obeyed.
Pending the arrival of some more comfortable patron, he was bound
on peril of his life to obey him without protest.

They made for the nearest piece of cliff and
climbed it nearly to the top. Following at the heels of his leader,
Hugh presently found himself embarking at a breakneck pace down a
track which ran at a steep incline along the face of it. Suddenly,
his leader stopped and stood looking downwards with an air of
perplexity. Then, with another loud yelp of satisfaction, he set
off again at the same headlong pace. Hugh followed, but this time
less closely. But before doing so, he too paused and looked down to
see what it was that had so suddenly attracted the seanchaí's
attention. He saw that immediately before him, some fifty or
perhaps sixty feet lower down, a small ledge or shelf of rock
jutted out from the face of the cliff, and that upon this shelf,
which was covered with a thin growth of weeds, stood a tiny
tumble-down shanty or hovel, with stone sides and a roof evidently
of sods, for it was nearly as green as the ground below. Above this
shelf, a loose shingly slope stretched up to the top of the cliff
and was covered like it with flowering weeds, tufts of lesser
celandine and campion predominating. Lower down, it dipped in an
ugly treacherous slope to where the rocks began, and the grey teeth
of a low reef of limestone ran out far into the foam.

By the time he had followed him, his leader had
already reached this shelf, had kicked open the door of the hut and
gone inside. There were no windows, Hugh found, on entering it, but
there was a chimney, down which the light came in a cold white
trickle. It smelt abominably of damp, but it was solid. As the
seanchaí looked about, him his big brown face expanded with an air
of satisfaction.

“Then it is better, a great deal better, so it
is,” he muttered to himself. “But it is a fire, a red, roaring
fire, it wants. And it is much wood you will have to go down and
fetch, so you will, young stranger,” he added, turning to Hugh and
speaking in a tone of command. “Much wood, good wood, old ship's
wood, you will have to fetch. And it is the driest pieces you will
have to bring and set them ready to burn, so you will. Yes, and it
is the floor you will have to clean and to stop up the holes in the
wall. See, there is moss upon the top of the rock; get it and pack
it in tight — tight, tight, tight, I say!” He was away, before Hugh
had even begun to realize these various tasks he was to
perform.

He had only had time to carry out the first of
them and had brought up a single armful of wood from the shore,
before his task-master was back again, this time with the two
little girls shouting and laughing delightedly upon his shoulders.
Their mother next appeared, carried on a rude litter by a couple of
men, their various possessions, tied in bundles, bringing up the
rear.

The unfortunate Lady Fitzmaurice looked woefully
ill. She was coughing violently, and her face was drawn, yellow,
and sickly. Maelcho seemed to take comparatively little heed of
her, beyond seeing that she was laid upon a heap of cloaks behind a
sort of rude wall of sods which ran across the hut and to some
degree cut off the draught from the door. There she lay, just as
she was put down, utterly supine, unable seemingly to take any part
in the direction of her own affairs or even to notice what was
going on around her. The children, on the contrary, ran about,
chattering like a pair of puffins from the rocks, scrambling in and
out of the shanty, helping to push the moss into the cracks, then
pulling it out so as to be able to peep through at the sea, which
twinkled up into their eyes — proceedings which were all alike
hailed with rapturous admiration by their huge bearded
nursery-maid, over whose brown face ripples of adoration seemed to
flit as steadily and unremittingly as the ripples of light over the
grey sea-face below.

Once the fire was lit, and the scanty goods
unpacked; once the children had begun to play in the red glow about
the hearth; once the floor was swept, and the chinks stopped, the
metamorphosis had become complete. By the time night fell, the
forlorn, rain-saturated little shanty had begun to wear all the
semblance of a home and might have been believed to have been
inhabited for ages.

Just before this, a sudden increase of noise and
the tramp of many horses' hoofs upon the sands below showed that a
fresh addition had been made to the camp of the invaders. Hugh
Gaynard, who was at the top of the cliff at the moment, where he
had been sent in search of more moss, was able to look directly
down upon the beach. On doing so, he saw that a considerable number
of horsemen, mounted upon long-tailed garrons,* had come into sight
and were careering across the sands, shouting to one another,
thrashing their horses and waving pikes in the air as they
advanced. He waited where he was till he saw them ride into the
camp; saw two figures, presumably those of Sir James and the
Legate, come out to meet them; saw the leader of the new band
dismount, and the three stand together upon the shore. After a
while, they went into one of the tents, while the rest of the band
dispersed and, going a little way back into the sand hills, began
to light fires, the noise of their shouting coming up to where he
stood, mixed with the neighing of horses and the loud clashing of
weapons in an unending din.

(* Highland pony.)

Puzzled as to what it all meant, Hugh descended
the cliff, resolved, if he found the seanchaí in a communicative
mood, to get some information from him with regard to various
points about which he himself was still utterly in the dark. By the
time he once more reached the shelf, the two little girls had been
settled for the night and lay tucked up in a nest of cloaks a
little to the left of the fire. Apparently, they were asleep too,
for their chattering voices had at last ceased, and silence had
fallen upon the shanty, broken only by occasional coughs or moans
from the poor lady on the further side of the partition.

Maelcho was not there. After searching for him a
little while, Hugh discovered that he had climbed on to another
projecting spur or knob of rock, smaller than the one upon which
the hut was built and almost directly above it. Here he was half
standing, half leaning against the cliff, his huge frame wrapped in
its cloak and sprawled out against the rock like some sort of Irish
Prometheus.

Hugh climbed to the spot, intending to question
him about what he had seen. He found the seanchaí staring intently
ahead of him — too intently to be safe to interrupt him. It was not
at the shore he was staring, but right up over his head at a line
of dark clouds which lay one beyond the other above the horizon.
Apparently there was something about those clouds which displeased
or alarmed him, for twice Hugh heard him utter an ejaculation of
dismay, looking as he did so at the line overhead with an
expression of intense and puzzled consternation. His own curiosity
was aroused, and after hesitating a little, he ventured to ask what
had happened, and why he was looking up at the sky like that.

“It is something I do not like that I see up
there, so it is, young stranger — something that I do not like at
all, so I do not,” Maelcho answered, his eyes still on the sky. “It
is the Wild Hunt, that is what it is,” he added, sinking his voice
and glancing round as if afraid of being overheard. “Yes, up there,
above the sea.” He lifted his hand and pointed to the line of
clouds. “It is the worst thing a man can see, and this is the worst
time of month to see it in, the worst and bad always. And it is in
a strange place, a place I have never seen it in before, that it
is; and we only just landed, and the moon a new one Tuesday last,
and the little lady-girls with us and all!”

Hugh stared up at the particular point indicated
in astonishment. There was nothing to be seen there but clouds, and
surely there were always clouds in the sky? What could the man
mean? He remembered hearing of the Wild Hunt amongst the
O'Flahertys, but had not attached any special meaning to the word.
Looking closely at the line of clouds indicated, he then perceived
that one portion of it was larger and darker than the rest, and
that a number of smaller fragments seemed to be following it, one
after the other, in a sort of procession. It really was rather like
a hunt now that he came to look at it attentively. That big grey
cloud in front might be a bull, say, or a lion — possibly a whale
or a dragon. Those smaller detached clouds after it might be dogs
or wolves, according as one liked to imagine. These last seemed to
be hurrying fiercely along over the sky, as if trying with all
their might to overtake the big one in front, stretching out
bodiless limbs and opening bodiless mouths as they did so.

Possibly, it was the excitement of his companion
which impressed him, but certainly the whole thing seemed to have
more semblance of reality about it than usual. It appeared to Hugh
to be unlike anything he had ever seen before in the sky, to be, if
not real, at least more like a painting than a mere accidental
resemblance created out of mist and nothingness. He soon tired,
however, of such an impractical subject of contemplation and was
about to recur to the question of the new arrivals. He observed a
peculiar gleam in the seanchaí's curious, greenish eyes, an odd,
distracted, irresponsible air about his whole demeanour that made
him feel that it would be wiser to forbear and put off his
inquiries to a more convenient opportunity. People who looked like
that were quite capable, he was aware, of suddenly seizing some
inoffensive person, who disturbed them, by the shoulders and
pitching them over head foremost into the sea.

The sky had grown quite dark, and the whole
phantom hunt had long melted into the ordinary meaninglessness of
things celestial, before the seanchaí had left his perch or ceased
to stare in the same eager, concentrated fashion at the space
before him. At last, he went down and, squatting suddenly upon the
floor, put his arms about his big knees and remained silent, if not
asleep. Hugh, who had before this gone down and found some food,
was now curled up in the most comfortable corner he could find and
was beginning to drowse. The two little girls breathed softly in
unison, wrapped in one another's arms. Their mother apparently
slept, too, waking now and then to cough or moan. Little by little,
as the night grew deeper, nearly all sounds ceased or rather melted
into that general monotone of sound, which for want of a better
word we call silence. The sea kept repeating over and over the same
monotonous, old-world stories which it had been telling to the
rocks and the sands ever since they first began to keep company
together. As for the motley company of the invaders — Spaniards,
Italians, Portuguese, and the rest — they, too, were by this time
mostly asleep, rolled in their cloaks and beginning to dream that
they were back in Naples, Granada, or Lisbon with their fortunes
made, their pockets full of English gold, and their detestable
Irish campaign a thing of the past.

Chapter XIV.

A fortnight had passed. Sir James's Calais was
steadily growing. The innocent little thyme-covered promontory,
with its archaic circle of moss-grown stones, was assuming quite a
military and responsible air. One ditch was already cut, another
was in process of cutting; the bastions were half made; the
drawbridge would be made whenever Heaven sent wood from Tralee or
elsewhere. No supply of fresh water — not an unimportant matter for
a fortress — had been found nearer or better than the scanty
driblet which trickled over the cliff above Maelcho's shanty. A few
other equally elemental drawbacks had presented themselves. Still,
the Irish Calais was certainly growing. There was no question about
that. The enemy, if he doubted it, had only to come and look.

One difficulty, not provided for by any received
treatises on fortification, was that the original heathen fort,
which lay within and formed the nucleus of the newer one, was found
to be badly “haunted.” So seriously was this the case, that after
dusk began to fall, no one, by any threats or persuasions, could be
got to approach the place, so appalling were the shrieks, so
heart-rending the cries, as of creatures in the very article of
death, which then issued from its enclosure. Even the Spaniards and
Italians, who, whatever respect they might hold their own ghosts
in, could scarcely be expected to care much about alien ones — to
whom the wails of Irish spirits or the plaints of murdered Irishmen
could hardly seem to be any great matter — even they complained
quite as loudly as the rest. Indeed, the most singular feature of
the visitation was that each man upon being questioned declared
positively that the cries he heard were always uttered in his own
tongue; that these were not Irish or English ghosts, but Spanish or
Italian ones; that the shrieks were the shrieks of dying Spaniards,
the appeals for pity the appeals of Italians in the act of being
murdered. This was what so rang in their ears and was what made it
perfectly impossible for any Christian man to approach the
place.

Whatever the nationality of the ghosts may have
been, they were clearly very persistent ones. In vain, the Legate,
with bell, book, and candle, twice made the entire circuit of the
enclosure, commanding the demons in sonorous Latin to withdraw upon
pain of his displeasure. In vain, the sacred banner was fastened to
the top of the fort and remained there for a day and a night,
flapping its sanctified folds against those pagan stones. Nothing
proved of the slightest avail. No sooner did dusk fall than the
shrieks and yells began afresh, dying away into groans and moans,
of a nature to scare the very souls of all who heard them and in
the end obliging the whole camp to be shifted back several hundred
yards, so as to be a little beyond the infliction.

Can ghosts, not yet made, but about to be made,
project themselves forwards on to the scene of their own creation?
The question might have been asked with some pertinence a short
thirteen months later, when some forty score or more of Spaniards
and Italians were slaughtered here by English hands in the very
coldest of cold blood and laid out in two rows like newly-gaffed
salmon upon the sands below.

Ghostly shrieks by night and day and night alike
the shouts and yells of Sir John of Desmond and his disorderly band
of followers made the neighbourhood of the Fort of Gold anything
but a pleasure-resort just then for peace-loving people! That
energetic son of slaughter rode perpetually to and fro, and up, and
down the country, harassing its inhabitants in all directions,
sometimes in his brother's name, sometimes in his own name and
against his brother, sometimes in the name of both of them
together. He entirely declined to regard himself as under Sir
James's orders. As a matter of course, his men equally refused to
submit to any such unworthy constraint, and the reports of their
eternal depredations made the reputation of the camp to stink even
in the nostrils of those least liable to be accused of any sordid
stint of loyalty.

Sir James did what one man could do, but the
part was almost too big for one man's filling, even had that man
been a Napoleon or an Alexander of Macedon. He had little or no
support, either. Not only were his Spaniards few in number, but
already they were beginning to get out of hand. Worse still, the
Legate — who was supposed to be his especial sword, shield, and
buckler, whose presence was held to shed a lustre as of St. Peter
himself upon the camp — the Legate Saunders chose to throw all his
weight into the opposite scale. Partly from personal irritation
against Sir James, partly from an innate preference for the more
unruly, he had vigorously espoused the side of Sir John of the
Pikes' side and in all disputes gave his support to him rather than
to the comparatively practical cousin. As for that hero's own
views, to make ghosts of all whom he even suspected of being his
enemies was to him the be-all and the end-all of the political
campaign. Like the Mac-an-Iarlas in the West, so to him in the
South, the rising presented itself simply as the proper occasion
for wreaking old vengeances, washing clean old wrongs in newly
spilt blood and generally making things uncomfortable for those he
disliked.

So passed the warm, moist days of July 1579, and
the year began to get a trifle older and colder, and with every day
that passed the deadly months of the winter and spring of 1579-1580
stole nearer and nearer — the worst, bloodiest, most disastrous
months that Ireland in her already long history had perhaps yet
been called upon to face.

On the whole, the country just then was rather
quiet than otherwise. The Shan O'Neill rising had been stamped out,
with much effusion of blood, thirteen years before, and its
leader's head might still with a little careful scrutiny have been
discovered upon a remote spike of Dublin Castle, looking something
like a mop, something like the last joint of a winter-worn bulrush,
as you scanned it from below. Sir Henry Sidney, the strongest
deputy England had sent to Ireland for a generation, had, at his
own entreaty, recently been allowed to return home, where arrest
for debt, slights of various kinds, and his sovereign's studied
disfavour had proved his natural and appropriate reward for having
served her only too energetically and very much too
exclusively.

In England, the news of this new invasion had so
far produced singularly little commotion. Her Grace's ministers
were accustomed to being told that a Spanish descent either just
had or just was about to take place and were able to accept the
intelligence with a fair show of philosophy. The Anjou marriage was
just then the topic of the hour. Even in Ireland, the official mind
seems to have at first been only very slightly perturbed over the
matter. The President of Munster was away, and Henry Davells,
recently appointed Commissioner to the province, was an easy-going
man and an old friend of the Desmonds, who was inclined to take
even the turbulent Sir John under his protection.

Accompanied by Arthur Garter, the
Provost-Marshal* of the province, he did ride in person to visit
the elder Desmond for the purpose of pointing out to him that it
was neither becoming nor desirable that a portion, however small,
of her Grace's territory should be allowed to be seized by the
troops of another monarch. No aid was forthcoming, although if
expressions of loyalty and of abhorrence for his brother and
cousin's proceedings would have satisfied Davells, those he was
ready to produce to the utmost point of prodigality.

(* Head of the military police.)

Hugh Gaynard had been sent that particular
afternoon to some little distance from the rebel camp in search of
wild strawberries, wood-sorrel, water-cresses — possibly of roe's
eggs or other undiscoverable dainties, which the imagination of the
seanchaí had conjured up as likely to please his charges. He was on
his way back to his taskmaster when his attention was arrested by
the sound of horses' hoofs, which were clearly not those of Sir
John's shoeless garrons. Looking behind him, he saw two riders
approaching him at a dignified trot over the sands.

They were riders of such an utterly different
type from any that he had seen since the almost forgotten days of
his boyhood, that involuntarily he stood still and remained eagerly
waiting till they should pass by. One of them was a broad elderly
man, with a square-clipped grey beard, an aspect at once genial and
authoritative, and a suit of riding-clothes a good deal the worse
for wear. The other was a much younger man, with a modishly-trimmed
beard cut to an acute point; high boots, trunk hose, and a
riding-coat of cinnabar-coloured cloth, over which rose an
elaborately-pleated ruff, such as might have come straight from the
hands of a Hampton Court or Whitehall washerwoman. Half a score of
well-mounted serving men followed these two, their own horses'
shining with the excess of grooming.

A great outcry arose inside the rebel camp the
instant they were perceived. Swords were drawn, the Spaniards
rushing to pick up their guns. A small shower of bullets began to
pepper the sand and to scatter the petals of the pansies. The
visitors, however, kept just beyond range of fire. For overtaking
them with the sorry garrons, which were all the horses the camp
afforded, the invaders might just as well have tried to overtake
one of the white-bosomed clouds which were at that moment sailing
seaward before a brisk south-easterly breeze. The elder of the two
leaders turned round in his saddle once or twice with an air of
exasperating calm. Hugh, who had remained all the time at the same
spot, long remembered that vision of stout dignity and easy,
unquestioning self-importance, riding its well-groomed horse over
the golden carpeting of pansies.

Chapter XV.

Hardly had the visitors disappeared round the
nearest headland before Sir John of the Pikes and his men came
galloping up from the opposite side, with all those curvetings and
arm-wavings, those shoutings and yellings, those fascinating
pike-brandishings and tail-switchings, which were apt to make that
warrior's arrivals and departures so singularly effective. When he
learned who had been there and had departed again without let or
hindrance, fire, thunder, and fury flowed from his lips in a
mingled torrent of objurgations. The unhappy garrons, were rapidly
set right upon that point. Spurs were stuck remorselessly into
their sides; whips brandished over their heads; pikes flashed; bare
arms waved in the air. In another five minutes, away went Sir John
and his tatterdemalions in full cry, helter-skelter, across the
sands in the direction of Tralee.

Then peace fell upon the camp.

The little girls argued with Maelcho.

“If you do not tell us a story at once, it is
beaten you are going to be,” the elder one exclaimed indignantly.
“Yes, beaten hard by both of us, hard, honey-man!” they cried
simultaneously, whereupon four small fists began pummelling
vigorously at his chest, a punishment which, to judge by the
expression of his face, gave the most exquisite satisfaction to the
victim.

“All the tales are done and told, lady-girls;
all the good tales are done and told! There are no more left! All
over! all over!” and the seanchaí threw up his hands
impressively.

“Then it is a lie you are telling us, a big,
black lie! yes, a lie as big as yourself, honey-man! How can the
tales be all done, when we can say a number of them ourselves —
when we know all about the good giant King Finn, who slept with his
head on one bank of the Shannon, and his feet on the other, and who
caught the big trout and salmon as they ran past him in his mouth;
only he let the little trout, and the little red and blue pinkeens
escape because they were still so young! Tell us that tale,
Maelcho, honey-man.”

“Lady-girls, the good giants have all gone away
from poor old Ireland. There are none left now but wicked giants;
giants that yawn in the darkness and make the caves; giants as big
and as black as the bogs; wicked black giants, and Féar Gortach,
the big white Hunger-man, who comes when the little children have
nothing to eat. The lady-girls do not want to hear about Féar
Gortach — no, no, I am sure they don't! It is he that sleeps across
the top of the dead fir-trees, and when he dreams, his bones
rattle, and when he wakes up, he reaches down a long white hand,
like a fork out of the trees, and picks up everything he sees — the
poor men and the poor women, and the little little children, and
the young rabbits out of their holes, and the small unfledged
wood-pigeons from their nests, and eats them all up there on the
top of the trees, and drops their bones about the wood, so that it
seems as if the sky was raining white sticks. No, no, the
lady-girls would never like to hear about such things as
those.”

In spite of this discouraging assurance, over
which the children began to look extremely grave, Maelcho presently
embarked upon a long meandering recital about three good young men,
who went forth to seek their fortunes and in process of time
conquered the whole world.

From his nook beside the fire, Hugh Gaynard
listened to all this dreamily, his comfort rather enhanced by the
big booming voice, also by that sense of his own superiority which
such exhibitions were apt to awaken in his mind. Sir James
Fitzmaurice had come into the hut while the tale was going on and
was talking on the other side of the partition in a low voice to
his wife. It had grown nearly dusk by this time, the sides of the
cliff shutting out what little light was left, so that the ledge
was chiefly lit by the reflections striking up from the sea. A play
of interlaced light and shade kept flitting over the camomile
flowers and small fat torts of samphire and sea-pink; the thud from
below came up in a lazy comfortable boom. The drift-fire crackled;
the gusts of wind examined each of the crevices carefully; the
children and their big bearded nursery-maid chattered comfortably
together in the dimness.

Suddenly, a succession of yells, as if all the
witches of Endor and demons of Tophet had met and were making
arrangements for a Sabbath, sounded from the sands below, yells
which grew louder and louder, too, every moment and were evidently
coming nearer. Sir James went hastily to the door of the hut and
stood looking out from there, his brow puckered into folds of acute
disturbance. Like a shot, he started forward and ran down the steep
path leading to the shore. He had not gone many yards before he was
met, and nearly driven backwards, by a charge from below. In front
of the crowd towered a tall dark figure, with a couple of daggers
held out at arm's length and brandished one in each hand. Behind
him came other figures, equally melodramatic and equally pleasing;
grinning faces, which seemed to be all teeth, filled the pathway
from side to side. Face behind face, head behind head, arm over
arm, tipped here and there with pikes and other appropriate
finishes. The whole pathway was choked with the rash and the
tumult. In another moment they would have been upon the ledge. Sir
James, however, hemmed the way resolutely and after a short but
violent struggle succeeded in diverting the rush into another path,
and thence once more to the sands below.

Maelcho, who had left his charges for a moment,
imploring them not to stir, and had run down the path, was seen
exchanging brief inquiries with a couple of shock-headed figures,
followers of Sir James's, who had come up from the beach with Sir
John of Desmond's party and had since been yelling rather more
vigorously than the rest. He came back a minute later and stood
leaning against the doorway, his body stretched across it as if to
bar the entrance, hie face working violently. Expressions now of
rage, now of satisfaction, now of a mixture of both, flitted across
it; the big lips twitched, the prominent eyes seemed to be
literally starting from his head. His whole aspect was that of a
man driven nearly mad by some sudden and exciting piece of
news.

This time Hugh Gaynard's curiosity was not to be
restrained. He was not half as much afraid of the big seanchaí now
as he had been a fortnight before. In any case, he must know what
was going on. If he died for it, he must know.

“What is it, Maelcho? What has happened? Who was
that?” he inquired, edging towards him and speaking eagerly.

The seanchaí's eyes turned slowly upon him.
“Who?” he repeated, scornfully. “Who, who would it be but Sir John
of Desmond, Sir John of Desmond, the greatest man in Ireland,
barring the Earl and Sir James himself, who is the very first of
all, yes, the very first, and the greatest anywhere in the whole
wide world. Oh, but it is not unawares he would have taken them, so
he would not, though it is unawares they have always wanted to take
him, yes indeed, always, always!”

“But what is it? What has happened? What has Sir
John been doing?” Hugh persisted.

Again, Maelcho glanced at him slowly for a
minute out of the comers of his eyes and then turned away to the
sea. His chest was heaving up and down as if he were being
suffocated.

“It is not such a very great thing after all
that he has been doing, so it is not, not such a very great thing
at all,” he said in a thick, suppressed voice, like a man half
choked. “It is only the two great Englishmen that he has been
killing, that is what it is; only the two great Englishmen that he
has been killing, nothing more than that! Oh, but it is the Queen
of England that will be frightened when she hears that they are
killed! My God! Yes, sorry and frightened, both one and the other,
so she will!”

“The two great Englishmen? Do you mean the two
who were here this afternoon? Have they been killed? Killed by Sir
John of Desmond? How did he kill them? Has there been a fight?”

Again, Maelcho turned his eyes slowly and half
suspiciously upon his questioner. “It was in their beds he killed
them; in their beds at Tralee that he killed the two of them, both
in the one bed,” he said, solemnly. “Oh, it is a great man is Sir
John of Desmond — a great man and a very good man — very good! very
good! There is no better man in all Ireland than Sir John of
Desmond!”

All this was said in the same dull, muffed
undertone, with the same look of repression rather than of
exultation. Suddenly, a rush of blood flew to the seanchaí's face,
outdying its ordinary brown. The wild eyes flashed, as
phosphorescence flashes under the sudden stroke of an oar. Leaping
to his feet and stretching himself to his whole gigantic height, he
snatched off his green cloak from his shoulders and whirled it like
a gonfalon* round and round his head. “Abbu-boo! Abbu-boo! Desmond
aboo! aboo! aboo! aboo!” The whole shore rang with the noise; a
flock of gulls rising into the air like a shoot of spray, as the
clamour reached them. Relapsing suddenly into his former attitude
and speaking with the same thick, repressed utterance as before,
“But it is not Sir James that would have done it so, not Sir James!
No, no, not Sir James!” he added, shaking his head
remorsefully.

(* A banner hanging from a crossbar.)

Chapter XVI.

A rock of common-sense was Hugh Gaynard from the
first. — with a clear, though by no means an exaggerated, view of
his own merits and an equally clear determination to get those
merits realised in a world far too stupid to perceive them. Not
that Hugh was a boaster. He left that to seanchaís and such-like
beings — big talkers and little doers. The innate superiority of
his blood was perhaps in nothing more shown than the absolute
non-effect which his surroundings had practically had upon him. His
long stay amongst the O'Flahertys had not Celtified him even in the
faintest degree. If anything, it had un-Celtified him, fostered and
hardened the original, anti-Celtic qualities which were his by
nature. The sense of being apart from all those people and not
belonging to them in any way had grown more and more definite with
every hour he stayed. Driven inwards by force of circumstances, it
had settled there and become bone of his bone, the one superstition
of an otherwise distinctly the reverse of superstitious mind. Hugh
Gaynard was ready to thank God in his prayers that he was not born
a Celt. Wastes of sea and of unprofitable bog; dripping forests,
and such-like barren places, decked here and there with a little
haggard beauty, might be the natural heritage of the Celt, but
anything of value, anything that meant power, money, or prosperity,
anything that tended to a good position and repute in the world at
large was meant, he knew, to belong to the clearer-sighted, more
efficient race; had been set out by Providence as its heritage.

Sir James Fitzmaurice was just then rather in
need of someone at his elbow in whom the anti-Celtic virtues were a
little more developed than was the case with most of those about
him. If a long line of Irish mothers had made him three-fourths of
a Celt himself, the remaining fourth retained something of the old
Norman grip and tenacity. If two and two were not to him
necessarily four, at least he had no prejudice against that
number.

As he looked about him at Smerwick, he failed
just then to discern a single being, with the doubtful exception of
Dr. Allen, in whom the typical and hereditary traits did not so
predominate as to extinguish all others. Maelcho, for instance!
Maelcho had been his henchman for more years than either of them
would have found it easy to reckon in a hurry. Taken into his
service as horse-boy, he had trotted untiringly at his rein,
through fair weather and foul — chiefly foul — had run for him,
fought for him, risked hanging and starving a hundred times a year
for him, not merely without question, but without so much as the
possibility of there being a question. Come to man's, or rather
giant's, estate, his reputation as seer, seanchaí, and the rest had
not touched by one thread this fidelity. It was dog-fidelity, not
man-fidelity — a fidelity which would have caused him to let
himself be cut in pieces, not only without any adequate cause, but
probably by preference for a cause that was not in the least
adequate.

Unfortunately, Sir James did not just then want
anyone to be cut in pieces for him. He did want someone who could
carry a message accurately, someone with a discreet head upon his
shoulders, someone who possessed a silent tongue and an observant
eye, someone who could do what he was told, and no more than
exactly what he was told. In all these respects, Maelcho was
impracticable — impracticable to a degree that it needs some little
acquaintance with the type fully to believe in or realise. He could
have carried a letter tied round his neck as a dog can and would
have died no doubt many deaths and have slain any number of foes
before that letter would have been taken away from him; but as to
understanding its contents, as to fulfilling in any degree the
ordinary functions of a messenger or confidential agent, strange
indeed would have been the developments that resulted from his
ministrations!

The result of this was that Sir James began
about this time to make use of the rather stolid but evidently
capable young fellow, who called himself an Englishman, and who had
fallen into his camp, apparently out of the skies. From asking Hugh
who he was and listening to his story, he took to employing him in
various minor capacities. Then finding that he did his errands
intelligently, began to make use of him regularly as his messenger,
especially where a knowledge of English and Irish were both needed.
In this way, not a little to his own satisfaction, the wandering
young man came by degrees to be attached directly to the leader's
side and henceforward had to take his orders from him and only from
him, was numbered amongst his retainers, and in all respects stood
in quite a new position from the friendless waif of a few weeks
back. If it was not all that he sighed for. At least, it was a
great improvement upon the various queer roles that it had of late
been his lot to fill. It gave him a horse to ride and a weapon to
wear, and in a hundred ways modified his position immeasurably for
the better. There was one drawback to these advantages, and that
was that it also committed him much more clearly to the side of the
rebels. This was a drawback which he himself was quick enough to
perceive and by no means liked. He was able to comfort himself,
however by reflecting that he really had no choice in the matter.
He had been brought into the rebel camp as a prisoner, and a
prisoner to all intents and purposes he still was.

Hugh's conscience objected in the abstract to
his being a rebel. Fortunately, it was not such an unreasonable
conscience as to insist upon its owner becoming a martyr,
especially a martyr of whom nobody would know anything. If a decent
opportunity arose for ceasing to be a rebel and becoming the other
thing, why, he would become the other thing, that was clear.
Meantime, to decline such alleviations as came in one's way, simply
because they carried a certain taint of disloyalty about them,
would be the act, he told himself, of a fool. As he was not at all
a fool, he quickly struck out a compromise with himself. The
rational thing in life, as he had already fully grasped, was to
make the best of such circumstances as arose, pending the arrival
of others, which it was to be hoped would prove better.

Chapter XVII.

Ii was six o'clock upon the morning of the 17th
of August, 1579. Sir James Fitzmaurice and Dr. Allen, followed by
Hugh Gaynard and some two dozen mounted and unmounted followers,
were just setting forth from Smerwick to ride across Ireland. The
conditions of the struggle had changed a good deal lately. The
murder of the two Englishmen and the circumstances under which that
murder had been committed had precipitated matters by a leap. After
this all idea of compromise, all suggestions of pity upon either
side became not so much impossible as ridiculous. Henry Davells was
a man of exceptional qualities, a man liked by both sides and by
both creeds. Very kindly, very honest, and without reservations, a
great housekeeper — i. e. hospitable — he was not a man the news of
whose slaughter could bring a pleasant thrill to the mind of anyone
who knew him personally. This much Sir John of the Pikes had
certainly achieved by his act. The situation stood out now
undisguised and sharply defined. On both sides, it was to be a war
of extermination.

One man alone failed to realise this. The
wretched Desmond still vacillated, still continued to believe in
the possibility of at once racing with hares and hunting with
hounds; still continued to try and sit on two stools and to ride
two horses at the same time; still secretly supported his brother's
side, while at the same time writing to the authorities to express
his horror of their proceedings and especially of this last
crowning atrocity. If he was blind, he was the only man on either
side that was blind. The very day after Davells' and Carter's
murder, three thousand of the Desmond clansmen joined the standard
at Smerwick — O'Sullivan Beara and O'Sullivan More, MacDonoughs,
O'Keefes, O'Callaghans, MacAuliffes, O'Donoghues. The whole
province was buzzing and bristling ominously. All the Celtic, all
the anti-progressive, all the anti-Protestant, anti-utilitarian
elements in the county rose suddenly to their full strength. The
sense that for once the detested self-righteous race might be
taught to bite the dust and fall into its proper place was working
like a leaven in every Irish breast. That profound, never
sufficiently recognised contempt, stronger perhaps really upon the
conquered than the conquerors' side, was never stronger than at
that moment. As for the death or ruin involved in failure, well,
they must come if they must.

This was something more than a mere local
struggle. It possessed that delicious conspicuousness which an
Irishman has always needed to warm him thoroughly to any
undertaking. All Europe was held to be looking on; every Catholic
power known to have its sympathy, if not its practical support,
upon the side of the rebels. Let a single genuine victory be
announced, and that passive sympathy might any day become an active
one. The sea would swarm with ships; the faithful elsewhere would
flock to the aid of the faithful here.

In England, too, apathy had suddenly changed to
something like panic. Elizabeth herself was aroused to the
seriousness of the emergency, and for the moment, her ministers had
their hands free to deal as they chose with Ireland. Fresh troops
were being hastily enrolled, extraordinary posts laid, gentlemen
adventurers encouraged to offer their services, vessels desired to
be in readiness at Bristol, Workington, and elsewhere. A grim
desire to punish burned hotly in every loyal breast. Every man upon
the loyal side rode as to a servile war, with the sword in his
hand, but the whip and the halter never out of reach and always
close to his thoughts.

Between the rival leaders of the rising, the
situation, too, had sharpened. Sir James Fitzmaurice was before
everything else a soldier, and as a soldier he objected strongly to
his cousin's recent performance and made no scruple of expressing
his objections openly. In this, he was vehemently opposed by
Saunders, that single-hearted partisan not only declaring Davells'
murder to be a “sweet sacrifice before God,” but going out of the
way to shower the approval of the Church upon its perpetrator. Such
a state of affairs could not last. It only needed the proverbial
spark. An act of rather extra brutality upon the part of one of Sir
John's followers brought matters to a crisis. Sir James insisted
that the culprit should receive exemplary punishment. Sir John
swore that the rascal, being his rascal, should go scot free
whatever he did. The situation could hardly have been clearer.
Fitzmaurice was not the man to put up with a half or a quarter
authority. He made up his mind to quit not only Smerwick but Kerry;
to start afresh, to break new ground and see if less hopeless
materials might not be discoverable elsewhere.

His plan was to ride into Connacht, there to
persuade the Burkes, O'Flahertys, and others to lay aside their
immemorial quarrels and rally to a common standard. Time was
everything. Sir Nicholas Malby, the present Governor of Connacht,
was away, and Sir Nicholas Malby's absence counted for a good
thousand men at least upon the rebel side. Fitzmaurice's only
confidant in the matter was Dr. Allen, who for friendship's sake
had insisted upon accompanying him. It was agreed between them that
they should give out that they were about to visit Holycross,*
there to fulfil a vow made in Spain. From Holycross, or if
necessary before reaching Holycross, it was easy to strike across
the country into Galway.

(* Holy Cross Abbey on the River Suir was a a
place of pilgrimage with a relic of the true cross.)

The top of the first bit of rising ground
reached, Sir James drew his rein and looked back towards the spot
they had just quitted. The little rock on which the fort stood rose
clearly against the water, which lapped it round on three sides.
Behind it the cliffs rose steeply, catching the light in an opaque
wash upon their terraced edges. The sea-gulls wheeled and squalled;
the great grey waste of water stretched away westward, vacant, as
the very sky above it. The ledge upon which Maelcho's hut stood
showed as a thin grey streak, almost lost in the haze which spread
evenly up from the sea. Sir James looked hard at this point of the
landscape for a moment, then, with a sudden jerk of his head,
turned and looked steadily away in the opposite direction. There
were unthinkable things to be thought of in connection with that
small ledge and its helpless occupants, things which a man with his
work to do and a desperately hard day's riding ahead of him had
better avoid thinking of as long as possible.

They rode on, across the camomile- and
thrift-covered turf, sitting easily down on their pad saddles, with
their heavy brass bits jingling. As a measure of precaution, and
also because the ride was to be such an exceptionally hard one, Dr.
Allen wore ordinary lay clothes, which indeed suited the fighting
Jesuit a good deal better than his own clerical attire. Otherwise
no disguise was attempted. Sir James wore the usual Irish riding
dress of the day. He was further distinguished by a bright yellow
doublet, which has become historic. Behind them came the little
clump of Geraldine followers, the horsemen carrying spears or
pikes; the running kern* and horse-boys armed only with “slegs” or
light throwing javelins.

(* Irish foot soldier.)

It was still so early that the opalescent hues
of sunrise had not yet faded off the stone-littered landscape, nor
the rosy glints from the little lakes which lay here and there
amongst the stones. It was a day that breathed somehow of hope and
of enticing promises. Sir James especially was conscious of it. As
he galloped along, the touch of that friendly earth, the look of
those familiar skies, brought a sense of indescribable comfort to
his breast. The hunger of the exile, keen in all Irishmen,
exceptionally keen in him, was assuaged for the time being. He had
suffered acutely from it for years past. Yonder ill-tempered
mist-laden Atlantic — so detested of Saunders and the other
strangers — was like home and the face of a friend to him. In the
direction too in which he was then going, the whole South of
Ireland — in its length and in its breadth, in its greenness and in
its greyness— rose up bit by bit before him. He knew it intimately;
knew it as only a wolf or a fox, a tramp or an outlaw probably ever
knows a country in its details. The entire province, with its
leagues of dripping forest, its interminable stretches of bog, its
lowering clouds, its spots of wild and gleaming beauty, was as
familiar to him as the insides of most men's houses are to
them.

After skirting the neighbourhood of Dingle, they
had to ride nearly the whole length of the peninsula so as to get
past that sea-infested area which surrounds Castlemaine Harbour.
This done, they struck rapidly away along the left bank of the
Maine in the direction of Castle Island. Not that they meant to
sleep there, although, as the chief home and stronghold of the
Desmonds in those parts, it would have seemed the most natural
place. Fitzmaurice's mistrust of his cousins had of late been too
deeply aroused for that, and he preferred to give the castle the
widest possible berth and to seek the hospitality of the rocks and
the woods in preference.

Up and down, they went, over saddle-backed
ridges and along stone-scattered slopes; racing across waste
pastures, dark with companies of rushes, or gilded with shabby
flaunting regiments of yellow rag-weed. Here the horses were able
to cover the ground at the best pace of their legs, but there were
many places where they could only crawl — between black,
horse-and-man-devouring abysses of bog, places where the riders had
to tail away, until they looked like a string of black ants, each
man creeping at the heels of his neighbour, and which gave great
satisfaction to the running horse-boys and unmounted kern, who
bounded from tussock to tussock, active as goats.

The highlands of Kerry were all behind them now,
so that they had no great heights to climb, only a few low hills,
either bristling with oak and birch, between which streams had
scratched long puckered ravines. The horses' hoofs crunched
uncomfortably, and they must needs go slowly. That need was very
great, and the sense of it was like a spur in Fitzmaurice's side,
urging him to push on at a pace. The distance which he had made up
his mind to cover that day was enormous. It was the only day, on
which he could push on, without other delays than the ordinary
obstacles of the country. By tomorrow, it would be necessary to go
much more cautiously, for by tomorrow they would be getting well
within the zone of danger. Kerry once left behind and the borders
of Limerick crossed, that zone would be definitely entered upon.
Secrecy, too, in an expedition of this kind, was everything. If
they could not contrive to get past Limerick and Kilmallock
unrecognised and unsuspected, they might almost as well never have
started at all.

Sir James's information with regard to the
movements of the enemy had so far been scandalously defective, and
he had not even known that Sir Nicholas Malby had left Connacht
until days after he had done so. By this time, Malby was already
somewhere between the towns of Limerick and Kilmallock, which last
was for garrison purposes the metropolis just then of the entire
South of Ireland. With Malby were not only the soldiers he had
brought with him from Connacht, but probably also the new levies,
hastily got together in England and hurried down from Dublin to
fill the gaps which sickness and hard work had made in the ordinary
garrisons of the South and West. Sir William Drury — Lord Justice
and acting Deputy of Ireland — was also known to be on the march.
In a few days, the two commanders would have touched hands, and the
difficulties for the rebels would be simply doubled.

It was everything, therefore, for Sir James to
get behind Malby without loss of time. If Connacht took fire
promptly, Malby must needs turn back, and the juncture in the South
would be avoided for the present. Malby, too, he regarded as his
own destined antagonist. That distinguished officer's fashion of
pacifying his district, his peculiarly cold-headed, not to say
cold-blooded arrangements had bred a singular loathing of him in
the minds of men. Sir James thirsted to be at the sword's point
with him. Since his arrival in Ireland, his own proceedings had so
far all been confined to one obscure corner of the island. It was
not for this that he had come from Spain. It was high time, he said
to himself, that such hole-and-corner hostilities should cease;
high time that the war should become a real war, openly waged and
openly carried on. The congenial hopefulness of the man whispered,
moreover, that he had only to show himself, and the country would
rise to meet him.

They halted at midday, but only for half an
hour, munching a hasty meal, with their hands on their bridle
reins, then up and off again, keeping always steadily north-east.
The promise of the morning had lasted right through the day. All
day, the same indescribable serenity had brooded full and fair upon
the dreamy landscape. All day long, the sky and earth seemed to be
holding a conference together, a parliament of peace and goodwill
to all below.

It was not until sunset time that a change came
over the spirit of the skies. Then the mild wistfulness of the
Earlier hours gave place suddenly to a dazzling radiance, a
radiance which seemed to fill the whole air. Sir James responded to
the touch and pointed to the sky with a wave of his hand and a
gallant smile of greeting. It was a good hour for him, as well as a
good omen, but it faded all too soon, and there were many hours of
hard riding still before them. The horses were limping, with
down-drooping necks, the riders were sitting with bent backs, the
horse-boys, tireless though they were, had nearly all dropped
behind, and only a few still clung desperately.

They were close now to the confines of the great
forest — the forest emphatically of South Ireland, which from this
point stretched away ahead of them for more than forty miles,
untouched as yet by hatchet, intact in all its virgin savagery; the
forest which was adored with such passion by its inhabitants, which
was detested with equal passion and at least equal reason by their
assailants; the forest which was destined within a short space of
time to be cleared off completely.

Supper that night was a very perfunctory affair.
The men were literally too tired to care for food. Sleep, and sleep
only, was all they craved. Horse and foot followers alike fell down
upon the ground and lay there like logs, weariness, irresistible
and deathlike, overcoming them, and sleep catching hold of them
almost before their heads had touched the earth.

Sir James alone seemed impervious to fatigue.
While the rest slept, he watched, his face turned to the forest,
his eyes still keen and alive as they had been at the sunset hour.
Once Hugh Gaynard — happening to awake in the night and to lift his
head blinkingly from his bed of leaves — saw the leader standing
not far from him upon the bank of the stream, distinguishable even
in the darkness by his yellow doublet, his head raised and alert,
as though he were trying to pierce the obscurity before him. The
little stream babbled and repeated foolish rhythms to its pebbles
at his feet. Sir James never changed his attitude, never relaxed
for a moment from that air of alert and eager anticipation, the air
of a man who at last sees his way, who has at last reached firm
ground. This forest, it must be remembered, was in a sense his own;
he had made it his and had written his name broadly across it. A
good friend to him in the old time, it seemed only natural that it
should prove a good friend to him now. “At last!” his expression
seemed to say, “at last!” After endless disappointment, after all
but unendurable hindrances and humiliations, the good time was
coming, the promised time, the time for which he had waited so
faithfully, the time which was to make amends for everything.

Chapter XVIII.

Next morning by the first streak of dawn, the
riders had to drag themselves to their feet, find their weapons,
feed themselves, gird the pads upon their wretched horses and be
off again. Sir James was pitiless. A fire seemed to burn in his
veins and to urge him forward at any cost, recklessly and almost
like a man bereft of reason.

As it turned out, he would have done very much
better had he listened to their remonstrances and put off the start
for a few hours longer. A mist had come up with the dawn, choking
the forest and rendering the narrow track all but
indistinguishable. Even in broad daylight it was not the best of
countries to ride over. Practically, all South Limerick was at that
time one great forest, streaked with a few stray clearings here and
there. The part they were then passing through was chiefly given
over to wind-beaten oaks, low-crowned but wide-armed, which the
ship-carpenters of Cork were in the habit of visiting yearly with
trains of pack horses to carry off for their trade. There was thus
a well-known riding track through it, which ought to have been
discernible enough, but somehow in the dimness they managed to
overlook it. To miss your path in such a wood meant a matter of
many hours' delay, and Sir James could not afford delay. He tried
to mend matters by making a new track for himself, but this proved
hopeless. After struggling in vain for hours through the
undergrowth, he was forced to turn back. By the time they once more
hit upon the right track, it was already midday; the horses, tired
when they started, were now utterly exhausted, the one Dr. Allen
was riding being dead lame besides, having staked itself badly upon
a stump.

What was to be done? The fate of the whole
rising hung upon the next few hours. Fresh horses Sir James must by
some means obtain.

Chance seemed suddenly to favour him. It was a
blind chance and a brutal one, as it turned out, but that he could
not know. Passing through a somewhat thinner portion of the forest,
a group of men were perceived to be at work ahead of them, upon a
bit of arable land, which lay like a doormat in the middle of that
all but untouched realm of forestry. Four or five garrons were also
at work upon the doormat, yoked by their tails. The agricultural
operation seemed to require an inordinate amount of discussion,
judging by the chorus of guttural voices which filled the air. At
sight of the party of riders, a lull set in. The tongues all
stopped wagging, the unfortunate garrons were allowed to rest in
the middle of the furrows, and every shock head was lifted to
examine the new-comers.

Sir James rode up to the man nearest him — a big
grizzled peasant, with a twist of red rags tied turban-fashion over
the top of his tangled glibbe.

“Whose churls are you?” he inquired peremptorily
in Irish.

The old fellow scratched his head, pushing his
red turban back for the purpose, looked about him at the others for
support, then back at the speaker. “Sir William Burke's of
Clanwilliam,” he said at last.

“God be thanked! I thought we must have struck
Burke land” — this was in English to Dr. Allen. “Here, two of you
men, take the best of yonder garrons and fit the pads on to them,
ours can stay till we return. And you, fellow, tell your master
that one whom he knows well has taken the beasts and will be surety
for the value of them or for a hundred such as they.”

But the old peasant in the red turban showed no
disposition to be satisfied with so vague an assurance.

“Then it is not to Sir William Burke I will go
with any such errand, so I will not!” he exclaimed, plucking his
crown of rags off as he spoke, flinging it down upon the ground and
executing a sort of war dance upon it. “Is it the head of me you
want knocked off? Then I will not have my head knocked off for you,
or for any man, so I will not. It is neither to Sir William, nor to
one of his sons I will go with such a word, not to the youngest and
the mildest of them. It is not any man's life in Munster that would
be safe.”

Sir James turned sharply away. “Make haste, men.
Every moment is worth gold,” he said to his own followers.

But at the first hand laid upon the garrons, a
roar arose from the field, as if every throat in Munster was being
cut simultaneously. There was a rush upon the serving men, which
stopped at sight of their pikes, lowered suggestively in the
direction of the rags. None of the peasants were armed with
anything but sticks, so that after the first rush, the riding pads
were changed without further active interference. The yells,
however, with which the operation was accompanied rose to the sky
and seemed calculated to bring to the spot every human being within
forty miles. Instead of dying off, they rose louder too, and
louder. The small field seemed to swarm with peasants. Big,
half-naked fellows came running up from all directions whooping and
halloing like maniacs. The noise was deafening; the yells loud
enough to awaken the very dead.

“On, in God's name!” Sir James said hurriedly.
“Allen, do you mount yonder jade. 'Tis the least broken-kneed of
the two.”

They rode hastily across the field, the peasants
dispersing in all directions before them and hurrying off evidently
to carry the news of the outrage to their masters. Unhappily, speed
proved to be as little attainable as ever. The new garrons clearly
were in league with their owners, for no spurring would induce
either of them to go beyond a miserable jolting amble.

Sir James's point was now the ford at Clonkeen,
then and for years to come the only means of getting across the
Molkearn, in dry weather an amiable trout stream enough, but given
in wet weather to developing into a yellow frothy torrent. The
water was low, and they got across it safely, and up the rising
ground beyond. The forest was much less dense here than before.
They could see the country stretching out before them for a
considerable distance. They passed the little church of Clonkeen,
to which the barefooted friars still occasionally resorted from the
Abbey of Abbington, a few miles up the river. It looked deserted
and forlorn, but Sir James and Dr. Allen, despite their desperate
haste, paused for a moment to say a prayer and cross themselves
before the door.

Before them stretched now a long, low line of
hills reaching nearly to the town of Limerick. To the east rose a
steeper and more tree-covered one, while north-east again, between
his fellows of the Slieve Phelim, the friendly face of the big
Keeper showed faintly, his flanks laced with torrents.

The horses were maddening; centuries of
tail-ploughing had clearly not improved the breed. The amble
degenerated into a knock-kneed trot, the trot into a halting walk.
In the middle of a small heath-covered clearing, the riders drew
rein for a moment's consultation. Hardly had they done so, before a
sound of galloping was carried down to them upon the wind. A party
of horsemen came tearing up the track, most of them mounted
galloglasses, armed with spears or axes. In front rode three men
evidently of higher station than the rest — Burkes, all three of
them, as Sir James perceived at a glance. The sons of old Sir
William Burke, tall, broad-shouldered men, as all the Burkes of
that house were, their height increased too by the immense leathern
helmets crossed with iron bars. Two of the galloglasses carried
calivers of the ordinary English military pattern. The whole troop
having halted within gunshot of the Geraldines, at a word from one
of the leaders these two deliberately lowered their weapons, blew
upon the matches and prepared to fire.

Sir James, who at first sight of the party had
waved his hand in friendly greeting, sat watching these latter
proceedings with a gaze of stupefaction. “By the bones of St.
Bridget, they mean attacking us!” he suddenly exclaimed. “Now, as I
am a gentleman and an Irishman, this passes a jest! Theobald!
Shaun! Dick! What fool's trick is this? Since when have the Burkes
of Clanwilliam grown blind, that they need to be told that it is I,
James Fitzmaurice of Desmond?”

The calivers were lowered, but the attitude of
hostility was not abandoned. There was a touch of discipline, an
air of precision and military formality amongst the group of
followers drawn up in line behind their masters which caught Sir
James's eye at once. He was not accustomed to see Burke
galloglasses standing in such an exemplary fashion as that. The
symptom was good in itself doubtless, but what did it mean?

The eldest and tallest of the brothers, Theobald
Burke by name, had meanwhile ridden forward a few paces and was now
scanning the group opposed to him with an air of curiosity.

“James Fitzmaurice? James Fitzmaurice of
Desmond?” he said in a tone of astonishment.

“James Fitzmaurice of Desmond; no better, and no
worse. 'Tis a name and a face too with which you, Cousin Theobald,
were fairly familiar. 'Tis one whose owner, for that matter, ought
by now to be some twenty miles west of this and would have been,
had the ways been fairer and horseflesh somewhat less perverse than
both have proved. No time have I therefore, good cousin, for
bandying words with you. Listen while I make you a fair offer, and
only one. Fall in behind me — you, your brothers, and your men — as
you have often done before. Strike a good blow in the best cause
and with the fairest hopes that Ireland has seen for fifty years
back. If not, then stand away from my path and remain here till I
return in a month's time with every spear in Connacht and Leinster
at my back! 'Twill be a brave tale for the Burkes to tell how they
alone sat at home during that time! That, however, is a matter for
you and yours to settle!”

Theobald Burke's broad, stupid face had reddened
slowly while he listened to all this. He had no love for James
Fitzmaurice and never had had any. Latent hostility between the two
houses apart, he had always disliked his authority and submitted to
it sulkily. If for a good many years he and the other Burkes had
ridden at his back, been his men and obeyed his behests, it had
been from hate of the common enemy far more than for any love of
the Geraldine. Now, it happened that of late this common enemy had
come out in quite a new light. The commendable, if late-found
loyalty of old Sir William, the peculiar graces and merits of his
three stalwart sons had by no means escaped the notice of the
Queen, nor yet of her representatives in Ireland. Let them only
persevere in the path they had entered upon, let them avoid any
fresh tampering with rebels — above all, with that arch-fiend and
devil incarnate of treason, James Fitzmaurice of Desmond — and no
man could say what advancement might not yet be theirs. Suddenly,
on the top of these new-born hopes, to be confronted by that very
James Fitzmaurice of Desmond in person, to be called upon by him in
the tone of one who has a right to dispose of you, to be reminded
of old ties and bound by the pressure of old obligations — it was
extremely trying! Theobald Burke tightened his courage, for James
Fitzmaurice's voice — Pope's mandate and official command
altogether apart — was not an easy one for any Irishman of that day
to say nay to. If not exceptionally brave, the young man was at
least exceptionally obstinate. He was not going, he said to
himself, to lose his life to please any Geraldines. He braced
himself to resist the voice of the charmer.

“Then it is just what you always were, so you
are, James Fitzmaurice!” he said in a sulky voice, half-smothered
by his big helmet. “A promiser! Yes, by God! Just a promiser, no
better! And I will tell you what else you are, James Fitzmaurice.
It is a disturber of the world — yes, of the whole world, and of
Ireland, and of Munster, that is what you are! Is it more trouble
you want to bring upon us nowadays? Then it is enough trouble, God
knows, you have brought upon us Burkes already. And why must you be
taking our horses that are wanted to plough our own lands and not
to be killed, and spurred, and destroyed, and dragged over the
country to please other men? If it is more horses you are wanting,
you can go back to Desmond and find Desmond horses for yourself,
for it is no Burke horses you will have this day. So get down this
minute from our horses and go away upon your own two feet, which is
good travelling enough for any proud Geraldine, even the very best
of them, so it is, God knows!”

These were brave words, almost too brave, as it
proved, for they were hardly out of his mouth before James
Fitzmaurice rose in his stirrups. He was rather a short man and
already growing elderly, while the Burkes were a trio of young
giants. The wretched beast he bestrode was broken down and lame of
three legs, while theirs were still fresh and unjaded. He was
travel-soiled, he was desperately weary, and his only followers
were a priest, a youth of no account, Hugh Gaynard by name, and a
dozen or so of ordinary Kerry followers. If all the best picked
spears of France and Spain had been at his back, he could not have
advanced more boldly, could not have looked more emphatically the
leader.

“Out of my path! Out of my path! Curs, drones
that ye are,” he thundered. “Hide yourselves quick, lest I smite ye
with the flat of my sword! Out of my path while I ride on to tell
all Ireland that the Burkes of Clanwilliam have grown into old
women, and slugs, and peasants!”

He rode straight at the three Burkes, not to
fight, but to sweep contemptuously past them. It was rather an
impressive sight in its way, as he came sweeping along, the low sun
shining upon his famous yellow doublet, but the two calivers had by
this time been again lowered and were pointing directly towards him
as he advanced. They were in hands unused to handling them, and it
may well have happened that they went off before those who held
them had clearly determined what they were about to do. There was
an almost simultaneous “crack, crack!” and in a minute, the place
was full of smoke and the smell of gunpowder. When this had cleared
away, Sir James Fitzmaurice was still advancing alone on horseback
down the middle of the path. He was reeling back in the saddle,
however, and one of his hands was clutching desperately at his
yellow doublet.

A spasm of consternation ran along the entire
track. The Burkes turned, as if to flee, seized by sudden terror,
like culprits unable to face what they had done. Before Theobald
Burke, who was still the nearest, could get his horse round, Sir
James, however, was upon him. Not one word this time, good or bad,
did he say, but rode at him with lips shut and sword uplifted. The
young man hardly attempted to defend himself. He sat staring, like
some dummy warrior, upon his horse, and the point of his kinsman's
sword was at his very throat before he even remembered to put up
his shield.

When he did so, he might as well have tried to
pat it up against the lightning. Before the lookers-on could draw
two breaths, Sir James's sword had cut down his guard. Once, twice,
the blade had descended, first upon the mitre-like helmet, next
upon the leather jerkin. Another minute, and the big fellow had
rolled from his saddle, had fallen heavily to the ground and lay
there, bleeding like an ox, while Sir James's sword was threatening
the next brother.

By this time, the mess had grown general. Both
sides rode madly at one another. On both sides there was a general
slashing of swords, a general stamping and rearing of horses, a
general yelling of undistinguishable war-cries without order or
sequence. The Burkes gave way, retreating down the track; the
Geraldines followed them, but not far. Sir James's remaining
strength had all gone in that one wild burst. He was bleeding
desperately from the wound in his chest. When his assailants once
more faced about, they saw that he, too, in his turn had fallen
from his horse and lay upon the ground. Dr. Allen, who had slashed
away for the moment with the best of the Geraldines, had also
dismounted and was kneeling beside him upon the heather.

A sudden lull seemed to set in. The Burkes
looked back, the Geraldines looked forward, but neither thought of
renewing the struggle. After a momentary examination of the wound,
the Jesuit lifted a white face and, bending his head again, began
praying fast and low for his friend's soul.

No one moved; all stood staring blankly at those
two figures upon the heather, at those two white faces so close
together. It was one of those events which seem impossible to
believe in until they actually come to pass, which seem to paralyse
by their suddenness. In its inconsequence, in its tragic absurdity,
it might have stood as a sort of embodiment of all Irish disasters.
That the blow should have come from a friendly hand, from a hand
that, at any rate, had always hitherto been reckoned friendly,
seemed to add the just needed touch of monstrousness to the entire
incident.

That something of this sort was Sir James's own
feeling was clear, for the confession, which he was in the act of
painfully murmuring into his friend's ear, was suddenly interrupted
by a cry, torn seemingly from his very heart, it broke out so
suddenly and so violently.

“By a Burke, Allen! Think of it, father! By a
Burke! My God, that it should be by a Burke! Why, my own wife is a
Burke! Man! man! think of it!” and he clutched at the Jesuit's arm
in a spasm of agony.

The Geraldines looked at one another,
awe-stricken, with the eyes of men who ask themselves whether they
are awake or dreaming. Then they turned and looked hard at the
Burkes, but no one lifted a hand. Father Allen's voice rose again
in a rapid Latin murmur. Once again, Sir James's voice rose audibly
in the absolute stillness.

“No, no, father! Not for me, for Ireland, for
Ireland, father!” he said, in a whisper, made sharp by pain.

Whether he meant that the Jesuit was to pray for
Ireland, he did not explain. His face had changed extraordinarily
in the last few minutes. All the energy and bronzed vigour had gone
out of it, and it had grown suddenly wrinkled and very old.

“Madmen! Madmen!” he presently muttered.
“Priests and madmen! Nothing but priests and madmen left! No luck
for Ireland! No luck, my God!”

The Burkes had at last made up their minds what
to do and had simply ridden away. Theobald's body had been picked
up from the ground and laid in front of one of the galloglasses,
the second brother, who was also badly wounded, being at the same
time supported on his horse by a follower on either side. Whether
they went for additional aid, or whether mere shame and a sense of
discomfort drove them from the spot, there was no explanation. They
went, leaving the wretched garrons, which had been the cause of the
whole affray, quietly nibbling at the blades of grass that sprouted
here and there between the heather.

It was growing late now, but the light seemed to
have rather quickened than grown duller. Another sunset was
preparing to light up the land with its reds and its yellows.
Another sunset glowing with promises for the morrow; another
background, fit for the march of conquerors and heroes.

Sir James had finished his confession and now
lay back, half-supported by Dr. Allen. It needed but a glance at
his face to see that not this only, but every other task of his,
everything that he might have been sent into the world to do, was
over and done with also. His toils, his conspiracies, his
adventures, his treasons, his heroisms, they were all over; the
whole game was played out, and nothing remained but to say
good-night as speedily and as modestly as might be.

A new thought seemed to strike him, for he
pulled Dr. Allen's head down and spoke a few words peremptorily in
his ear. They were too low for even Hugh Gaynard, who happened to
be nearest to him, to hear, but the Jesuit's answer reached him
clearly.

“No, James, no! They shall not. I swear it to
you. I will cut it off with my own hands sooner.”

Satisfied apparently by this assurance, Sir
James once more lay back. His face had by this time grown so
ghastly that Hugh instinctively averted his eyes from it. Suddenly,
the dying man's own eyes, which had been closed, opened, and he
glanced round him quickly and inquiringly.

“The children! Listen, father! Tell Maelcho!
Tell him …” he muttered.

But the message got no further. A violent
rattling tore his chest. Twice, the last time with a terrible
strain and struggle of his whole body, he tried to rise from the
heather, stretching out his arms as if to reach something just
beyond their grasp. Then came a sharp quiver, such a quiver as a
boat gives when a wave strikes it. His hands opened and shut
spasmodically, his body seemed to collapse, and he fell suddenly
backwards into Dr. Allen's outstretched arms. The next minute, the
only Desmond Geraldine worthy of the name, the only leader who
could even hope to make an Irish rising anything but a ghastly
failure, the only Irishman whose name carried the slightest weight
outside of Ireland, the only man upon the rebel side with a head to
plan, a hand to execute had gone to his account. From that moment,
the rising of 1579 stood doomed.

Chapter XIX.

The breath was hardly out of James Fitzmaurice's
body before his little company had become scattered to all the
points of the compass, each man escaping as best he could without
regard to the rest. One point had been attended to: his last wishes
had been carried out; the ugly butcherly job duly accomplished, and
Dr. Allen carried away under his cloak a ghastly trophy — all that
remained of his friend which he could save from inevitable outrage.
With this in his charge, his plan was to ride direct to Holycross,
where he proposed to deposit it. Taking with him accordingly half a
dozen of the best armed and best mounted of the Geraldines, he
dismissed the rest, the result being that in an incredibly short
space of time the whole of the party had become what a string of
beads is when its thread breaks. In less than half an hour after
Sir James's death, Hugh Gaynard found himself with a single running
kern at his heels, having got back, he hardly knew how, into the
forest, the rest of his party having in the meantime melted away
and disappeared.

Suddenly, as he rode along, a sound like the
distant blowing of a horn reached him through the trees. At that
sound, the kern behind him stopped and squatting beside the trunk
of a tree, put his ear down to the ground. Turning to look at him,
Hugh perceived his eyes to be rolling wildly, evidently under the
influence of some fresh alarm. Before there was time to ask what it
was or what the sound they heard meant, the fellow had suddenly
glided through the underwood like a stoat, had wriggled through an
apparently impassable mass of bushes, dired head foremost into a
coppice of oaks and was rapidly disappearing from sight. With a
shout, Hugh sprang from his horse and tried to stop him, but soon
found the task a hopeless one. Art as well as Nature had apparently
been at work to make that bit of the wood as impenetrable to
ordinary heads and limbs as a stone wall. In two minutes, the kern
had disappeared, and even the sounds of his footsteps and the swish
of the boughs over his head had become inaudible.

What was Hugh to do now? He had never been in
this part of the country before and had not a notion in what
direction the various all but invisible tracks he saw led to. That
Sir James had been making his way through the county Limerick and
intended crossing the Shannon somewhere below Lough Derg and thence
proceeding to Connacht, he knew well enough, but there was no
guidance in that. Sir James was dead, and all that he had intended
to do had died with him. The Desmonds and their affairs were
nothing to Hugh; that point was quite clear to his mind. He was
once more upon his own account, once more his own man and must make
his own way as he best could. As for returning to Kerry, nothing
could be further from his thoughts. From the whole of this native
plotting and scheming, he stood entirely aloof; he wanted to have
nothing to say to it and to know nothing about it. What he did want
to know was how to find some new opening for himself, as well as,
in the first instance, to escape from this detestable forest, which
seemed only to get deeper and more entangled with every step he
took. Neither desire was to be satisfied evidently in a hurry, and
the end of his deliberations was, that, after wandering about for
some time, and getting more and more entangled as the darkness
deepened, he at last gave up the matter in despair and, tying his
horse to a tree, flung himself down upon the ground, and so,
foodless, fireless, and disconsolate, he presently fell asleep.

He was awakened some hours later by a distant
noise and by a light striking across his eyes. The night was
coal-black; not a star twinkled; not a hint of moonlight showed
anywhere; but away to the east, there shone a red glow, which
seemed to be rising steadily and getting brighter. What was it? The
trees threw their branches across it, and now and then a startled
bird rose for an instant. The whole forest seemed to be starting
and creeping. There was that sort of stir and movement in it, that
sense of sudden unrest, which, coming in the deep dark night, stirs
the senses eerily.

Hugh got up and, leaving his horse behind him,
walked towards the glow. Before he had gone many yards, he was
entangled afresh in the undergrowth; briars, invisible in the
darkness, stretching out at every inch a long detaining claw. He
was held by them, clutched at by thorns, struck at by branches,
almost throttled by clogging leafage of all sorts, still he managed
by patience and much wriggling to make a little way.

Presently, as he got nearer, the meaning of the
glow began to reveal itself. It was not in the wood, he found, but
in some clearing of which he had not even suspected the existence
before he fell asleep. The clearing must have contained houses,
too, for it was not trees that were burning, but something lower,
something also very much more inflammable. Now and then, a red
spray of fire would fly into the air like a rocket. Above the
crackling of the flames and above the brushing sound of his own
footsteps, he could hear other sounds; shouts and shuffling of
feet, bursts of laughter, occasional firing of guns, mixed with
groans, and now and then a sharply uttered word of command.

Suddenly, high above the rest there arose a
woman's scream. It was not a wailing, pleading scream, but a sharp,
incisive one — a scream wrung from the very soul. Only sheer
physical anguish of some sort could have drawn forth that cry. Hugh
came to a pause. Should he push on, or should he turn back? To push
on seemed the only hope of escaping from the forest, the only hope,
too, of finding food. Curiosity also impelled him. Upon the other
hand, that long, wailing shriek had a remarkably deterring sound.
What could be going on over there? he wondered. Murder of some
sort, clearly, but murder of whom and by whom?

He decided at last to advance, but to advance
very cautiously, keeping under cover of the trees and getting near
enough to be able to ascertain what was going on before he let
himself be seen. The wood was evidently growing thinner, for the
network of sticks let more and more of the red illumination pierce
through; the noises, too, seemed to be getting louder. He came to a
place where a long low tunnel of underwood made a space along which
he could pass more rapidly. Stooping nearly on to his hands and
knees and peering upwards along it, he was able to make out in some
degree what was happening ahead of him. It was not a reassuring
sight.

A crowd of figures, black apparently as ebony,
were rushing to and fro across the mouth of the tunnel, becoming
visible as they passed against the flames, but invisible again as
they got into the darkness beyond. Some of these figures were
flying, others were in pursuit. Long-handled pikes shone, and now
and then the crack of a caliver rang out, discharged evidently at
some fugitive who had got beyond pike-thrust. With these
indications there could at least be no doubt in Hugh's mind as to
who the pursuers were. They were regular soldiers, probably part of
the garrison either of Kilmallock or Limerick, then known to be
scattered on duty all along the edge of the forest. He went on a
little way and again stopped short. The blaze grew stronger; the
noise loader. It was now a perfect roar, made up of shrieks and
screams, mixed with shouts, oaths, yells; with the falling of wood
and the crackling of flames; a roar in which the voices of women,
and even as it seemed of children, now and then pierced by reason
of their greater shrillness.

Hugh stood irresolute. He would turn back, he
thought. Better stay in the wood, better do anything than face what
lay out there. As it happened, he was not given the chance.
Suddenly, he heard fresh sounds, this time at his back, a sound of
rapid steps and of voices speaking English within a few hundred
yards of him. Another party of soldiers were clearly advancing
directly towards him, along the same tunnel as he stood in. He
turned sharp to the left and tried to double back into the wood,
but it was thicker here than ever, thick as a quick-set hedge.
After struggling to penetrate it, he gave up the attempt and fled
along the tunnel, hoping to get out of it at the end and so back
into the wood before he could be seen. He was close to its mouth
when again voices sounded, this time ahead of him. Evidently, other
soldiers had been posted at the mouth of the passage, and he was
therefore caught between two fires. He drew his sword in despair,
but got no chance to use it. Whether those before or those behind
reached him first, he could not have told, but in a trice he found
himself overpowered. No questions were asked; no quarter offered. A
dozen pikes and bills were struck at him simultaneously. He was
stabbed, prodded, struck at, as it seemed to him, all over and from
all sides at once. Fortunately, being still inside the tunnel, half
the blows aimed at him were intercepted by the branches. Enough
reached him, however, to cover him with blood and to convince his
captors that he was disposed of. Bleeding and stunned, he was
dragged out of the tunnel, pulled a short way across a red dazzling
space and tossed on to a heap of something which gave way below him
with a dull, sliding movement.

Coming to himself after a quarter of an hour, he
managed to lift his head a little so as to look about him. He was
lying, he found, upon quite a large heap of corpses, two or three
dozen at least. He stretched his hand out gropingly and presently
encountered another hand. It was warm still, but limp, unmistakably
a dead man's hand. That all in the heap were not yet dead was
clear, however, from the heart-rending groans which reached him
from the bottom of the pile. He tried to free himself a little and
was beginning to get his arms and head clear when two more bodies
were suddenly tossed on top of him, flinging him back with their
weight and nearly suffocating him. With immense difficulty and a
horrible sense of loathing, he managed once more to crawl a little
to one side of the heap, so as to be able to breathe. Further than
this he dared not go, for the fire had made the whole clearing at
this point nearly as light as day. He could see the soldiers
running busily to and fro, dragging prostrate figures, tossing the
burning logs together, shouting, stumbling against one another in
the darkness. One figure especially he noticed, that of a huge
brawny man, looking perfectly gigantic in the red light, who seemed
to be for ever in the foreground — running, stabbing, howling,
leaping, roaring. He might have been the presiding genius of some
cannibal war-dance.

By this time, the work of extermination seemed
to be nearly over. The village was a mere red heap; its inhabitants
were either dead or had run away. About half of the soldiers were
being drawn together and marched off through the forest; the rest
having collected some of the wood still unburnt and made up a fire,
had settled themselves about it, a few being told off to guard the
few prisoners or to keep together the cattle, of which a
considerable number had been secured.

Hugh lay upon the pile of dead, his head resting
against the corpses. In the course of his not very long life he had
been in a good many awkward straits, but never in one quite so bad
as this. The suddenness too, with which it had come about, was
stunning. Oddly enough, although weak, wounded, and prostrate with
pain, his chief feeling was less despair, fear, or anything of that
sort, than sheer overmastering rage. Rage burned in his breast to a
degree that seemed to overpower every other feeling, rage and a
desire for revenge. Wild schemes of impracticable revenge flew one
after the other across his mind, to be accomplished he did not know
how, but somehow. He would punish them, these wretches, these
brutes of soldiers, worse than the worst of Sir John's desperadoes,
worse even than the O'Flahertys themselves. They should suffer for
ill-using him, him, an Englishman and a Gaynard! The next moment,
he would remember that he was to all practical purposes neither an
Englishman not yet a Gaynard; that visibly and outwardly he was
only one of a crew of rebels and wood-kerns, individually as of
little importance as so many foxes or wild cats. When daylight
came, he would simply be finished off by the first soldier who
happened to discover that he was still alive. Then, before the
breath was fairly out of his body, his head would be hacked off and
either tossed into the head bag or else stuck upon a pike or slung
to a saddle-tree, as his uncle's men had slung the heads of the
hill villagers they had killed. It seemed hardly worth while to
have lived if this was to be the end of it! As well have been
killed by Cormac Cas or Muredagh, as well have perished in any of
the various adventures that had befallen him since his uncle's
castle was burnt, if he were only reserved for this. To be killed
as a wood-kern! The ignominy of the idea rankled. It was worse,
unmistakably worse, than even the pang of death itself.

Chapter XX.

Day was whitening the tree trunks and gleaming
coldly upon blackened walls and many corpses, when a fresh body of
soldiers were seen marching down towards the clearing, whose
business it was to relieve those left in charge, to count over the
dead, to examine the prisoners if any, above all, to see that the
cattle were forthwith driven into camp. They were a shabby-looking
set, ill clothed and worse armed; many of them little more than raw
recruits; all of them the worse for hard weather and much roughing.
For all that, they looked gallant enough as they marched up, fresh
from their night's sleep, their morions gleaming, their blue and
red uniforms brightening the wood paths, brushing off the dew as
they passed, startling the birds out of their coverts, finally
drawing up with a cheerful clatter of swords and calivers in the
middle of the little blood-stained clearing.

At their head rode a young officer, Lieutenant
Henry Fenwick by name. He had only arrived in Ireland a few weeks
before, and this was his first campaign there. A rather noticeable
young man was Lieutenant Henry Fenwick. If new to Ireland and Irish
ways, he was far from being a raw or inexpert soldier. A few years'
service, first in the Low Countries, then amongst the Berwick bands
upon the Scotch border, had given him an insight into the art of
soldiery which duller men are sometimes many times as long in
acquiring. At the latter place, he had attracted the notice of Sir
William Drury, the Governor of Berwick, since become Lord Justice
of Ireland, and, in the absence of a Deputy, practically its head.
Coming to Ireland at Drury's suggestion, Fenwick had found himself
under the orders of Sir Nicholas Malby, the deservedly dreaded
Governor, or “Colonel,” as it was then called, of Connacht. Like
Drury, Malby was one of those commanders who know when good
material comes in their way. In the young officer who had joined
from Berwick, he found exactly the material, which he particularly
appreciated. Slight, unnecessarily handsome, with fine, rather
sparse auburn hair, of the shade then most admired, with the dawn
of a moustache of the same or even a lighter hue and checks of a
clear, porcelain-like pallor, Henry Fenwick looked at first sight
absurdly fragile for such remarkably rough work as he was then
engaged on. There was energy, however, behind that fragility, as
those who were acquainted with him soon found; energy and a cold,
keen tenacity of purpose which allowed nothing to turn or distract
it. At the present moment, he was under the nominal command of a
certain Captain Peters, a grizzled veteran, grown gruff with a
sense of unrecognised merit. Military rank, however, was a much
more fluctuating matter in the spacious days of Great Elizabeth
than it is now. A brilliant youngster, endowed with just the right
qualities for success, might speedily over-top and even come to
command a nominal superior.

Riding into the centre of the charred clearing,
Lieutenant Fenwick dismounted, with a leisurely pat to his horse,
glanced round him swiftly and gave his orders in a clear, rather
peculiarly low-pitched voice. Any of the men of the doomed village
that had crept away were to be looked for and killed, any of the
houses not yet burned, to be pulled down and destroyed. The corpses
were to be counted; the heads severed, collected and bagged, for
Sir Nicholas was a man of method and liked that all things should
be done properly and in order. These matters arranged for, the
young officer addressed himself to the duty of examining such
prisoners as might happen to have been made. The last was a simple
enough proceeding, not quite so simple, perhaps, as if they had
been killed in the first instance, but fully as effectual in the
end. Glancing carefully round at the charred circle, the
Lieutenant's eye was arrested by Hugh Gaynard, who had raised
himself on to one elbow and was looking directly towards him.
Something about him different from the rest seemed to strike his
attention, for he beckoned to a sergeant who stood near.

“Look to yonder tall kern, upon the top of yon
heap of carrion. See if he has any information to give. He looks as
if he might. If he speaks English, ask his name, and whose man he
is. If he answers, report to me what he says; if not, hang him. No
delay!”

Lieutenant Fenwick turned away, yawning slightly
as he did so, for this early morning duty was severe, particularly
to a man who at all times was a light sleeper. Hugh Gaynard caught
the words. He had resolved to die silently; these bloodhounds, he
said to himself, should have no satisfaction out of him. As for
death, the worst of it was over already surely! Now at the sound of
that clear, incisive English voice, at the sight of that brilliant,
authoritative youth — almost his own contemporary — something
within him, something that was stronger than himself, that was
stronger than apathy or even rage, awoke. Die! yes, he was ready to
die, that was a matter of course, but he was not going to die like
that, not as one of a hardly counted list of rebels. He was not
going to be killed as a wood-kern. Without waiting for the
sergeant's approach or for the arousing prick of his pike, he
lifted himself a little higher and spoke out distinctly in
English:

“I am no kern. I am an Englishman. I only came
here last night. My name is Gaynard.”

An Englishman! It was as if he had announced
that he was a seraph! There was a general pause of astonishment,
almost of consternation. Even the common soldiers, stolid by habit
and inured to slaughter as a matter of business, were startled, nay
shocked. To kill an Englishman ignorantly, unwittingly, amongst a
crowd of uncounted natives! It was a crime — worse than a crime, it
was a profanation. Picture to yourself a group of American officers
engaged upon frontier duty suddenly hearing an Indian in war paint
and moccasins declare himself in good nasal English to be a citizen
and a brother!

The sergeant, who had advanced a few steps,
stood and stared aghast, first at the audacious speaker, then back
at his superior for orders. Lieutenant Fenwick alone appeared
unimpressed. He glanced for an instant at the blackened bleeding
figure upon the heap, then away again with an air of
indifference.

“An Englishman!” he said. “Pooh! Some runaway
churl or farm-hilding rather, who has picked up a few words of his
master's talk. See if he have any information to give, Sergeant. If
not, away with him with the rest!”

But Sergeant Bunce was apparently not equally
ready. He stood stock still, the picture of indecision, his round
eyes wide open and fixed in astonishment upon the prisoner. A
burly, good-natured man from the East Riding of Yorkshire, this
name of Gaynard, as it happened, was as familiar to him as his own.
Duty was duty, but still old associations were also old
associations, and he shook his bullet head slowly, with an air of
disapprobation.

Oddly enough, the other men around seemed to
have caught the same sentiment, though without the same reason. Had
the mere spell of the word Englishman worked miracles, or had some
unlooked-for wave of compunction really set in? Probably, the
uncomfortable hour of the day had a good deal to say to the matter.
Dawn is a moment when ugly deeds look their very ugliest. The
square space, with its blackened beams and half-dried reddish
pools, was not an agreeable sight just then for anybody.

Glancing quickly around him, Lieutenant Fenwick
read all this plainly; read distinct aversion in several eyes, and
no very ardent willingness in any. The younger recruits especially
wore a sullen, even a slightly shamefaced air. They were remarkably
poor material — country yokels, the best of them — as often as not
mere sweeping of the highways, “sturdy rogues and vagrants,” human
rags, scorned immeasurably by all the older and more seasoned
soldiers. Humanity lingered, however, in those rags and had an
inconvenient way of now and then putting in an appearance. The
young Lieutenant took in all this and was far too astute a man and
too good an officer to force matters, especially at a moment when a
little extra discontent might any day ripen into mutiny. The men
had undergone not a little hardship in their late rapid marches.
The “country's fever” had laid hands on a good many of them;
rations were short; quarters uncomfortable; pay already overdue.
After all, what did it signify? he reflected. One prisoner more or
less was no great matter; might even prove useful; in any case, the
fellow could as easily be disposed of in one place as another.

“Take the rascal off that heap of carrion and
tie him to one of yonder trees. We will see to his matter
presently,” he said in his tone of low-voiced peremptoriness. “As
for the rest, away with them. Despatch, men! Despatch! Sergeant
Bunce, let the tucket be sounded in an hour from now.”

This time the orders were carried out with
praiseworthy celerity. The women and children, some of whom had
strayed back to the spot, were hunted away like so many trespassing
sheep and lambs. The corpses upon the ground were put beyond all
doubt in this respect; the prisoners, with the exception of Hugh,
were either hung or piked.

Sergeant Bunce, who had been superintending the
tying up of Hugh to one of the trees, lingered a little after that
operation had been completed, perplexity still written out large
upon his broad goggle-eyed face.

“Listen, prisoner!” he said, coming back and
speaking in a slow Yorkshire drawl. “Wha are ye? Spaak truth, mon,
spaak truth, an' shame tha deil. Wha are ye, to talk o' English,
an' Gaynard? Gaynard! the word is raank felony in t' mouth o' such
as you, you bein', as may be seen by the cloathes o' yours, as
roynish a faitor as any this laand has bred.”

“I am an Englishman, and my name is Gaynard,”
Hugh answered sullenly. Community of interest makes a man
extraordinarily tender-hearted, and those shrieks, the echo of
which still filled the air, seemed to ring in his ears and to
curdle his very blood. He was horribly cold, sick, and miserable,
and his wounds hurt atrociously. Moreover, the man's speech was
nearly unintelligible to him. If they were going to hang him, let
them hang him he thought and have done with it. He was not going to
whine for mercy.

Sergeant Bunce scratched his big bullet-head and
continued to stare at him for a few minutes longer, then went off
muttering to himself:

Chapter XXI.

He had walked on some little way while thus
mattering to himself and had now come to a clearer piece of the
wood, a few hundred yards beyond the village, where most of the
soldiers who had been left on duty over night had by this time
collected. Half of them were asleep upon the ground, others were
preparing their breakfast or cleaning their weapons, while two or
three had collected in a little knot and were listening to the
observations of a tall man with a red face, a bald head, who was
discoursing upon some subject with an immensity of gesture and in
language which exhibited a remarkable wealth of words with which to
clothe his ideas.

“'May 't please your Lordship,' says I to him,
capping him this way, becoming wise; 'may 't please your honourable
Lordship to confine the matter to my hands extraditionally,' says
I, ' I can promise your Lordship, I will not miscarry, I being, as
your Lordship knows, a man besotted in Irish matters; no child or
whiffler, or wide-chopped braggarter, but a plain man, a soluble
man, a man used to affairs and trusted of those whom — Sir
reverence for your honourable Lordship — are for the most part no
better than so many blown blebbers in such matters.' 'Faith, that's
true, Bots,' says his Lordship, all rough and affable like, as his
manner is, 'faith, that's very true, my excellent Bots,' says he;
'I know your dutifulnesses and your diligences,' says he, 'I know
your sufferings and your sufficiencies, Bots, and your sophistries
and your sapiencies, Bots, I know them all,' says his Lordship,
'and will not be unmindful of them when the right time comes; you
may take my fragility for that, Bots,' says he.”

“What lord was yon?” interrupted a
round-shouldered man, one of the new recruits, with whom it was
easy to see that a pitchfork was a more familiar weapon than either
sword or caliver.

The oratorical person cast a glance of withering
contempt in his direction.

“You are an ignoramerist and a rustical no
account, my man,” he said indignantly. “What lord should it be but
the most noble the Earl of Ormond, Thomas, Lord Treasurer of this
Kingdom, tenth of that illustrious name?”*

(* Thomas Butler, 10th Earl of Ormonde and 3rd
Earl of Ossory /1531 - 1614/. He was Lord Treasurer of Ireland,
cousin of Elizabeth I, and hereditary foe to the Earl of
Desmond.)

“Put an Oirishman all the same, friend Pots, an
Oirishman all the same,” exclaimed another soldier, a wiry-looking
little man from the Welsh borders, with a ferret-like face, small
black eyes, a torn-up nose, and a crop of unusually thick black
hair. An old soldier and a good one, he was a favourite with his
commanders, but was a peppery little man, apt to fall foul of his
brother-soldiers, by whom he was continually twitted with being a
Welshman and therefore a remote cousin of these wretches, whom it
was his business to hunt out and destroy.

“It is a good shentleman, is my Lord of Ormond,
and it is my ferry good lord it is,” he went on with a cock of his
rusty morion. “And there is no man I wish petter to serve under.
And for his plackness, so that men call him Plack Thomas, I like
plack men myself, and it is not the plackness of a man's hair that
will hinder him from peing a good soldier; and if any shentleman
thinks that it is I shall be pleased to peat that shentleman into a
petter opeenion and be tamned to him! Put for all that, he is an
Oirishman, friend Pots, you will not get peyond that! an Oirishman
porn and pred.”

The man with the red nose struck a fresh
attitude, holding up at the same time an extremely dirty hand, as
if to enforce attention.

“Touching the words Irish and Irishry, they be
words that admit of no little variosity of expression, as I have
before now exploded to you, friend Price,” he said pompously.
“Argal, there is the Irishry which is the worst Irishry, which is
the real Irishry, which is the damnable Irishry, which is the hell
and devil-begotten Irishry, which is the Irishry that must be shot,
hanged, burned, and otherwise obliterated and renovated till there
be none of it left. And next, there is the less perditious Irishry,
argal the harmless or noxious Irishry, argal the Irishry which by
due disciplination may in time be corrupted out of its Irishry. And
lastly, there is the Irishry that is accurately and tropically not
Irishry, but plain Englishry, save for that accident of birth,
which is primordinally a man's misfortune, one which might have
befallen myself or any other English gentleman, who by the
co-ordination of the planets chanced to be born in this country,
and of which the blame ought properly to be laid upon his parents,
especially upon his mother, rather than upon himself. And of such a
harmless and noxious Irishry, or rather no Irishry at all, is the
Irishry of my Lord Ormond, seeing that in all his ways, plots,
habits and the rest he has ever shown himself to be purely and
pragmatically a right loyal God-fearing English gentleman.”

“Now, by the pig pell of Cardiff,” broke in the
Welshman — “By the pig pell of Cardiff, if he is such a right loyal
English gentleman, it is a fine plack prood of Irish rebels he has
got for his prethren! And I can prove to you, Peter Pots — and I
will prove to you, and moreover pring witnesses to prove to you —
that there has never been a Putler yet, save my Lord himself, and
my Lord's father, and perchance my Lord's grandfather, that has not
peen one pig plack rebel! And, what is more, it is the pig plack
Papists they are, friend Pots, you cannot deny that, as plack
Papists as the Pope of Rome himself, every pit as plack or
placker.”

“Spawn o' Satan! Spawn o' Satan! Where are they?
Show 'em me! Show 'em me! Where are the mass mongers? and the
whore-mongers? and the idolaters? and the devil worshippers? Show
'em me! Show 'em me!”

A man who had apparently been fast asleep upon
the ground suddenly sprang to his feet and stood looking about him,
like a Jack-in-the-box whose spring had been inadvertently touched.
It was the same man that Hugh Gaynard had noticed in the night, and
whose activity had arrested his attention. Even now in broad
daylight, he was a sufficiently formidable-looking object. An
immensely broad man, evidently of great muscular strength, he
possessed an unwholesome-looking, tallow-coloured face, with lank
hair which fell in heavy black clots on either side of a pair of
huge bat-like ears. A tinker by trade and by choice an itinerant
preacher, he had been arrested as a schismatic, flogged and, as an
alternative to gaol, sent to serve in the Irish wars. Thither he
had carried his genius for preaching and his detestation of
Papists. That madness of some sort gleamed in his eyes, no one
could look at him at that moment and doubt. It was a madness which
since his coming to Ireland had taken the form of a blood crusade,
so that the task of exterminating Papists, to the other soldiers a
mere matter of duty, in some cases even a distasteful one, was to
him at once a religious obligation and a passionate enjoyment, one
to which he gave himself up with all the single-hearted ecstasy of
a devotee. Dan'l Drax, he called himself.

He suddenly toppled over backwards upon the
grass and in another minute was soundly and quite harmlessly asleep
again.

Chapter XXII.

Half-an-hour later, the tucket had sounded, and
the soldiers, having all been collected together, were being
marched away through the forest, with their pikes trailing and
calivers primed. Lieutenant Fenwick was ambling along a side track,
where there was a little more room for his horse, the rest of the
party having to force their way as best they could through brake
and briar under the charge of Sergeant Bunce, while a few had been
told off to take charge of the captured cattle.

Hugh Gaynard, upon being unfastened from his
tree, had been tied to a soldier, by whom he was dragged along over
rough and smooth with remarkably little ceremony. Though not any of
them deep, his wounds hurt uncommonly, a cold wind which was
blowing through the trees causing shoots of pain to fly over his
whole body. His narrow escape from death — a death which seemed
probably still ahead of him — had produced a sort of sick,
distracted condition of mind, which was not fear, but a sort of
horror and loathing of the daylight. He felt as if he were walking
in his sleep, sometimes as if he were dead already. The green
landscape flitted to and fro before his eyes, like the background
of a bad dream; the endless tree-trunks seemed to be nodding and
moving along with him. The soldiers in their red and blue coats
looked odd and phantasmal, and their voices reached his ears in a
confused painful buzz.

They were engaged at that moment in their usual
occupation of grumbling against the trees and briars, which kept
entangling themselves in their clothes. But soon the steps went
quicker, the sulky looks cleared like magic. The reason for
satisfaction was that their labours for the moment were nearing an
end. They were coming to a fresh clearing. Lieutenant Fenwick had
reined in his horse at a point where two paths met and was waiting
for the stragglers to collect, so that the whole party might march
into camp together in a little more regular order.

Opening his miserable eyes to see what was going
to happen to him next, Hugh Gaynard perceived that they had come to
a new clearing, a good deal larger than the one they had left
behind — a black puddled space, on either side of which ran a row
of cabins, smoke-stained and windowless, with roofs in every stage
of dilapidation, yet plainly inhabited, for smoke was at that
moment coming out of the tops of several of them.

A number of soldiers in stained jerkins were
standing about in front of these cabins, engaged in cleaning their
weapons. At the end of the street or road, if either street or road
it could be called, stood a cabin a trifle larger and more solidly
built than the rest, where a couple of sentries were pacing to and
fro. A large red and white silk flag, a good deal bedraggled
towards its edge, but still gorgeous in the middle, waved from its
staff and was reflected gaily in all the filthy little paddles
below. A middle-aged officer was sitting in front of this cabin,
with a piece of board before him supported on a couple of trestles.
This was all Hugh Gaynard had time to see, for with as little
ceremony as before he was shaken loose by the man he had been tied
to, tumbled on to the ground, his legs fastened together and
himself half dragged, half shoved into one of the empty cabins.
Then, observing that there was no means of securing the door, the
man went off for a staple and, having hammered it into the wall,
passed a rope through it, made the other end fast to his prisoner's
cords and pulled the whole so tight that Hugh could hardly breathe.
Then, with a satisfied glance around him, he went whistling away to
join his comrades.

Lieutenant Fenwick had meanwhile got down from
his horse and walked along the village street towards his
commanding officer, standing before whom, in an attitude of
attention, he was giving in his clear, low-pitched voice, through
which there pierced somehow an indefinable shade of mockery, an
account of the morning's proceedings.

Captain Peters, who was in charge of the
detachment, was a stout, bull-necked Englishman, of a type which
has changed little probably from century to century. Like a good
many of the men he commanded, he was originally from Yorkshire, but
had been so long soldiering and had returned home so seldom, that
the camp, wherever it might happen to be, had become to all intents
and purposes home to him, and he had almost forgotten that he had
ever had any other. His morion was laid aside, showing a head
rapidly getting bald and a forehead creased with a multitude of
small transverse creases. A kindly enough pair of eyes looked out
under the shaggy eyebrows, and the whole face wore an aspect of
dull honesty and well-meaning irascibility. But alike in age,
looks, and above all in distinction, he certainly presented a
marked contrast to the brilliant impersonation of youth, good
looks, and intelligence who stood before him. It was a contrast of
which both men were thoroughly aware.

“What do you say the rascal called himself?” he
inquired, when his subordinate had ended by giving an account of
the reasons which had induced him on this occasion to spare a
prisoner's life.

Then when Fenwick had repeated the name —
“Gaynard,” he exclaimed in a tone of surprise, “Gaynard! I know
that name perfectly. Gaynard! 'Tis no Irish name. 'Tis plain
Yorkshire, an' I mistake not. Call here Sergeant Bunce. That fellow
is a regular pocket table of the whole county. Faith, I believe he
holds himself to be gossip, if not own father, to every Jack fool
that ever was born in it!”

“Names are easily assumed,” Lieutenant Fenwick
suggested in a tone of deference, but without moving to obey.

“Assumed? Why the devil assume 'tis assumed?”
the Captain asked testily.

“For safety, plainly.”

“Safety? What a' God's name should a naked Irish
wood-kern, or such savage, know of Yorkshire or Yorkshiremen?”

“As to what naked Irish savages are like to know
I were loath to put my own acquaintance with them against yours,
Captain, you being both the older soldier and more accustomed to
the ways of this country than I am,” Fenwick replied in that tone
of precise, somewhat exaggerated deference which he was fond of
assuming. “Nevertheless, unless I have been greatly misinformed,
these runagates are specially expert in picking up something that
is like to be of advantage to them, nay, I have been assured that
they will often hang about a camp undiscovered for days, secure of
being able at any moment to get away into their woods.”

Captain Peters looked perplexed and rubbed his
hand once or twice irascibly over his bald head.

“What would you do with him, then?” he
inquired.

“Surely hang him, what else?” Fenwick replied in
a tone of mild astonishment.

Had Lieutenant Fenwick shown any special desire
to respite the prisoner, it is quite possible that Captain Peters,
from sheer contradictoriness and by way of vindicating his own
authority, would have felt it his duty to have him hanged at once.
Now the Captain was all for mercy.

“God's body! There is hanging enough, meseems,
in this land to content you or any man,” he exclaimed, pushing the
board in front of him petulantly away with his foot. “What harm can
it do you an' one poor devil escape the rope awhile? Answer me.
Lieutenant Fenwick. What harm, I ask, can it do you?”

Lieutenant Fenwick merely smiled, lifting his
brows slightly at the same time, as if in appeal against this
uncalled-for vehemence and did not even trouble himself to point
out that he had never said or suggested that it could do him
personally any harm. Either the look, the smile, the silence, the
air of superiority — something, at any rate, about the younger
officer's bearing — decided the elder one finally upon the side of
mercy.

“Well, I will not hang him, strike me dead if I
will, therefore, content you, Lieutenant Fenwick,” he said
irritably. “Bid Bunce see that the fellow escape not. I will
examine into his case myself when a fitting time comes.”

Lieutenant Fenwick bowed. “Be it so,” he said.
“You will bear me witness that I have surrendered the fellow alive
and bound into your hands. Should after this harm come by his
means, or should it displeasure Sir Nicholas that the army be
cumbered with him, you will do me the justice to say that 'twas by
no contrivance nor yet recommendation of mine.”

“Justice! Curse me, there is small fear of any
man on this earth failing to do you justice, Lieutenant Fenwick,”
retorted his superior.

The young man's expression seemed to say that he
regarded this assurance as a compliment, for he continued to smile
with the utmost amiability. The mention of Malby's name, on the
other hand, had produced upon Captain Peters a sudden doubt of his
own discretion, for Sir Nicholas was not a man whoso orders could
be disregarded safely, and his directions about the non-retaining
of prisoners had certainly been precise to a degree. There was the
annoyance, moreover, of feeling that this exasperating youngster
had come best out of the encounter.

Fortunately, his wrath was able at that moment
to find a new channel. Sergeant Bunce had come along the road and
was standing at the end of the double line of cabins, looking out
over the country beyond, scanning it up and down and to right and
left, evidently in search of some straggler who had failed to come
in at the recently sounded bugle-call.

“Here, Bunce!” Captain Peters shouted at the top
of his voice. “What now, Bunce? what now?” he went on in a tone of
vehement anger, as the Sergeant came up saluting. “Another of yon
pack of runagates strayed? Who is't now? Name the rascal, Bunce?
God's body, but I will make such an example of him that his back
shall rue his dilatoriness for the next month to come!”

While all this wrath was being fired at him,
Sergeant Bunce had been standing in an attitude of attention,
glancing alternately at the irate Captain and past him at the
smiling and impassive Lieutenant with an air of mute
deprecation.

“'Tis young Gregory Gibbs, that coom wi' the
last East Ridin' baatch, your anner,” he said in a voice like the
mildest and most distant thunder. “Daacent folk, hoome-keeping
folk, your anner. A gude lad so a' was, was pore young Gregory
Gibbs!”

He was moving away and had begun to retrace his
steps towards the village, when, turning back for one last look,
his face suddenly lit up.

“Noo, by the mortal man!” he exclaimed with a
complete change of voice. “There a' be, comin' oop o' the way! A
bairn? To bring a bairn into camp! Why, a wolf cub' 'ud ha been a
reasonabler sort o' thing!”

Up the green slope in front of them, a big
though evidently only half-grown, young soldier was coming along,
with exactly the air of a young Newfoundland dog, or other big
puppy, which expects a whipping. As he came nearer, a pair of
honest blue eyes might have been seen looking sheepishly out of a
ridiculously youthful, freckled face, which at the present moment
was red as fire, partly from the haste with which he had returned,
but still more from the fact of having to make his entry into camp
under the awful eyes of his superiors sitting there in judgment
upon him. At his side, clinging tightly on to his leather jerkin',
ran a small boy apparently not more than six or seven years old, a
brown-limbed, agile little creature, stark naked, save for a pinch
of red flannel, somewhat of the shape of a petticoat, which was
tied about his middle, and which dangled in ragged points over his
little stomach and thighs. His head was covered with a bleached mop
of hair, evidently meant by nature to have been flaxen, but tanned
by sun and wind to hay colour. Under this tangled thatch, a pair of
bold blue eyes looked up through curling black lashes; the rest of
the face consisting of a little turned-up nose and a round, red,
confident mouth, furnished with small pointed teeth, which gleamed,
as a dog's do, whenever he opened his lips. The child did not
appear to be frightened, good reason as he had to be so. A reckless
dare-devil sort of jollity seemed to exude from his whole tiny
person.

Another of the soldiers — it was the Welshman
Price — happened to be passing along the same way with some
firewood and stopped and stared open-eyed at this importation.

“In ta devil's name what art you pringing
there?” he exclaimed, in a tone kept low by the neighbourhood of
the officers. “'Tis one of they little peastly devils of Oirish,”
he went on, wrinkling his ugly face into a grimace of immeasurable
disgust. “In ta name of ta devil, what made you pring him here?
Send him ta join ta rest of ta prood!”

He lifted up the heavy log he was carrying,
apparently with the intention of bringing it down on the child's
head, who, on his side, looked up at his assailant with a snarl,
the snarl of a small fox cub that is resolved to leave the impress
of its teeth upon whoever attempts to molest it.

But the young Yorkshireman's face had grown even
redder than before, impossible as the feat might have seemed, and
he struck the log up with such a jerk, that it took the little
Welshman right off the ground, so that he hopped perforce several
feet into the air like a grass cricket.

“Laave be, laave be, Tarn Taavy,” he muttered,
half angrily, half apologetically, as he passed on to confront the
two terrible superiors, who, with Bunce still in the background,
sat awaiting him.

“Here, you rascal! Here, you dunghill-reared,
pitchfork-carrying young oaf you!” shouted the Captain, as soon as
he was within speaking distance. “How comes it that, contrary to
orders, you are not here at the sound of the tucket? Answer me, you
puddle-headed son of a sow. Answer this minute, or the lash shall
teach you the use of your tongue.”

“'Twar the cony, your Riverence; the cony, your
Warship,” stammered the culprit.

“The cony, sir? What cony? I see no cony. I see
a brat, though, a filthy little rebel brat, a dangerous devil's imp
of a brat! Who gave you leave, sir, to bring rebels' brats into her
Grace's camp? Speak, you goggled-eyed jackass,” thundered the
Captain.

But the unfortunate delinquent only twisted his
head backwards and forwards, rendered speechless evidently by sheer
embarrassment. Bunce, who had got behind him, at that moment
assisted his utterance, however, by a friendly kick of so violent a
character that it seemed to send the words simply flying out of his
mouth as if shot from a catapult.

“'Twar i' yon greeny speckledy saart o' place,
Saargint — your anner — an' aa war f ootin' it baak, best could,
when aa spied a cony — least ways, a baastie, blue like, wi' long
ears to it, an' it sprang from beyont a stone, an' away wi' it oop
th' hillsoide. So aa lets a yawp, an ran arter it, but it got away
oop the hillsoide, when oot o' the ground leapt Bothin in a
pesticoat, an' n'er another rag on 't, an' na bigger nor a Dicky
Dimmock. 'Tis a bogart for sure, thinks aa! But it whoops at me,
an' it whoops at the cony, an' away wi' it, peg-legging oop ta
hillsoide, as croose an' hopperty as a flea. So aa gathers both
arms full o' staanes, an' when it had coomed tha cony, aa lets
droive, and happen we moight ha' killed it 'tween the two o' us,
only there was a bit o' broken plaace in the groand thar, yer
anner, and it gat in, an' aa saw na more o' it. Then this wan, in
t' pesticoat, comes oop, wi' its face all sweatin', but as breet as
a bullace, an' catches hold o' me, an' shows plaan as plaan 'twas
wi' me 'twas meanin' to go. So aa gives it a cloot on t' head, an'
bad it ga hame, but it wud na. An' aa ran away from it, but it coom
arter me, an' aa cud get shut o' it no ways, no ways at all, 'cept
a'd twisted t' neck o' it round or dinged oot tha brains o' it agin
a stane.”

And the big clumsy lad rubbed the back of his
hand across his mouth and looked down at his protegee with the air
of a schoolboy caught with an unauthorised apple in his
possession.

Captain Peters turned away with an indignant
grunt. His anger had, however, by this time subsided.

“Take the fool away with you, Bunce,” he said
testily. “And, listen! touching yon Irish kern, keep him safe till
I have time to see to his matter; on your life keep him safe,
Bunce!”

Too thankful to get his charge safely away from
under the eyes of his superiors, Bunce hastily pushed the young
recruit before him up the road, the small boy still clinging
tightly on to his protector's jerkin, with a clutch which nothing
short of violence would have dislodged. Arrived at the top of the
village, all three turned into one of the largest of the hovels,
which had been set apart as the kitchen of the detachment, and
where the preparation for dinner was then in active progress. A
couple of big black pots of the ordinary native make were hanging
over two roaring fires, one upon the hearth, the other in the
middle of the floor, the smoke of both of them escaping without the
slightest difficulty through the multitude of holes with which the
thatch was riddled.

Soldiers, in every variety of disarray, were
sitting around upon their heels, watching the progress of the
cooking with an air of intense absorption. Of solid raw meat there
was seldom any great lack, the very village they had just burned,
for instance, having afforded not fewer than three hundred head of
cattle. Bread, green stuffs, and malt were eternally in demand and
never forthcoming. The victuallers were unscrupulous rascals,
thieves who starved her Grace's troops and filled their own
pockets. At the present moment, the “right furniture” had been
promised from Bristol weeks and weeks before, but so far none had
appeared, and the soldiers in consequence had only bread enough for
one day in six.

A howl of mingled satisfaction and derision
greeted the safe appearance of Gregory Gibbs, the young recruit
from the East Riding being at once the butt and the spoilt child of
the whole detachment. Dinner, however, was just then the one
absorbing interest of the moment. Upon the two pots being lifted
off the fires, every soldier present claimed his share, and nothing
was heard but the sound of many jaws munching and chewing at the
tough meat. Thanks to the care of Sergeant Bunce, Hugh Gaynard, the
prisoner, got his fair share of the rations. The “Dicky Dimmock,”
as his protector called him, before the dinner was fairly
swallowed, he had become in a fashion the pet animal and plaything
of every soldier present. The agility with which he caught the
scraps thrown to him awakened especially perfect yells of delight
and approval. Even Price, the Welshman, became one of the very
foremost in picking out bits of meat and tossing them, first to one
and then another corner of the cabin for the “Dicky Dimmock” to
race after and devour.

Chapter XXIII.

Ireland is a remarkable country for the
transmission of news. Good news, bad news — it flies by no process
palpable to sense and doubtless by some peculiar connivance of the
friendly gods. Hardly had the fatal scuffle taken place near the
ford of Clonkeen, hardly had James Fitzmaurice's head been removed
from its shoulders by his own friends, before all Munster had heard
of it. The news was carried in the air; it was repeated by the
birds; it was whispered about amongst the reeds and rushes upon the
bogs.

To say that Dr. Saunders and the Desmond
brothers rejoiced over the dismal intelligence would be to lay
oneself open to a charge of historical libelling. To say that it
was a fact not without consolation for them is to keep strictly
within the mark. To the Legate, Fitzmaurice had his faults. He was
very obstinate — extremely obstinate, for instance, in his views
about the treatment of prisoners; his dealings with declared
heretics were not at all what they ought to have been. He had
expressed great disapproval of his cousin's recent feat at Tralee,
a sentiment no doubt inspired by unworthy jealousy; he had shown
great discourtesy to the Seneschal* of Imokilly; he was capable of
even treating the representative of his Holiness himself with a
cool indifference which was not merely insulting but impious.

(* Chief steward in a great noble
household.)

The Desmond brothers had no need of such refined
elaborations to prove to them that James Fitzmaurice could
perfectly well be spared. Whatever he might be as patriot, soldier,
or churchman, as a kinsman his loss was one that they could endure
with a remarkable amount of philosophy. Sir John of the Pikes
especially was aware of this. He leaped into the vacant saddle and
looked about him with the air of a man who asks, “Who now shall
contradict me?” By way of first taste of liberty and as a pledge of
what he would do if time and opportunity were allowed him, he began
by killing the prisoners — harmless pilots for the most part, whom
Sir James had left behind under protection — informing the world
that he did so in revenge for the said James's death. His next
proceeding was to look around and see which of his cousin's
immediate retainers it would be well as opportunity arose to get
rid of. Amongst these — they were not, after all, very numerous —
Maelcho was perhaps the most conspicuous. As a rival, Maelcho was
naturally nowhere. But all Munster knew that for the seanchaí there
was and could be but one master in the world, quite irrespective of
the fact of whether that master was alive or dead. Now, Sir John of
the Pikes did not care to be reminded that there had ever been
greater and more God-like leaders than himself. He had no intention
of killing Maelcho, for that would have been dangerous, as well as
extremely unlucky, but it would be a satisfaction, he felt, if he
could be got away from Smerwick for a time. There was a good friend
of his own not far off, whom he felt sure would keep him safely, if
only he could once be got into his hands.

The difficulty was how to get him away in the
first instance. As to inducing him to leave the children and their
mother of his own accord, that would have required wild horses.
Unluckily, poor Lady Fitzmaurice was persuaded without any great
difficulty to lend her own aid to the little manoeuvre. She was
pining to get away from the place herself, and it was suggested to
her that if she could send word by a safe messenger to her kinsmen
in the north of the county, they would doubtless be ready to give
harbourage to her and her children before the troubles grew still
bigger than they were at present. The bait was too tempting to be
resisted. It was only a two days' ride there and back, and she
decided, therefore, to send letters by some trusty hand, and
Maelcho's were the only hands that answered that description.

When he understood what he was to do, his own
objections to going were both loud and deep, but then they hardly
counted. What could he do? He was only a clansman. An Irish
clansman of that day had about as much power of saying “No,” when
his masters said “Go,” as a gun has today of refusing to go off
when its owner touches the trigger. Not only was he to go, but he
was to go at once. Sir John of the Pikes was thoughtful enough to
provide him with a horse, one of the many superfluous garrons of
the troop, a certain old white mare, good at carrying burdens, but
not much to be relied upon in the matter of pace.

It was still only four o'clock of the morning of
the day on which he was to start, when Maelcho awoke in his own
particular lair close to the door of the shanty upon the cliff. The
letter he was to carry had been given to him overnight, and, as
dressing was not an elaborate affair with him, there was nothing to
hinder his starting at once. He looked out from his corner towards
the sea, yawning, his brown face still on a level with the stones,
his mind still hazy, not having as yet bethought himself of what
lay before him. Below him, the Atlantic rollers swept to the foot
of the cliff — long, green, lazy waves, which broke with a hollow
resonance upon the beach. The horizon was still muffled with
vapour, but higher up, the sky was pearly-tinted and transparent
looking. The seanchaí's brain was more or less in a cloud, for he
was a great dreamer and his dreams had a sort of sharp-cut
distinctness. He had been dreaming a few minutes before that he and
Sir James were back in Rome, and that the Pope had suddenly come
upon them in his white robes and had told them that Ireland had
been given up by the English, and that Stukely was to be its king.
And he had not known whether to be glad or sorry at this news,
until, looking at Sir James, he had seen that his face was
contracted with a spasm of anger, a spasm so violent that it seemed
to change him, as if he was melting into some other man. And with
that queer, noises had come, and strange clouds of unknown shapes
overhead, and a hissing like a pot boiling. One of the clouds had
burst suddenly and enveloped the Pope and Sir James and himself,
and they had all gone rolling together down hill. As he looked
back, he had seen a great moving bog behind them, with the church
of St. Peter's set on the top of it, only set slopingly, which made
it look odd. And the church and bog, and he and Sir James and the
Pope, had rolled over and over, first one and then another
uppermost, like porpoises playing in the bay, until he had suddenly
awakened with a start. As his brain began to grow clearer, he
presently remembered that his master was dead, and that he himself
had to leave Smerwick that morning at cock-crow. With this new
thought in his mind he sat up on his haunches like a dog, and, like
a dog with a suddenly remembered grievance, he whimpered a little
to himself, for he disliked his errand greatly. Then he bethought
him of his little lady-girls and crept hastily away on hands and
knees into the interior of the hut to see if they were safe.

They were sleeping side by side in a sort of
improvised crib which he had made for them out of some wreck wood.
One had her hands folded under her little chin and lay sideways
with her mouth close shut, so that she seemed hardly to breathe.
The other was on her back and seemed, like himself, to be busy
dreaming, for she moved her head to and fro and frowned, and her
small red button of a mouth was open, and her hair fell behind her
in a tumbled brownish cloud. To poor Maelcho, they were exactly
what two little blue and pink images in a shrine are to some
exceptionally pious contadino,* only that his little images were
alive and all the more adorable. He crept along, still upon his
hands and knees like a thief, till he was close beside their crib.
Here he squatted down, staring hard at them and wondering how
anything so wonderful and beautiful could ever have come into
existence. The elder child, half awoke, opened her brown eyes and
looked sleepily at him. Whether she took him for her father, come
back at last, or whoever she took him for, she suddenly put up her
rosy little mouth for him to kiss it. A choking sob broke from the
seanchaí's breast. He hesitated; then, with a guilty look all round
him, he stooped and did kiss the little rosebud face, just where
the soft eyebrows sprang out of the milk-white skin. The child's
breath came up warm and sweet to his lips, and his foolish heart
began to thump, and thump, as if it was going to jump out bodily
then and there on to the floor at his feet; his lips quivered, and
next the tears began to start out of his eyes and drop down one by
one upon the ground. He remained squatting there in the same
attitude for some minutes longer. At last, he crept away upon hands
and knees to the entrance; stopped there again and looked back for
a moment, the tears still standing out over his brown cheeks like
drops of water upon a piece of bark. Finally, he left the ledge and
went down the rocky track to the camp, where he found the old white
mare awaiting him, and, having mounted her, he rode away.

(* Italian peasant.)

He went quickly at first, meeting with various
small adventures by the way. His heart still kept thumping
ridiculously up and down in his broad breast, the tears every now
and then starting to his eyes and dropping. The image of these two
little creatures in their crib hung suspended before his eyes like
some beatific vision.

Maelcho's first business was to carry out the
errand that had been entrusted to him. By six o'clock on the
following afternoon, he had finished it, had delivered one letter
and received another, and was returning back to Smerwick, his heart
now light, for his face was set in the right direction. He had got
into rather a choked bit of country just then. As his task was
done, and it was too late to get back to Smerwick that night, he
let the old white mare take her own pace, which was a very sedate
one. Now and then, she would stop altogether in order to catch at
some temptingly succulent morsel, munching it slowly and enjoyingly
in her lean old jaws as she walked on again. Maelcho let her take
her time and munch as she would, for he was in no hurry. The sun
fell sleepily between the branches and lit up the path with a
speckled radiance. Large grey limestone rocks rose here and there,
crowned with patches of pinky ling. Bees explored the hollows and
fussed over what they found with a booming croon of approval. The
trees seemed large and glad. The summer was still strong, and the
joy of it entered into the seanchaí's vagrant soul, so that he,
too, in spite of all that had been and that was to come, felt glad
at heart and at his ease.

It was getting to be time for him to settle upon
some spot to pass the night in. He came to where two paths forked
and after a little consideration, took the left-hand one and rode
on along it, until the old mare's back began to disappear down a
leisurely incline of heather, beset with boulders and fir-trees.
When he had quite disappeared, a very rascally looking face, with a
pair of very rascally looking eyes in it, might have been seen to
push between the branches of one of the firs, look after him
carefully for a minute, then disappear silently in the opposite
direction. The seanchaí rode on, unsuspicious of harm. He came to a
spot which seemed somehow to invite him to stop at it, so got down
and, having turned loose the old mare to find her own supper, made
his bed in the leaves, as he had made it thousands of times before.
After this, he searched in his wallet for some scraps of food,
drank at a stream hard by — the wanderer has happily never far to
go for a stream in Kerry — glanced at the tree tops by way of
orison, settled himself with his back against one of the trunks and
prepared to go to sleep.

He did not sleep, however, for some time, but
remained contemplating the narrow landscape, as it grew gradually
narrower in the darkness. From his lair, his eyes roamed from side
to side — big, prominent, far-seeing eyes, like those of some big
forest beast, only a well-meaning beast, with no present desire to
devour anybody. They were eyes that saw many things. The ears that
went with the eyes were open too, to many things; to the private
stories told in the depths of the forest. The muttering of
half-choked streams escaping through bits of turf; distant
conversations going on amongst the burrows and rabbit runs; the
sudden squeaky remarks of bats, so shrill as to be beyond the reach
of the tympanum; the papery rustle of moths following one another
in ghostly procession, their wings just striking for a second and
then parting. These and thousands of other matters, more intangible
and less obvious, were all open to him; they spoke a language he
knew; they belonged to a plane of existence which he had never
left.

Maelcho went to sleep at last, safe, happy, and
free, a born man of the woods. He awoke two hours later, helpless,
desperate; a man undone: a prisoner! Treacherous feet had stolen
up; treacherous hands had laid hold of him as he slept; had bound
him with new withes. Arms, legs, body, every bit of him was bound,
almost before he had had time to realise what was happening to him.
Plunge as he would, roar as he would, struggle as he would, he was
helpless, he could do nothing. His strength was as useless to him
as the strength of an ox that has been marked for the shambles. He
was laid flat; his bonds were tied still tighter; he was lifted
like a sack and laid across the back of the guiltless white mare.
And then began a long dreary march, he knew not where, he knew not
in what direction, he knew not by whose orders.

His destination was back to the coast, but it
was not back to Smerwick by any means. Kerry has many long brown
arms, which run out into her seas, as well as many long white arms
which run far into her sides, and it was to the end of one of the
former that Maelcho was bound. He was going to prison, but it was
to a very peculiar prison, for it was one with a widely open door.
Prisons have played a considerable part in the history of Ireland.
Now and then, it happened that a man was found inconvenient to his
acquaintances whom it was not expedient to kill off at once. The
O'Neills, for instance, had an excellent prison at the bottom of
their castle. In this prison, a little before this time, the
husband of the lady known as the Countess of Argyll had spent many
years up to his knees in water, while his wife and Shane the Proud
made merry above his head. Sir Morogh O'Flaherty had a good solid
prison twenty feet or so below the level of the lake in his castle
of Aughnanure. The O'Connor, the O'Toole, and most of the other
great chiefs, possessed prisons also, prisons which for filth,
blackness, and the rapid disposal of those confided to them went
far to emulate those at the bottom of the Castle of Dublin
itself.

The Seneschal of Imokilly's prison, to which
Maelcho was bound, was from a prisoner's point of view an
improvement upon most of those, for it was at least thoroughly well
ventilated and even well drained. It was a rather long but not very
lofty cave, set in the side of a perpendicular cliff, a cliff so
perpendicular that no gull had ever tried to set up housekeeping on
it, and so wave-washed that no seaweed — at least none of the
larger sort — could ever find a root-hold at its base. Seventy feet
above the last of the mussels yawned the open mouth of the prison,
having in front of it a broken ledge projecting in much the same
sort of fashion as a doorstep projects before a door. On to this
doorstep, Maelcho on his arrival was carefully lowered by means of
a rope, which must have made him look from below like some very big
spider at the end of a just palpable thread. When he had reached
the ledge, one of the men who had been charged with his capture
went down and carefully cut his bonds, which were no longer wanted,
then escaped to the ledge, was drawn up to the top by his friends,
and Maelcho was left alone.

It was really the most beautifully simple
prison, as well as one of the safest in the world. Besides the
great widely-open door in front, there was a tiny crack at the
inner end of the cave, down which a thread of light sometimes
stole. This, like the former, was of absolutely no avail, however,
for the purpose of escaping, seeing that Maelcho could hardly have
put one of his big fists through it, let alone his whole body. Had
he not been a sacred sort of person in his way, he would infallibly
have been left to starve. That misfortune, however, did not happen
to him. Food was dropped with pretty fair regularity, either on to
his ledge in front, or through the crack at the end. Sometimes,
when it was being brought to him, he could even hear the voices of
those who brought it — ghostly voices they sounded, like those
mysterious voices which sometimes travel down to us through wide
chimneys upon winter evenings.

These ghostly voices overhead and the brown
slanting sails of stealing across the half-circle before his door
were the nearest approach to humanity that for the next seven
months ever came in the poor seanchaí's way. For company and
recreation he had the gulls sweeping and squalling in front, he had
the wet white gleams following one another across the floor of his
prison; he had the small, continuous sound of water dripping down
its walls; he had the much louder, though more intermittent sound
of the roar, throb, tumble, clatter of the waves at its base; above
all, he had his own most lamentable thoughts.

The poor Child-man's brain was not of the sort
to stand out long against such an ordeal. It sank under it, slowly
but steadily, as one solitary interminable month followed another.
The sheer physical suffering inflicted by such imprisonment is
doubtless worse at the beginning, because at the beginning the
nerves and muscles are still laid out for other work and still
crave the work they are used to. It is, however, later, when the
pain is getting less, that the worst sapping and undermining
probably begins, begins and goes on until, given certain
circumstances and certain temperaments, everything — mind, body,
soul, spirit — goes and the suffering man sinks daily nearer and
nearer to the level of the suffering beast.

So it was with Maelcho. In his waking moments, a
little more uncertainty both as to where he was, but also as to who
he was; a little longer extension of the interval, always with him
a long one, between sleep and life; in the interminable afternoons,
a little nearer approximation to the condition of some closely
shut-up dog, craving for a companionship it never gets; in his
recurrent fits of fury, a little more of the self-destructive rage
of the same dog, when it bites and howls and flings itself against
its chain. Maelcho had no chain, but he too flung himself about, he
too howled loudly and frantically, his howls rising upon the breeze
and being carried far away across the headlands into the open
Atlantic. There was no one to hear them, except some passing
cormorant, wandering round in search of garbage. Those who knew he
was there and were sorry for him could do nothing to help him, and
those who could do anything to help him were not in the least
sorry.

They were seven very eventful months during
which he remained shut up in that airy open-doored prison of his —
months in which Ireland for the twentieth time in her history was
once more in the throes of a convulsion, a convulsion of which
Munster was this time the centre. They were months of anxiety for
England, conscious that her enemies were looking eagerly towards
the ever-vulnerable spot in her heel; they were months during which
the star of the Desmonds was beginning to set for ever in blood and
misery unspeakable. Maelcho knew nothing of all this; nothing of
what for him were infinitely more important than any of these
things. His own particular charges might be calling for him; might
be wanting their big, loving nursery-maid; might be crying to their
honey-man to come to them; to carry them about on his strong back;
be their slave, their playfellow, their idolater. Maelcho simply
lay upon the stones of his cave and did not know whether they were
alive or dead. For him everything had narrowed down to those
wearisome gleams, travelling across the floor, to the sough of the
wind, to the roar of the sea, to the dull interminable recurrence
of light and darkness, to his own tortured heart, and to his own
fast maddening brain.

Chapter XXIV.

Those anxious stars, which watch over every man
who is destined to succeed in life, must that year have kept a very
careful eye upon Hugh Gaynard. In spite of the very inauspicious
fashion of his arrival, a few weeks later found him not only still
alive, but actually on the road to becoming quite an acceptable
member of this new community into which he had fallen. His footing
in it could hardly yet be called safe, since it was one which an
incautious word would have endangered, and an incautious act have
brought back within his horizon that halter which he had so
recently escaped. Still, it was a wonderful one, all things
considered.

He was not hung. The respite allowed time for
his story to be heard, and as it turned out, to be believed. Once
it began to be realised that he really was what he professed to be;
that no taint of Irishry rested upon him, everything else fell easy
and comfortably into its place. If he was free of that major sin,
the chances were he was free of all other and comparatively minor
ones. His relationship with the Gaynards of Yorkshire began to be
believed in; his long stay amongst the O'Flahertys, and even his
more recent and less explainable residence amongst the Munster
rebels, all were inclined to be condoned. If he was an Englishman,
the chances were that he could have done nothing very abominable.
If in the end he turned out not to be an Englishman, well, there
were always plenty of trees to hang him to upon.

It was not the dull and estimable Major Peters
who had respited him, but the brilliant Lieutenant Fenwick, who
became Hugh's especial protector, and the person to whom he had to
look for such preferment as was likely to come his way. Hero
worship was not one of Hugh Gaynard's weaknesses. The faculty was
not strong in him by nature, and it had certainly not been drawn
out by any of the company it had of late been his lot to keep. But
Lieutenant Fenwick was a remarkable young man. He possessed all the
mental nimbleness, the personal distinction, the curious,
flower-like grace and attractiveness; he possessed also the
sensitiveness of organisation, verging upon effeminacy; the clear
cold tenacity of purpose; above all, the absolute and truly
magnificent indifference as to the means by which that purpose was
to be carried into effect. Young as he was, he had already mastered
the whole secret of success and knew that it was to be summed up in
the one word: readiness. He was always ready. No task was too hard
for him, no distance too long, no duty too unpleasant, no risk too
great for him to run. It had to be so, for he was strictly his own
architect. The third son of a small country squire, he had found no
patron at his elbow to call him cousin, no great man able and
willing to take him by the hand, yet already, by sheer dint of wit
and persistence, he had set his foot upon a ladder which, unless
some blundering Irish skean interfered to baulk fortune and spoil
so pretty a prospect, was tolerably certain to lead him to the very
top.

For our excellent but somewhat slow-witted Hugh
Gaynard, all this was of the nature of a revelation. Ever since he
could remember, he on his side had been pricked on by a sturdy
English hankering after success; success of the most practical
sort, one that could be measured and felt. Those two twin altar
fires, the altar of Respectability and the altar of Prosperity, had
always gleamed before his eyes, only he had not in the least seen
how he was to get any nearer to them. Now at last, he did begin to
perceive the way. It was a steeper, as well as perhaps in some
respects a more crooked road than he would have thought of finding
out for himself, but he could see that it was the right one, he
could see that it would lead him in the desired direction, and he
was ready therefore to set foot upon it the very first moment that
he got a chance of doing so.

As usual, that first step was the difficulty.
Indeed, any friendly connection between the rebel with the rope
dangling before his nose and the officer who had just condemned him
to it might well have seemed impossible. Happily, it proved not to
be so. Like the rest of the camp, Fenwick soon left off thinking of
Hugh as a rebel. He accordingly began to patronise him; released
him from his bonds; took him in hand; clothed him; made him in a
way his own personal retainer and follower. The human materials in
the camp were not of the choicest, and it was a comfort to find
someone who was neither a yokel, nor a drunkard. Fenwick, moreover,
would not have been the superior man he was if he had not been
shrewd enough to know the value of devotion, one which was based
upon solid grounds, and which therefore could be reckoned upon. It
soon appeared, too, that there were points in which the grateful
mouse could aid the benignant lion. Hugh had not lived for years
amongst the O'Flahertys for nothing. The time that he had so
mourned over as lost had not been so utterly lost as he had
imagined. It had taught him to know the ins and the outs of Irish
life, and as a consequence of Irish warfare, as no man who has not
seen it from the inside possibly could know it. Like Malby, Fenwick
was not one of those bigots who believe that all campaigns are to
be fought in the same fashion. Like Malby again, he had quickly
realised that if you mean to defeat a people, the first thing to do
is to learn in some degree to understand them. This knowledge of
Hugh's lay therefore right in the very path of his own
ambition.

Chapter XXV.

October in Ireland may be one of the best months
in the year, or it may be only November a little antedated. It was
the last variety in 1579. For many weeks, there had hardly been one
moderately dry day, and men and beasts alike were drenched,
miserable, and discouraged.

It was especially bad weather for a sick man,
and Sir William Drury, the Lord Justice and Commander of the
Forces, was a very sick man. The “country's fever,” that mysterious
and happily vanished malady, which throughout the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries annually decimated the troops sent on
outlying service in Ireland, had laid its hands upon him, and there
seemed very little probability that he would ever shake off its
grasp again. What made his plight the more serious, not only for
himself but the whole country, was that every other officer in
Ireland held his commission directly under his hand; the result
being that at his death, the whole machinery of government would
come to an absolute deadlock. The consciousness of this fact was at
the present moment paralysing the campaign. The commander's face
was watched even more anxiously than the face of the skies.

The campaign itself was not exactly child's
play. Kilmallock, until recently the main seat of the Desmonds'
power, had for some years become, for military purposes, the
capital of all that great forest country stretching from Mallow to
near Limerick, between which towns it lay about midway. A rude road
ran from one point to the other, and there were also a few
horse-tracks here and there, but throughout the greater part of its
extent, it was trackless and impenetrable, a jungle utterly
impassable for anyone not absolutely a native of the district. For
garrison purposes, it was indeed a good deal worse than trackless,
for it was full of minute paths, intimately known to those who made
use of them, but invisible to ordinary observation; paths which
branched and re-branched in a complicated network, and the
entrances and exits of which were sedulously concealed by those who
used them.

Throughout all this part of Ireland, the forest
had indeed modified the inhabitants very much more than the
inhabitants had the forest. Their ways, their thoughts, their
habits of locomotion, their very bodies had become adapted to their
environment. Strip them of their leafy sheath, and they would
hardly have known how to exist. A roof might be, and in many cases
was, a mere superfluity, but a sky without some sort of midway
break of twigs and leaves was an object foreign and
inconceivable.

At the present moment, the whole forest was
known to be swarming with the light-footed Kerry kern, under the
leadership of the two younger Geraldines. The Earl of Desmond, on
the other hand, had recently come into camp and there made his
submission to Drury, protesting positively that he had had no share
in his brother's misdoings. That these protestations were not
believed goes without saying, and in the meantime he was retained
in a state of quasi captivity, as a measure of precaution, and
while awaiting the further development of events.

The poor Lord Justice was much to be pitied. He
was consumed with a wild desire to do something, yet it was far
from equally clear to him what that something was to be. With the
sense of growing weakness, there had come upon him a growing desire
to strike some effective blow, one that could be reported at in
high quarters, so that when he retired — as retire he plainly soon
must — he might at least do so with credit and honour.
Unfortunately, there was no very decisive blow that could be struck
just then. As long as the rebels chose to cling to the woods, to
attempt to dislodge them from there by force would only be to court
failure, since all the local conditions were directly in their
favour and against their antagonists. The game to be played was a
waiting game, only Sir William Drury had unfortunately no time to
wait.

With his usual brilliant common, Sir Nicholas
Malby did not fail to perceive this and had no hesitation about
expressing it.

“Methinks our good Lord Justice is afflicted
with the lunes, at the heels of all his other complaints!” he
observed in the ear of his favourite lieutenant, Fenwick. “Does he
think that we can herd these bloody-fingered Desmond galloglasses
as a shepherd herds sheep upon the downs of Kent? That with our
loutish rascals, untrained to footmanship, hot from clay lands and
the slow following of ploughs, we can run down yon nimble-toed
villains, taught from the very breast to keep up with the best
horse foaled! 'Tis frenzy, sir, sheer frenzy, and a right dangerous
frenzy to boot. Our course is plain. Starve them, and we have them.
Starve them, and we drive them out of their retreat into the open.
Once rid of these thrice accursed jungles, we fall upon them, and,
if one of the minching rascals escapes to tell the tale, call me
for the rest of my life counter-caster and not soldier.”

All this was perfectly true. But the poor Lord
Justice continued in his own course, proof against all arguments,
and the utmost that Malby could obtain was that, before attempting
to drive the Geraldines out of their shelter, some effort should be
made to ascertain whereabouts they lay, and in what strength they
were then posted. Here again, however, there were great
difficulties. Malby had under his own command at Kilmallock a
considerable body of Connacht men, whom he believed that he had
reduced by terror to obedience. Some of these he now sent out, but
the reports they brought back were conflicting to the last degree.
Plainly, it was necessary that someone should go whose report could
be trusted.

True to his principle of always volunteering for
any service, no matter how hazardous or unpleasant, Fenwick at once
undertook the mission. With Sir Nicholas's permission, he would
take a small body of soldiers with him, merely as a guard, and for
the rest would depend wholly upon his own observations,
supplemented by those of the young man Hugh Gaynard, who would
supply his own lack of Irish, and upon whom he could, he knew,
absolutely count. This proposal Malby, after some little
hesitation, agreed to, and Fenwick obtained leave to try what he
could do, positive orders being, however, given to him by Drury
himself that he was not to delay; that he was to content himself
with a mere general reconnaissance, and above all, that he was to
return to the camp as rapidly as possible.

Accordingly, he selected about a dozen men out
of his own detachment, consisting of four or five old soldiers,
with a few of the more promising of the recruits. Hugh Gaynard
alone he informed of the purpose of the expedition, the rest being
merely told that they were to leave Kilmallock as rapidly as
possible and, once in the woods, were to avoid straying; an order
which, owing to recent events, was indeed hardly necessary.

They set out about three o'clock in the
afternoon, not by the usual road, but along a narrower track, which
would take them more directly to where the rebels were reported to
be mustered. Almost immediately after passing the gates of
Kilmallock, the forest seemed to open bodily and to swallow them
up. It was still broad daylight outside, but here under the shadow
of the trees twilight appeared to have already arrived. Sometimes,
they came suddenly upon small pitch-black pools, lying half hidden
amongst the tree roots, their edges lost in dense fringes of grass.
Sometimes, they skirted the edges of round bogs, rising like big
brown sponges in the middle of the forest.

The men obeyed orders, walking one behind the
other, almost upon each other's heels, speaking only in husky
whispers and casting uncomfortable glances at the rain-blackened
branches, which crossed and recrossed one another above their
heads. They advanced in this manner for some three or four hours.
The rain had begun again and was falling with a stealthy depressing
“flip,” “flop,” which was repeated in subdued chorus by every leaf
overhead and every bunch of herbage under their feet. It was
impossible to tell whether the thickets and copses through which
their path ran were occupied or empty. The soldiers kept taking
stealthy glances to right and left over their own shoulders. This
creeping along at a foot's pace through a country known to be
swarming with rebels, and believed to be swarming with other
things, worse even than rebels, was a trial of the nerves such as
very few of them were equal to.

Fenwick, meanwhile, was making up his mind to
leave his escort behind him and to go on with only Hugh Gaynard.
Apart from their fears, the soldiers were absolutely useless. They
might do well enough in the open, but here in this deceitful
entanglement they were simply so many hindrances and additional
dangers. They coughed; they grunted; they stumbled against one
another and against everything in their path; their boots creaked;
their leather corselets squeaked; their heavy beef-fed bodies
seemed to be getting bigger and more conspicuous every minute. It
was like trying to achieve some delicate and intricate piece of
stalking with a whole drove of buffaloes at one's heels.

Having arrived at an opening, easily
distinguishable by a single tall fir tree which stood in the centre
of it, Fenwick called a halt. Desiring his men to remain where they
were and strictly forbidding them to light a fire or do anything
that could help to reveal their presence, he covered himself
hastily with an Irish mantle of the ordinary “shag-rug” pattern,
brought for the purpose. Desiring Hugh Gaynard to put on a similar
one and to draw the hood well down over his eyes, they got out
together side by side through the forest.

Chapter XXVI.

The rain fell with a dogged sulky sort of
persistence. As the two young men pushed them aside, the wet
branches swung back in their faces with a dull swishing noise. It
was not cold, but the sense of all-pervading moisture was chilling
and depressing to the last degree. Hugh was now in front, having
been desired by Fenwick to lead the way. With the resumption of his
Irish dress, he had fallen instinctively into the swinging
noiseless step and gait which he had acquired amongst the
O'Flahertys. This Fenwick, with ready adaptability, imitated, and
the two kept close together, swinging along one behind the other as
though to the manner born. In their woollen “shag-rug” mantles,
with the hoods pulled low down over their eyes and with this
noiseless swinging step, their disguise was about as complete as it
well could be.

In spite of the undeniable unpleasantness of the
expedition, Hugh felt in unusually good spirits. A sense of elation
and exhilaration, to which for a long time he had been a stranger,
seemed to pervade his entire frame. The consciousness of being
necessary, of being — if only for the moment — the leader and
director of the expedition, gave him a delightful foretaste of
future hours of leadership, which, it was to be hoped, would not be
equally momentary. Through the openings between the trees, warm
heady gusts of wind smote against his face and awakened a curiously
vivid sense of coming success and triumph. Sober-sided as he was,
he was after all only eighteen, and his youth was still hot within
him, so that there were moments when it could still sweep him along
with it.

Spaces of sky, about the size of a
pocket-handkerchief, became visible here and there overhead. Then
these would close tightly up again, and it would become nearly
pitch dark. The tree-trunks were so saturated with rain, that to
touch them was like touching a sponge, the fingers seeming to get
actually engulfed in them. It was extraordinarily close, too. An
all-pervading smell of rotting vegetation seemed to fill not merely
the nostrils, but the very brain. Where they now were, the
tree-trunks rose straight up, one above the other, for they were
climbing a bit of slope, upon the other side of which, according to
report, the rebels were posted.

Suddenly, Hugh Gaynard stopped and hold up his
hand to Fenwick as a warning to him to keep still. Then, stooping
nearly double, he glided stealthily on a few paces forward, until
he found himself upon a sort of ridge. Lying down here upon his
stomach, he peered steadily over for a few minutes, then lifting
his head very cautiously, he signalled to Fenwick to join him.
Fenwick did so, advancing in the same gliding snake-like fashion
till he was beside him. They were now upon the top of a low hill or
mound, overlooking that peculiarly tangled piece of forest, known
to the garrison as the “Black Wood,” and could see for a
considerable distance ahead of them. All over this part of the
forest, a crowd of red dots, like an overgrown swarm of bees, had
become visible. The swarm was not arranged with any particular
symmetry, but from the number of the red dots visible, as well as
from the space of ground they covered, it was easy to see that they
indicated the whereabouts of a very considerable force. A subdued
murmur of voices reached the ears of the two young men as they
remained there crouching side by side amongst the wet herbage. Now
the sound would become quite loud, rising higher and higher, as the
waves rise upon a seashore, then it would sink and sink, till it
seemed to be a mere elemental murmur.

Putting his mouth close to Hugh's ear, Fenwick
desired him in a whisper to push on, so as to get if possible to
the other side of the force which they saw encamped. Hugh obeyed,
and they again crept stealthily forward, now almost upon hands and
knees; pushing aside the boughs, creeping under dripping
entanglements, forsaking the path entirely and getting coated with
mud and slime from head to foot; wriggling, sliding, clambering, up
hill and down hill, over a thousand invisible obstacles.

When in this way they had advanced with great
difficulty for more than two hours, they again paused, this time
quite close to where the greater number and closeness of the red
dots showed that the headquarters of the rebel force must be
collected. No watch, as far as they could make out, seemed to be
set, and certainly no sentries had challenged them. To all
appearances, the entire rebel camp slept profoundly; even the
sounds they had at first heard having by this time almost
absolutely subsided. After remaining in their new position for
about a quarter of an hour, Fenwick again made a signal to Hugh to
turn, and they once more silently retraced their steps one behind
the other, this time making their way as rapidly as possible across
country in the direction of where they had left the men.

Fenwick had seen quite enough to make him sure
that the number of the rebels was largely in excess of even the
highest number that had been reported to Drury. With this
conviction in his mind, his present object was to return to
Kilmallock as rapidly as possible, feeling certain that for the
royal army to attempt to dislodge the enemy, with all the advantage
of position and local knowledge in the favour of the rebels, would
be an act of nothing short of lunacy. His mind being full of this
conviction, every moment now seemed to him an hour, and he kept
urging Hugh in a whisper to go faster, faster still; regardless of
their own exhaustion and of the all but impassable condition of the
ground they were travelling over.

By dint of good luck, Hugh succeeded in keeping
in the right direction. At the end of three or four hours' hard
walking, they again found themselves at the clump of trees where
they had left the soldiers. Having collected them, the whole
reunited party set off at a brisk pace and about four o'clock in
the morning arrived safely at Kilmallock, so far undisturbed and in
undiminished numbers.

Chapter XXVII.

They found it in all the bustle and confusion of
an early start. Weary of inaction, with a sick man's desperate
longing to do something, Sir William Drury had made up his mind to
lead an expedition himself that very day against the rebels,
although his ghastly face and fever-shaken limbs showed only too
plainly how unfit he was to carry out anything of the sort. He
insisted upon taking the Earl of Desmond with him, so that he might
assist at the defeat of his kindred. In vain, Malby remonstrated
against this last piece of folly. No argument was of the slightest
avail. The Lord Justice would go, and he would take the Earl of
Desmond with him. All that Malby could obtain was that before
actually entering the dreaded and dangerous “Black Wood,” some
attempt should be made to force the rebels to advance out of it
into the less hopelessly entangled portion of the forest.

They got into marching order outside Kilmallock,
where there was a little more space for the troops to deploy. Only
a very meagre garrison was left behind to guard Kilmallock. Even
the soldiers who had just returned being ordered to join their
comrades and retrace the path they had that moment traversed.
Fenwick being now in attendance on Sir Nicholas, Hugh Gaynard found
himself, much to his own disgust, thrust into the ranks and had to
march along, limping and footsore, with the rest. That agreeable
sense of importance and fast coming distinction which had carried
him along so pleasantly while he and Fenwick were alone had by this
time quite evaporated. He was desperately tired for one thing. The
intense fatigue of his long walk, combined with the multitude of
bruises and scratches which he had received in his efforts to
pierce the wood, seemed to be only now making themselves felt. His
sensations were exactly like those of some over-driven cart horse,
whose one wish in the world is to fall down between the shafts and
then and there drop peaceably asleep.

Hugh Gaynard heard a load gasp at his elbow.
Looking round, he saw the veteran Peter Bots, with a ghastly wound
which nearly divided his head in two, rolling over and over on the
ground in the last agonies. He himself was struck in the left arm,
and the wound bleeding fast, added to his sense of confusion as to
what really was going on around him. All he knew was that he was
being pushed back somewhere by force of numbers; next that he had
got off the track and was stumbling about over brakes and briars.
Then for a while, he was alone; then again, he was in the middle of
a crowd; this time a crowd of long-haired, bare-armed men, shouting
“Ubbaboos” in Irish at the very tops of their voices.

For the foe was no longer invisible. Rebels in
parties of twenty, thirty, and fifty were showing themselves now in
all directions. With yells of triumph, they came out of the wood;
springing over the plaited boughs or creeping out from below them;
falling upon the soldiers; killing the fugitives; whooping and
cheering like maniacs. The English officers were in worse case even
than their men. Weighed down in many instances by heavy armour,
they were utterly helpless to resist their light-armed and
nimble-footed antagonists. They were swept apart; they were tripped
up by tree roots; they were entangled amongst boughs and
undergrowths, and once fallen, their fate was scaled. The rebels
fell upon them and poured over them, like some overwhelming human
tide. There was a naked skean at every English throat, and few of
those who got into the fatal “Black Wood” that day ever struggled
out of it alive.

How the scattered and demoralised fragments of
his own detachment straggled back to Kilmallock, Hugh Gaynard would
have been puzzled afterwards to say. At the roll call that night,
the number of the gaps was found to be frightful, nor was there
even the faintest hope that those who failed to present themselves
then would ever again be seen alive. Amongst those who were missing
was poor Sergeant Bunce. He had last been seen trying to rally some
of his lambkins about a quarter of a mile from the edge of the
“Black Wood,” and it was surmised that he must have been killed
during a wild rush of Kerry men which shortly afterwards overflowed
all that part of the forest. Two old and seasoned captains, Captain
Price and Captain Herbert, were found to be amongst the slain, as
well as over three hundred soldiers, officers and non-commissioned
officers. Worse than the actual loss in killed and wounded was the
wholesale demoralisation produced by the affair. Malby's Connacht
men had disappeared bodily and were known to have gone over to the
rebels, while it was more than suspected that many of the other
native troops were only watching their opportunity to do the same.
Upon the English troops, the effect was hardly less disastrous. The
new recruits were dismayed and panic stricken; the older soldiers
sulky and ashamed; both alike grumbled openly and continuously.

Of the many sufferers by that unlucky day's
expedition the greatest sufferer was the man who was undoubtedly
responsible for the whole affair. For poor Lord Justice Drury that
affray in the “Black Wood” was the end, not only of this campaign,
but of all campaigns. A few days later, he was forced to allow
himself to be carried away in a litter to Waterford to die, leaving
the further conduct of the campaign in the hands of Sir Nicholas,
as next in command. The condition of the royal army, indeed of the
entire country, might at that moment have been fairly described as
desperate. Ireland was like nothing so much as some waterlogged and
unmanageable vessel, plunging about in an angry sea, with a more or
less mutinous crew, its only responsible commander just fallen
overboard, and all but a derelict in the trough of the waves.

Chapter XXVIII.

Everything that was planned and done daring the
next few weeks was planned and done by Sir Nicholas Malby, and by
Sir Nicholas Malby alone. Vested with full power by the departing
Deputy, he flung himself like a giant upon the task. His energy was
astonishing. Although large, his authority was in the nature of
things only temporary since it hung upon the life of a man over
whom death was literally hovering, and the chief thing therefore
was to make the most of it. And make the most of it unquestionably
he did. Warned by the recent disaster, he carefully avoided the
woods; out-generalled and out-manoeuvred the younger Desmonds into
meeting him in the open; fell upon them and some two thousand of
their galloglasses at Monastery Nenagh and defeated them with heavy
slaughter, an affair in which amongst a number of other rebels, the
gallant fighting Jesuit, father Allen, fell with his sword in his
hand. Without a moment's loss of time, Malby marched upon Askeaton.
The castle was too strong to be taken without artillery, but he
burnt everything up to its walls — Lord Desmond and the Legate
looking on, it was said, helplessly from the windows — destroyed
the town; spoiled the whole country round about; slew every Desmond
clansman he could lay his hands on and finished off by making a
ruin of the abbey, as well as of all the family effigies in its
churchyard. More he might have done and probably would have done,
but at that moment the expected bolt fell. Drury had died at
Waterford, and every appointment he had made in Ireland died with
him. The soldiers under Malby's orders had accordingly to be
dispersed into villages, there to remain in garrison “upon their
own guard,” and away went Sir Nicholas and his own men to Connacht
to see after his neglected governorship there.

By the end of October, Sir Nicholas was back
again, his quarters being fixed for the time being in one of the
castles upon the bank of the Shannon, which had not long since been
taken from the Desmonds, Captain Peters, Lieutenant Fenwick, Hugh
Gaynard having returned to Munster along with him.

Although his credit stood higher than ever,
Malby's position was much less satisfactory to himself than it had
been a month earlier. A considerable figure had in the meantime
stepped upon the Irish stage, one that for the next few years was
destined to fill it largely. Thomas Earl of Ormond, better known to
his contemporaries as “Black Thomas,” had been three years in
England upon his own affairs, but had now returned, bringing with
him the Queen's commission as Lord General of all her forces in
Munster, consequently of those under Malby as well as others.
Between these two men there was no great liking, they had always
admittedly been “smale friends.” Both were aware however that it
was to their interests to let that fact drop into abeyance for the
moment. Sir William Pelham, the new Lord Justice, was expected
daily down from Dublin, and meantime it devolved upon Ormond and
Malby to keep the rebels moving. The first thing that was necessary
was for them to meet, and it was agreed that Malby's present
quarters should be the scene of that meeting.

The castle was not exactly the sort of place
most men would have selected to give a dinner in! Its basement was
choked with disabled soldiers, the last few weeks having produced
“grate sicknesses.” Its battlements were garnished with the heads
of its late occupants. The country round had been stripped of food
up to the river's bank. There was not a stick of furniture of any
sort in the house, not so much as a bench that anyone could sit
upon. Malby however was not the man to be put off by such trifles
as these. If the thing had to be done, the thing should be done
handsomely. If the Lord General was coming, the Lord General must
have an entertainment, and he took his measures accordingly.

When the Lord General rode up, followed by his
men, all was in readiness. Sir Nicholas's soldiers fired salvoes;
Sir Nicholas himself and his officers stood bowing in a row; the
board smoked with heavy eatables; the Lord General was conducted in
state to the central room of the castle and seated — not as guest,
that would not have been etiquette — but as host at the head of the
board; Sir Nicholas sat beside him, the other officers were ranged
along in due order, according to degree, and the feast began.

Hugh Gaynard, although his position was daily
bettering, had not yet reached a point where he would be privileged
to take his place amid such a company, and his duties were
therefore chiefly confined to handing round the wine-cup and seeing
that the soldiers who carried the trenchers did their work
properly. His principal coadjutor in this task was an
impish-looking lad of some fourteen years of age, who answered,
appropriately enough, to the name of Smolkin, and who was the
Earl's chief page, and as it presently appeared, a prime favourite
of his.

The talk ran upon the impending proclamation,
then hanging over the Earl of Desmond by a thread, and upon the
point of descending. Those five hundred and seventy thousand acres
of solid land, about to be confiscated, whetted the appetite
unspeakably and were gloated over in anticipation by every faithful
subject present. “Black Thomas” seemed to be in an unusually
amiable mood, although the scowl for which he was famous never
entirely left his brow. Suddenly, in the midst of these matters of
grave discourse, the decorum of the table was broken in upon, and
the attention of the entire company diverted to Smolkin the page,
who, in the exercise of his function as cup-bearer, had —
apparently intentionally and out of pure urchin mischief — upset
the greater part of the contents of a flagon he was carrying over
the bald crown of the excellent but irascible Captain Peters. No
little merriment arose amongst the younger officers over this
incident, and no little rage, naturally, on the part of the victim.
The Lord General seemed so little disposed however to take the part
of the captain against the page, that the matter had to be passed
over, and the ill-used Peters was forced to smother down his oaths
and wrath as he best could, while the offender proceeded placidly
to fill up his master's wine-cup.

A little later, possibly by way of explaining
his unaccountable leniency in this matter, Lord Ormond himself led
the conversation back to the delinquent.

“I prize yon graceless imp, gentlemen,” he said,
nodding towards Smolkin, who had prudently remained not far from
his elbow — “because he was the page and, despite his years, the
faithful follower of Henry Davells, the best, bravest, kindliest
gentleman that ever came to this land, and moreover the foulest
murdered.”

“True indeed, my Lord,” replied Sir Nicholas
Malby. “I knew the gentleman, to my loss, only slightly, but have
ever heard that he was, as your Lordship says, of a right noble and
worshipful carriage, although also that he was somewhat too soft
and easy towards those of this country's breeding.”

Black Thomas glanced for a moment at the speaker
with a cold straight stare, as if wondering whether it had escaped
Sir Nicholas's memory that the Lord General himself was after all
“of this country's breeding.”

“He was more, sir, than you have said, very much
more,” he replied emphatically. “He was the host and harbourer of
every man who lacked entertainment. No man ever yet craved
something at Henry Davells' hands that he did not straightway
receive it tenfold. For myself, I have good cause to rue his loss,
and so has all my house. What he was to me, that was he, and more
too, to those unnatural Desmonds, through whom he got his
death.”

“It shall be written in their blood yet, never
fear, my Lord,” Sir Nicholas said confidently.

“Aye, aye, my Lord,” shouted the younger
officers in chorus. “Their skins shall pay for it!”

Lord Ormond seemed to be following out some
train of thought of his own, undisturbed by these exclamations, for
he sat looking down at the board before him, and once or twice he
clenched his hands, as though some habitual subject of reflection
were absorbing him.

“Foul! Never fouler or more devilish deed was
hatched or perpetrated,” he said presently, with a slow and rather
peculiar intonation in his voice. “I will own to you, gentlemen,”
he added, lifting his head, and looking round at the circle, “I
will own that I would gladly not think of this matter at all till I
can find myself at the sword's point with the villain, or, better
still, till I can see his carcase swinging out, head downwards,
against the sky. May God do so to me, and more too, if John of
Desmond die not yet, by the worst, the slowest, the most ignoble
death that ever gentleman born made end by!”

After this observation, the other officers held
their peace. Their efforts at objurgation had been well meant, but
paled ridiculously, and they were quite aware of it, beside the
slow concentrated hatred which breathed in those words. The result
was that no one spoke for a few minutes, and it was Lord Ormond
himself who presently resumed the conversation.

“Yonder lad, gentlemen,” he said, pointing again
to Smolkin, “was lying at his master's feet, as it might be here,”
indicating a spot on the ground beside the board; “Henry Davells
and the Provost-Marshal were sleeping in one bed, the accommodation
of the house they lay at being but small. Of a sudden, there came a
noise without, and in rushed this cursed villain, John of Desmond.
'How now, son,' said good Henry Davells, lifting himself up upon
his elbow and looking at him. 'No son of yours,' quoth the
bloody-minded miscreant and with that ran at him, sword in hand,
for to slay him. Seeing this, young Smolkin here sprang up from
where he lay and ran to meet the monster. 'Will you kill my
master?' says he. 'Aye, I will, and you too,' says the other. 'Not
so,' says the younger Desmond, who was just behind him, 'I know yon
lad well. Go your way, Smolkin, you shall have no harm of us.'
'Nay, an' you kill my master, you shall kill me too,' says he and
with that ran in upon their swords like a very hero.”

“This, I take it, is the lad's own account, my
Lord,” Malby put in, glancing with a smile to where Master Smolkin
stood close by, his eyes fixed upon his master, listening evidently
with all his ears to this tale of his own exploits.

Black Thomas frowned darkly. “Whose else should
it be, sir, seeing that he and a mere groom alone escaped from that
scene of villainy?” he asked coldly.

Chapter XXIX.

Lord Ormond's position was certainly just then a
remarkable one. Alone in his own family, he belonged to the
dominant creed; alone he had never, in the phrase of the day, been
“spotted with treason.” Of his six brothers, there was not one who
had not at some time or other been under arms against the Queen,
while of rebel cousins and rebel nephews the list is simply
endless.

Nearly related to Queen Elizabeth and specially
favoured by her; married to an Englishwoman and an important figure
at the English court and in the realm at large, it is all the same
as an Irishman, and only as a considerable Irishman, that he stands
out with any particular vividness before our eyes. It is when we
come to consider his relations with his rival and arch-enemy
Desmond that the anomalies of his position become really dramatic.
His mother had been the daughter and heiress of the late Earl of
Desmond, and on his father's death, she had married her cousin, the
present earl, so that the two rival earls stood to one another in
the relationship of stepfather and stepson. That poor woman was now
dead, worn out with the endless struggle between sons and husband,
but another Lady Desmond — the niece, this time, instead of the
mother of Lord Ormond — had taken the task in hand and stood there,
wedged between the upper and the nether millstone, helpless to
avert a doom, which she at least had had no hand in bringing
about.

For the end, so often threatened, so long
postponed, was nearly reached now. After all his doublings and
windings; after his promises to both sides; after his innumerable
inconsistencies, hesitations, follies, shifts, the Earl of Desmond
stood before the world of Ireland a ruined man. The Damoclean sword
of proclamation still hung suspended above his head, but the thread
which supported it was wearing through fast, and nothing could now
avail to hinder it from falling. Even the surrender of the Legate
Saunders would only have retarded that end. His heir had already
been surrendered, and the sacrifice had proved of no avail. His
doom in short was absolutely sealed. The hatred that had grown and
swelled since the first Butler and the first Geraldine met face to
face in Munster, was in a fair way of being ended now. His enemy
stood in the very gap; had come down to the province for no other
purpose than to see that his impending ruin was made complete; that
the hated rival house was crashed, beyond all possibility of its
ever being set upon its feet again.

So far, one would have said, Lord Ormond at
least ought to have been a happy man, and yet there were bitters in
his cup also, as well as sweets. The sense of being eternally under
hostile criticism was like gall and wormwood to a temper never
exactly of the mildest. To say that he had many enemies would be to
understate the case ridiculously. It would be very much more
accurate to say that every English official and officer in the
whole country was his enemy, and that nothing but the Queen's
personal friendship enabled him to hold his own in it for five
minutes. Even his Protestantism was roundly asserted by those who
served under him to be nothing but a mere veneer; that he was at
heart inclined to the old religion and was always ready, if not to
favour, at least to show a certain amount of leniency to those who
practised it.

A case of some little interest in this respect
occurred a few days after the feast. Another Desmond castle upon
the banks of the Shannon had meanwhile been captured, Ormond's men
this time taking their share in the assault. From the report of an
eye-witness, it does not seem to have been a very perilous
undertaking. Two priests who, being captured sitting quietly inside
the castle, were brought before the general, who with some of the
other officers was holding a rough and ready court-martial in a
hall upon the second floor.

The castle, not being of any great size, this
hall, although its chief apartment, was nothing but a medium-sized
flagged apartment, lit by a single unglazed window, or rather slit.
As a result, most of the light which reached it came not from
above, but up the stone-stairs leading to the bottom of the castle
stairs; which were at present encumbered with wounded soldiers,
dead rebels, burnt straw, broken weapons. Up these crowded stairs,
the two priests were hustled by the soldiers who had captured them
and were dragged before the general. One of them was a
stolid-looking young man, evidently a peasant, the other was a very
old man, lean as a wolf, with a wrinkled, but still massive face,
dark eyed, keen, and intellectual looking. His cassock was in rags,
his scanty white hair was dishevelled by the rough handling he had
sustained, yet there was about him an air of inborn dignity, which
nothing seemed to touch. He glanced around him without the
slightest sign of fear or even of discomposure.

Lord Ormond, who was seated upon the only chair
the castle afforded, started and uttered a loud ejaculation as his
eyes rested on the elder priest. The recognition was evidently
mutual, and if the Earl looked haughtily at the priest, so, at
least equally haughtily, did the priest look at the Earl.

“Gentlemen, I know this fellow well,” Lord
Ormond then said, addressing the rest of the officers. “I have
known him for years, in fact, all my life. He was the chaplain and
confessor of my unhappy mother, the late unfortunate Countess of
Desmond. A more dangerous firebrand, a more rooted and persistent
foe of the Queen's Grace, does not breathe at this moment in
Ireland, nor one whose mind is more set upon persecution, were his
opportunities in that respect equal to his desires. There is no
need, gentlemen, to trouble you with any detailed examination in
his case. I condemn him at sight. Let the order for his execution
be made out at once. He has burdened the earth and her Grace's
patience too long.”

“And I, also, have known you long, very long,
Thomas Earl of Ormond,” replied the old priest, breaking silence
and speaking not loudly or passionately, but with a shrill
denunciatory ring in his voice which made it vibrate and tingle
sharply through the hall. “I have known you too well, sir, and too
long! I have known a bad ungrateful son to a most tender and
indulgent mother! I have known a hard usurping kinsman! I have
known a renegade from his church and a cruel scourge to his native
land. The soil of Ireland rejects you, Thomas Earl of Ormond, as
the floor of the courts of Heaven will one day reject your thrice
miserable soul!”

Sir Nicholas Malby, who had been watching Lord
Ormond's face with some attention while this denunciation was going
on, at this moment leaned over and whispered a word in his ear.
Apparently, the proposal did not meet the Earl's approval, for he
frowned and shook his head emphatically.

“Useless, sir, I tell you, perfectly useless,”
he said aloud. “I know the man well. His stubbornness is
proverbial; his devotion to what he considers the interests of his
church notorious. You might rack him to pieces; you might literally
singe his whole carcass till there was not an atom of it, and you
would get nothing out of him; I tell you, nothing!”

Malby however continued to press his point,
whatever it was, and it was evident that he was supported by the
general sense of the rest of the meeting. There was something about
the manner of nearly every officer present which seemed to sting
and irritate Lord Ormond uncontrollably, for, with a vehement
gesture of anger, he suddenly started up from his seat.

“Have your own way, gentlemen! have your way!”
he exclaimed. “I leave you free, only, mark you, I will have no
hand or part in the matter!” And he left the hall abruptly.

The result of this conversation was revealed to
Hugh Gaynard a little while later in rather a singular way. He had
been waiting for Fenwick in the outer hall and was beginning to
wonder what had become of him, when he suddenly came out of one of
the smaller rooms or cells which opened from it, with a step quite
unlike his usual deliberate one. His face was deadly white; all its
delicate contours violently contracted, as if by some illness or
violent emotion. He went straight up to the window and leaned out.
A violent spasm passed through his frame, and the next moment he
was exceedingly sick.

So sudden and so unexplained an emotion on the
part of one usually so self-contained naturally aroused Hugh's
curiosity. Hastening over to his side, he begged to know what was
amiss.

“My training, sir, my training, I suppose,”
Fenwick replied calmly. “Or perchance, to speak more frankly and
less pedantically, my stomach!” he added, wiping his lips with a
delicately laced handkerchief.

“Blood,” he went on after a minute, “no matter
how spilled, is, I thank Heaven, of no more account to me than so
much water, but there are other things of which I cannot as yet
boast as much, and amongst them are hot irons and frizzling human
flesh — and one of them an old man too!” Again a spasm crossed his
face, but controlling himself with a violent effort:

“The two priests are being tortured in there!”
he added, pointing calmly towards one of the lower doorways.

Hugh's cheek too paled for a moment, and a look
of horror crossed his face. He was not, however, one of those
persons who set up to be wiser, more humane, or more enlightened
than their age. Priests, he was aware, had occasionally to be
tortured, whenever it was thought likely that they would have
important information to give. At the present moment, the precise
whereabouts of the Legate Saunders was of immense importance for
the government of Ireland to know. That such measures were much to
be regretted, he felt quite sure of, as well as that he himself
would have found the greatest difficulty in giving such an order,
especially if he had been called upon personally to supervise its
execution. Cruelty was as abhorrent to him as it is to any other
perfectly normal human being, and the only thing to be done, he
felt, when such incidents came unfortunately within your knowledge,
was to think about them as little as possible. This he accordingly
resolved to do, and with his usual practical good sense at once set
about doing. The result was that his cheek quickly regained its
usual colour, whereas Fenwick — immeasurably the harder, the
colder, and the less humane man — was made thoroughly ill by what
he had seen, as was shown for days by his uncontrollable
nervousness and rapidly changing colour.

No information of any sort was able to be
extracted from either of the priests, both of them remaining
absolutely mute, the younger one with all the stolid apathy of a
peasant, the elder one with something of the rapt and upborne
aspect of the martyr, who feels that such pangs are but the prelude
of what is to come. The formalities being thus accomplished, there
was nothing to do but to make out the order for their execution,
which was accordingly fixed for the same evening at sundown.

One more interview after this took place between
the Earl of Ormond and his late mother's chaplain. It had been a
busy, bustling day, but towards sundown there came a moment of
relaxation. A good many of the officers, including Sir Nicholas and
the Earl himself, had collected in a small guardroom, near the
entrance of the castle, where there was a low window and window
ledge, and were standing in this window, laughing and chatting
together, when the two priests passed on their way to
execution.

The younger one showed no signs of the ordeal he
had undergone, but the elder priest was quite unable to walk and
had to be carried in a litter by a couple of soldiers. So much
movement was going on at the time and so much running to and fro in
front of the castle, that this part of the ordinary afternoon
proceedings might have passed unnoticed. But one of the soldiers,
who bore the litter, by some clumsiness jolted up against another
soldier, who was carrying fodder, the result being that both were
shoved up against the walls of the castle, and the litter in which
the elder priest lay got pushed nearly on to a level with the
shoulders of the group of officers, who were lounging over the
ledge of the guardroom.

Roused by the jolt, the old priest's eyes, which
had been closely shut, at this moment suddenly opened, and he
looked about him. At first, his gaze was merely the vacant and
unlocalised gaze of a man newly wakened out of a swoon, who does
not precisely know to which world he has returned. After a moment,
however, it regained clearness, and his eyes rested full upon Black
Thomas, as he stood there, close above him, visibly the leader of
all that brilliant company, a ray of late afternoon sunshine
gleaming upon his armour and upon the wine-cup which Smolkin the
page was at that moment handing him.

Lifting himself a little from the litter, with a
sudden effort the old priest plucked out his recently mutilated
right hand, which till then he had kept carefully concealed under
his robe and held it for a moment palm upwards full in the Earl's
face, then pointed with it significantly and ecstatically, straight
up into the sky above their heads.

“An old man's hand, my Lord!” he said very
quietly. Then he passed on, upon his way to be hanged.

Chapter XXX.

After this, the campaign grew dull for a time,
and produced no very marked results upon the royal side. The chief
event of the hour was that the Earl of Desmond was duly proclaimed
traitor, with all the formalities, a price being put upon his head,
a free pardon offered to all who would desert from him, with other
details, important, but unfortunately long-winded. The newly made
rebel disappeared silently one night from the neighbourhood of
Askeaton, melting away apparently like a cloud. The next news which
reached the royal camp was that he had stolen across the country,
and that he and his brothers, with the aid of their friend the
Seneschal of Imokilly, had fallen upon the town of Youghal; had
taken it by storm; slain its citizens; sacked it and seized
possession of all its stores.

This was rather a serious matter. The Lord
General's curses were especially loud, for Youghal was unpleasantly
near to Lismore, and Lismore was upon the very verge of his own
Palatinate. Cork was for the moment the most serious point of
peril, and messages flew to Sir Warham St. Leger, who was in
command there, ordering him upon his allegiance to keep the rebels
from its walls. He replied, with some justice, that Lord Ormond had
better come and hold Cork himself, if he wanted it held.

The check was for the moment complete.
Arrangements had to be made. Victuals as usual had failed to arrive
at the right time. Two vessels, the “Elizabeth” and the “Bear of
London,” were both of them long overdue, but neither had appeared,
while the “Gift of God” had run upon the rocks. The result was that
“meath and dring” were as usual in arrears, and the men's tempers
none the better thereby. Pelham had to hurry up to Dublin to seek
for supplies there; Ormond dashed off to his own Palatinate; Malby
hovered about between Thomond and Galway, trying to keep the Burkes
and other marauders in check. At last, however, all was in
readiness. Two thousand fresh men had meanwhile arrived from
England, bringing with them — a very important matter — two months'
victualling. Ormond came back from Kilkenny, Pelham flew down from
Dublin to meet him, picking up the scattered English garrisons as
he came, and the work of “annoyance” began in earnest.

They met not at Adare, but at Rathkeale, a
little further to the west. Here they separated, the Lord Justice
taking the land side, the Earl of Ormond keeping to the river bank,
both undertaking to clear the country as it had never been cleared
before. Not since Ireland was an island, had there been so clean,
so little slurred, or hurried a clearing. Four hundred slain upon
the first day; four hundred and fifty the second; and so on, in a
steadily rising scale. No partiality was shown either. If the
cabins were not spared, so neither were the castles of the big men
or the lesser houses of the middle folk. The year so far had been
an unusually dry one. Fire proved on this occasion to be extremely
effective. The soldiers had only to toss their brands into
everything they saw in order to insure a blaze, the conflagration,
once started, racing undisturbed here and thither across the
country.

All with whom we are acquainted on the royal
side belonged to that division over which Lord Ormond commanded,
consequently their line of march lay directly along the river bank.
Day after day, they marched beside the broad waters of the Shannon,
and day after day, their track was discernible in a long black,
locust-like trail behind them. By the middle of March, the weather
suddenly turned bitterly cold; furious showers of snow and sleet
descended; then the sun would dash out again fantastically, sending
forth wild wintry shafts, like some inquiring finger of light,
flying down from the sky to see what was going on in this poor
forgotten corner of God's earth;. Under these various conditions,
the work of destruction went on uninterruptedly. By the third week
of the month, the army had got nearly to the mouth of the Shannon
and was about to march into Kerry, in order to deal with the
villages there in the same fashion as those in Limerick had been
already dealt with.

It chanced that at the next village at which
they stopped some additional interest was awakened by a report that
the wife and other belongings of the dead arch-traitor Fitzmaurice
had found harbourage there. Care was taken that they should
certainly not escape. Amongst the men under Captain Peters' orders,
Dan'l Drax, the preacher, was especially commended by his superiors
for the pious ferocity with which he endeavoured to “give religion
and the gospel free course,.”

All the soldiers were not equally energetic.
Some of them, especially amongst the new recruits, incurred no
little blame for the half-hearted manner in which they carried out
the orders confided to them. By four o'clock in the afternoon, the
village had practically ceased to exist, and the soldiers were
straggling about in groups or sitting here and there over the
ground, chatting and comparing notes upon the incidents of the day.
It had not been a hard one, and, as there had been no resistance,
there were naturally no casualties. Food, too, was just then
unusually plentiful. In one of the groups, which chanced to consist
of some of the recently enlisted Yorkshire contingent, the faces of
the men might have been said to wear a shamefaced and hangdog air.
Upon Gregory Gibbs' innocent boyish face, this expression was
particularly marked. He had seated himself sulkily upon the ground,
turning his back to the rest and swearing openly, when spoken
to.

“Happen there had been a mensful o' foighten
men, aa tell ee, aa would say noight!” he suddenly burst out. “But
the de'il blaast me black, Tam Tucket! Nobbut owd men, an'
women-folk, an' bairns, an' babbies amost! Babbies! Be those the
soort o' hands to be sent out smootherin' babbies wi', Tam Tucket,
aa ax you?” holding out a pair of immense fists and looking up over
them for a minute, with a face which seemed to be balancing between
sheer rage and a still more ignominious and unsoldierly desire to
cry.

As if to counteract this exaggerated way of
looking at matters, Dan'l Drax, the preacher, at this moment came
into sight, stalking along past the various groups of soldiers
sitting or standing about over the ground. His hair hung, wet with
perspiration, about his ears, his yellow bilious face shone with
the ecstasy of the fanatic, and he lurched and reeled from time to
time, like a man drugged or drunk:

“Spawn o' Satan! Ha'lujah! Glory to God! Amen!”
he exclaimed, the ejaculations rising at intervals, like minute
guns, as he advanced over the grass. He was passing the group of
recruits when he caught sight of young Gregory Gibbs in the midst
of them. Coming up to them, shook his fist full in the young
Yorkshireman's face.

“'Twar you, I mind me now, 'twar you, for I saw
you plain! I saw you, Gregory Gibbs, wi' these very eyes of mine I
saw you. You were driving the rebels afore you a while back, and as
I looked to see them fall and bleed. When I looked again, I saw
that you were smiting them but wi' the flat o' your sword! wi' the
flat, I say ! I saw it, and I will proclaim it; before kings
and before principalities, and before powers; before angels and
archangels; before Raphael, and Michael, before the Lords Justices
of Ireland, and before all the Captains of the Hosts of Heaven! I
will disgrace you and will bring you to nothing. Your body shall be
scourged with rods, and your soul shall be committed to the flames
of hell. Answer me that, Gregory Gibbs. How dare you smite down the
enemies of God wi' the flat o' your sword?”

Brought suddenly face to face with this entirely
new version of his day's guilt, Gregory Gibbs' face became a mere
mirror of contending emotions.

“'Twere nobbut owd men, an' women-folk, an'
bairns, an' soch loike!” he mumbled, in a tone of self-defence. “Ta
flaat o' a men's sword is killin' enow, and more nor enow, for
women-folk an' bairns, ony daay i' the week!”

“Women and bairns! Snakes and vipers! Women and
bairns! Devils, cockatrices, and the seed of cockatrices!”
exclaimed the preacher, raising his voice louder and louder, and
waving his arms around him like the spokes of a windmill. “What
have you to do with women and bairns or with questionings and
parleyings, or with dividing and subdividing the work of the Lord?
What were the young of the Amalekites but women and bairns? What
else, I ask you, were they? And how spoke the Lord of them by the
mouth of the prophet? 'Slay me them,' said he; 'slay me every one
of them, from the rising up of the sun. Let not one of them escape,
not even to the youngest.' I charge you, Gregory Gibbs, with being
a Saul, and a Hittite, and a Jebusite, and an Amalekite, and an
enemy of the Lord, and a false man, and a danger to the camp, and a
traitor to the Queen, and an unnatural bad comrade to your own
friends!”

And the preacher stalked away over the grass,
lifting his voice up at intervals as he went, the sound of it being
brought back upon the wind, as he got further and further away.

The group of recruits, left behind, looked at
one another rather sheepishly, as if asking what they were to think
about the matter now. Some of them appeared to be still inclined to
take Gregory Gibbs' view, namely, that the youth and sex of rebels
did make a difference when it came to killing them upon a large
scale. The majority however were now all for the preacher's
standpoint, which at least contained the unanswerable statements
“that rebels were rebels,” and “orders were orders,” and that the
only safe thing for a soldier was to have no private conscience of
his own upon any subject.

They were still sitting in the same place, when
another, and this time a more startling incident occurred. Out of
the vague apparently; out of the sea, or the sky, or the river, on
to the green space before them, a man suddenly descended like a
thunderbolt. Who he was no one knew, but all could see what he was
like. An enormously tall man, taller than the very tallest soldier
present, clad in the Irish fashion and with the rags of a long
green cloak hanging down from his shoulders. His brown face was
shadowed with a great tangled glibbe, which was fast turning grey,
and below this glibbe, a pair of prominent greenish eyes shone with
a very strange and a very wild light.

Stopping in front of the group, he glanced
distractedly to right and left, then all at once rushed up to the
nearest of the recruits and took him violently by the throat.

“Where?” "Where?” he cried. Then after a moment
to take breath — “Where?” “Where?” he began again.

It seemed to be literally the only word he knew.
Losing hold of the first man, he rushed up to Gregory Gibbs, who
was just beyond. Taking him also by the throat, began shaking him
violently backwards and forwards, exactly as a big dog shakes a
little one — “Where?” “Where?” “Where?” he kept on reiterating,
varying the accent but never the word; saying it over and over with
the sort of persistent violence with which a starving man cries out
for bread, and for bread only.

The young Yorkshireman was so taken by surprise,
that he simply stared at his assailant without resisting.

“Whar what? What do you want?” he gasped at
last.

“Where?” “Where?” “Where?” The man in the green
cloak relaxed his hold for a minute and stood gazing at him with
those eyes which seemed to express so much more than he knew how to
get out in words. At last, passionately and like one who summons
all his powers for some supreme effort — “The children!” he
cried.

The soldiers around set up a loud laugh, one in
which some compunction mingled with a good deal of sheer
unmitigated brutality.

“There be childer enow, an' you call such little
naked devils childer,” said one of them.

“'Cept they be mostly smoothered by this, i' yon
cavey sort o' a place yonder,” said another.

But Gregory Gibbs knew now what the man who had
clutched him wanted, and his face at once assumed that expression
of horror-stricken guilt which it had worn all day. Turing his
head, he pointed silently behind him, then hung it down as before
over the grass and seemed to be intent upon fastening one of his
shoes, the leather tongue of which had got loose.

Words were unnecessary. The man in the green
cloak suddenly darted away and the next moment had disappeared in
the direction in which the young Yorkshireman had pointed. There
came a roar from the ruined village behind them; a roar which
startled every soldier present; a roar which seemed to be hardly
human, so loud was it and so menacing. Another moment, and before
anyone present had fully realised what was happening, the man in
the ragged green cloak, who had been with them before, was back in
their midst again.

This time, guided apparently by sheer instinct,
he made his way straight up to Dan'l Drax. Without a weapon,
without even a stick, with nothing but his bare hands, he flew upon
him; seized him by the head and with his two hands twisted it
completely round; then flung him, body and limbs together, in an
ugly confused heap, yards away over the grass, where he subsided
with a dull crashing noise upon the ground.

Gregory Gibbs was his next victim. Him he took
round the waist, and lifting the young Yorkshireman off his feet,
he tossed him violently behind him, as he might have tossed a log
of wood. Then, rushing up to the next man, he took him by the
throat and began throttling him, and so effectually, that his face
turned black, and his eyes began to start out of his head.

But the soldiers had now begun to rally from
their first surprise. A rush was made for the bills and calivers,
and a dozen of the former were aimed simultaneously at the
assailant. It was not easy to get at him without injuring his
present victim. From every direction, other soldiers were to be
seen hurrying to the spot, all eager to have a share in killing the
big rebel. The man fought like an enraged buffalo. Four or five
times, he shook off all his assailants and might even have escaped,
but that no such idea seemed to occur to him. No sooner did he let
go one foe than he charged another; always with the same silence;
always with the same overwhelming strength and violence. In the
end, he was overcome by sheer force of numbers. A well-aimed blow
from a bill descended with a crash upon his skull, and he fell to
the ground, with a fall that was almost like that of some forest
tree.

The combat thus ended, and the foe slain, there
was time to look into the list of casualties. The chief victim of
the fray was evidently Dan'l Drax. His Irish wars were over and
done with, there could be no question about that! He lay upon his
back; his neck doubled up sideways; his lank hair streaming
backward; his mouth open, as the last yell had left it; his teeth
set and showing in a ghastly grin. It was only too clear that the
enemies of the Lord had prevailed, and that Dan'l Drax would never
fight or preach again.

Some of the officers had by this time come up,
attracted by the noise. Orders were being given to make sure that
the rebel was dead and to take the preacher's body away and bury
it. Before this could be done other officers however had arrived on
the scene, bringing orders from head-quarters that the soldiers
were to get ready as the march was about to be resumed.

Immediately, all was hubbub and confusion. The
men ran here and thither, some to collect their goods, others to
snatch a mouthful of food. While the rest were thus occupied,
Gregory Gibbs alone remained still standing in the same place and
still staring before him, his face the picture of discomfort and
perplexity. First he looked at Dan'l Drax, whose body was at that
moment being carried off, hanging limply between a couple of the
soldiers; next, he turned and looked at the apparently equally dead
body of the rebel who had killed him, and, each time he did so, he
shook his head, with an air of bewilderment and self-reproach.

Chapter XXXI.

But the slayer of Dan'l Drax was not dead,
although it would have been quite the best thing for him if he had
been. Maelcho the seanchaí came back to life very, very slowly,
with wounds enough in his body to ensure most men's deaths, but
apparently not enough to ensure his.

His life since we left him in prison can be put
into a very few words. When at Lord Desmond's request the Seneschal
of Imokilly had hurried off to join the three Desmond brothers in
their raid upon Youghal, he had let loose any prisoners that he
happened to have, and amongst them Maelcho. There was no longer any
object in keeping him. The camp at Smerwick was broken up; Sir John
of the Pikes had other and more important matters by that time to
think of; there was no alternative, therefore, except to free him
or to kill him. The notorious ill-luck which followed those who
laid violent hands upon bards or people of that sort had ensured
Maelcho against the latter fate.

It was the mere ghost of the stalwart seanchaí
who had gone down into the cave that was drawn up again. The ghost
of his mind, even more than the ghost of his body. Turned loose, he
had been bidden to go where he would, but there had been no mind
left in the man to tell him where to go. Instinct had sent him
drifting back into the neighbourhood of Dingle. Here the change in
everything his eyes rested on had stung his mind for a moment into
a sort of galvanised life. Staring dully into every face he met, he
had read terror in them all, and their terror had gradually
awakened his own. Then desperately, and like a madman, he had
rushed here and thither, seeking those whom he had left, seeking,
but never finding. He had rushed through the whole desolated
country, hard upon the track of the destroyers, and in this way had
arrived at this particular village.

Happily for Maelcho, he at present remembered
nothing about it. Heaven had interposed a screen between him and
it, and his own worst misfortune had become his best and his only
friend. A long interval passed, but at last he lifted up his head
and looked about him. The place was utterly silent now; the
soldiers had all gone and were by this time miles away. He gazed
vacantly around him, no idea of where he was penetrating to his
mind. Was he still in his prison upon the cliff? He put his hand up
to his head and drew it back covered with blood, which he gazed at
blankly, not remembering how he had come by the wound; then he
looked vacantly around him at the trampled grass. Dan'l Drax's body
had been removed and buried, but some of the broken bills and other
traces of the struggle still lay about over the ground. Maelcho
looked at them all without the faintest shadow of recognition.
Everything was a blank, alike within and without: a dull formless
blank, across which dim images of pain and horror seemed now and
then to pass.

At last, there came a sound of shuffling feet.
It got nearer and nearer, till it was now quite close to him. He
lifted his head and uttered a cry. The feet shuffled hastily away
again, and dead silence once more set in. Maelcho lay perfectly
still; he was too weak from loss of blood to stir. After another
long interval, the sound began again, this time upon the further
side of a low lace-work wall which crossed a portion of the grass.
Again, he uttered a cry. After another delay, a terrified face
pushed itself suddenly between a couple of loose blocks of stone; a
bloodless face, with staring eyes, apparently half idiotic, and
moreover appearing from its position to be decapitated.

Maelcho stared at the face, and the face stared
back at him through the hole in the wall. Another few minutes
passed, and then, satisfied apparently that he was alone, a half
naked, shivering figure scrambled forward inch by inch, pausing
every now and then. Maelcho continued to stare at it. He knew it,
and yet he did not know it; it belonged to the past, to that
submerged and forgotten world which had existed before his
imprisonment.

It was Duagh o' Cadhla, one of Sir James
Fitzmaurice's two red-headed kern, looking twenty years older than
he had done six months before, shrank to half his former bulk, his
features fallen in, his whole aspect that of a man driven
absolutely mad by terror.

A name quivered upon Maelcho's lips, “Duagh!
Duagh!” he muttered doubtfully.

Duagh started, and his white face grew if
possible whiter.

“Who calls Duagh? Who calls Duagh o' Cadhla? My
God, who are you that knows poor Duagh?” he whimpered
helplessly.

Maelcho lifted himself a little, and this time
it was his own name that trembled equally doubtfully upon his lips.
Duagh caught the sound and started back; then advanced; then
retreated again; terror and curiosity struggling alternately in his
face.

“Maelcho? There is no Maelcho. Maelcho is dead,
dead, dead! Maelcho the seanchaí is dead!” he muttered
tremblingly.

He crept a few yards nearer, till he could peer
down at the prostrate figure, still muttering and mumbling to
himself as he did so.

“Maelcho? There is no Maelcho. Maelcho is dead,
and Sir James is dead, and the lady is dead, and the little
lady-girls are dead; all are dead, dead, dead!”

A sudden flash, a sudden intense agony of
remembrance burst for a moment across Maelcho's brain, and, with a
cry of fury he attempted to spring from the ground. Duagh sprang
nimbly backwards, terror written anew on his face, and he held out
his hands, as if to ward off an attack.

“'Tis he! 'tis he! 'tis Maelcho mac Murglas!
Maelcho and no other man,” he cried. “He has come back! The grave
has given him up, the grave into which all the rest have fallen.
Listen to me then since it is you; listen to me! Oh man returned
from the grave! It was not Duagh's fault, no no, it was not Duagh's
fault. Duagh did what he could, but what could Duagh do, or what
can any man do more than God gives him to do? The Queen of
England's soldiers came; they came in hundreds and thousands! We
had hidden them in the cave yonder; yes, in the cave with the other
women and children, and in the innermost part of all, in the safest
part of all. Could we do more than that? What more was there for us
to do? What more could we do, say, Oh man returned from the grave?
How could we fight? We were only a few men — nine, ten, twelve of
us — and some young boys. I broke through the soldiers, and I
escaped; I was out yonder in the fields, away, safe from them all.
Suddenly, a cry came to me, a cry out of the air. 'They have found
them!' it cried. 'They have found the lady and the little
lady-girls, and they are killing them.' I went back, Maelcho; by my
soul, I went back; before God and the holy angels, I went back! But
by that time it was all smoke and flames, and soldiers; nothing but
soldiers, and smoke, and flames. They were setting fire to
everything, and they were killing everything; the dogs, the
chickens, the sows in labour, everything! What was I to do? Say,
Maelcho, the son of Murglas, what was I to do? Three soldiers ran
at me with guns; I had no gun, I had only a pike. I flung down my
pike, and I fled, yes, fled, and they after me; and they fired and
I fell, and they thought that I was dead, so they turned back. I
was not dead, though I too thought that I was dead, for I had
wounds in every part of my body, and it is dead I feel myself now,
dead, and more than dead … Oh my God, and it is dead he is too, so
he is; dead out and out this time!” he exclaimed, as, on looking
suddenly back, he saw that Maelcho had once more fallen to the
ground; the wound in his head had reopened; his face was bloodless,
and he lay there to all appearances a corpse.

Duagh remained crouching beside him upon the
grass, staring down at his white face, starting at every sound and
glancing from time to time over his own shoulder, as if scared by
the very clouds moving slowly overhead. There was nothing
apparently to scare anyone now, for the place was absolutely
deserted. There was nothing to be seen, and nothing to be heard
save the ripple of a small stream hard by, and now and then a dull
falling noise, as some half burnt piece of wall, rolling over,
crumbled to pieces upon the ground.

A wild desire was twitching at the kern's limbs,
a wild desire to escape, to get away somewhere, he did not himself
in the least know where. It was a desire that was just then driving
the whole population of the province mad; sending them scampering
here and thither like panic-stricken animals; out of one temporary
refuge into another, no safer and no better; forcing them to race
and race, up hill, and down hill, till they fell and died from
sheer exhaustion. That impulse to run, run, run, was in Duagh o'
Cadhla's bones and was urging him not to stop; was urging him to
get away, no matter where, so long only as it was away from where
he then was. A contrary impulse, however, was also at work within
him; an impulse hardly less strong, one that had come down to him
through dozens, perhaps hundreds of faithful generations. There was
one office which he knew that he must fulfil before he ran away; an
office that must not be left undone; that he durst not leave
undone, though the very hosts of hell itself were at his heels.
Shaking like a leaf, he accordingly left the open grassy space and
crawled back over the wall and across a further space of open
ground, until he got into the burnt village, and through it again
until he reached a low mound which rose just beyond it.

It was a small earthen rath,* and at its base
lay the mouth of a tunnel or narrow underground passage, dating
back from the most primitive times and still used by the villagers
as a storehouse or a refuge in case of need. It had proved cruelly
faithless to that last office, now when the need had been so
desperately great. Such of the women and children of the village
had crowded in here. Stones had been rolled to the mouth of the
tunnel, and an attempt made further to conceal the entrance with
bushes, but the pitiful ruse had been detected only too easily. The
stones had been pulled away, the bushes fired; more bushes and more
piles of wet sods had been heaped on, and all who had not rushed
out at the first surprise, had perished in the suffocating
smoke.

(* A circular enclosure surrounded by an earthen
wall, used as a dwelling and stronghold in former times in
Ireland.)

Volumes of black smoke still hung over the place
and were slowly issuing from the entrance as the kern made his way
into it, covering his mouth with his hands so as to be able to
breathe. The sight that met his eyes might well have scared a soul
far less terrified, far less already saturated with horror than
his. The dead lay in a heap just inside the entrance, women and
children together, so huddled as to defy recognition. Those whom he
had come to seek were not amongst these first victims, and it was
not until, at imminent risk of suffocation, he had penetrated some
distance further from the entrance that at last he came upon
them.

A sort of rough partition of stone crossed this
inner part of the tunnel, and it was behind this partition that
they lay. The two little girls were side by side, their mother lay
a little in advance of them, as if she had rushed forward suddenly
and then fallen back, suffocated by the smoke. To the children at
least death seemed to have been very kind. There was nothing to
show that they had even awakened before the end came. They lay in a
perfectly easy attitude, their two little faces turned towards one
another, just as they had lain on the morning when Maelcho saw them
last. They were both dead, but they were not distorted, nor
disfigured, nor even blackened in the slightest degree. Duagh o'
Cadhla stood and gazed at them, his eyes starting out of his head,
his brain awhirl with terror and confused horror. To him it was the
inconceivable that had happened. Sorely the heavens, he thought,
must be falling in; sorely the world itself most have turned
topsy-turvy, and all things be coming to an end, before such a
sight as this could be seen? Before the wife and the children of
one of the great House of Desmond, — Geraldines themselves of the
purest blood-— could be seen huddled in the same ruin, caught by
the same fate, slain by the same brutal hands, as the wives and the
children of mere peasants and herdsmen?

But there they lay, the mother and the children,
all three of them, stone dead before his eyes. There was only one
thing therefore left to be done, only one last office for any
faithful adherent of the great house to perform. Duagh o' Cadhla
took the children up one by one in his arms, shaking from head to
foot as he did so, and carried them to the entrance, handling them
with awe and wrapping them round with such poor wearing weeds as he
could find lying about; then he went back for their mother. When,
breathless and half stifled, he had got his burdens through the
smoke to the entrance, he paused a minute to recover himself.
Starting again, he carried them round to the back of the rath,
where the ground was softer, and where it was possible for him to
dig a grave. With great difficulty, he contrived to scoop one out
large enough to contain all three side by side, the two children to
the right, their mother to the left. Having laid them in it, he
levelled the ground, taking care to conceal as far as possible all
traces of what he had done, but keeping the bearings, so as to know
the spot again if he was called upon to do so. After this,
tottering like a very old man and hardly believing in the reality
of what he himself had just done, he went back to where Maelcho was
lying.

The seanchaí lay just as he had left him. Was he
really dead; out and out dead, this time, Duagh wondered. The need
to fly was in his bones, was in his very soul, and he could resist
it no longer. That the place he was then in was probably as safe as
any that he could find, seeing that the destroyers were not at all
likely to turn back upon their own tracks, was a consideration he
was quite incapable of reflecting upon. Leaving Maelcho lying by
himself upon the grass, he simply took to his heels and ran, and
ran.

Chapter XXXII.

It was the middle of the night before Maelcho
again came back to himself. He did not miss Duagh, or so much as
remember that he had ever been there. As for what had gone before,
that also had faded, but not with equal completeness. Through the
darkness of his mind, as through the darkness of the night about
him, dim lights seemed to be piercing; dim figures appeared now and
then to pass; lurid figures, terrible figures, but all too broken
and confused for him to know how far they were real or not.
Happily, the physical needs were just then overpoweringly
imperative. He was parched with thirst. Getting to his feet, he
managed in a staggering fashion to crawl a little way to where the
sound of running water guided him. Here he drank long and deeply,
then finding some fragments of food in the bag which he carried at
his waist, he ate them, and soon afterwards sank again into a heavy
swoon-like sleep.

When he next awoke, the darkness was beginning
to yield to the dawn. His long resuscitating sleep, or perhaps his
own extraordinary strength and vitality, had restored him to pretty
much the same state as he had been in a few days before. The hurry
of the start had prevented the soldiers from making sure that he
was dead. The blow on his head was the worst of the injuries he had
received. This was now a source rather of added mental confusion,
than of any likelihood of death. Getting upon his feet, he found
that in a feeble tottering fashion he could manage to keep erect.
With the inborn instinct of the vagrant, he turned immediately
towards the open country. The result was that before it had grown
light enough for him to see where he was, and before any tell-tale
illumination could awaken memory through the channel of his eyes,
he was already some distance from the scene of this latest
tragedy.

The wave of slaughter had flowed a good long way
south by this time. For hours, he met with no single living
creature, only dead ones; dead men, dead women, even dead animals.
About the middle of the day, he came to what had evidently been a
good-sized village, some of the walls of which were still standing.
Here quite a little crowd of people were gathered and were
squatting in a circle upon the ground, beside the fragments of what
two days before had been their homes. They were mere fragments
themselves, for that matter, the remnants of perhaps three or four
dozen families, who had by some accident escaped, when the rest had
perished. There were a few men, a considerable number of children
and boys, and perhaps half a dozen young women, but the greater
number were very old ones, haggard and terrible to look at, in
their utter hopeless misery. One of them however was a gentle-faced
old woman, the grandmother seemingly of a whole troop, all of whom
she appeared to haye survived, for she was quite alone. Every time
she looked at one particular heap, a little to the left of the
village, her mouth twitched, and over the poor little wrinkled face
there passed a piteous expression of misery, dumb, uncomplaining,
uncomprehending.

There they sat, crouched together upon the black
earth. One or two of the women kept muttering to themselves, or to
their nearest neighbours, but the men with one accord remained
absolutely silent; vacant misery stamped upon every face.

Maelcho sat down amongst them and remained there
with them for several hours, he did not know why, for he had never
seen any of them before. He simply sat on, feeling for the moment
as though this charred village had been his home also; as if he
belonged to it and had by its ruin been made house-less like the
rest. At last, he got up and wandered away once more by himself, no
one heeding him, no one asking why he had come, or where he was
going. He could not have told in any case, for he had not the
slightest idea. He was simply carried along, as a leaf is carried
in some irresistible gale. He remembered nothing; he had no
thoughts and no object; he simply wandered, as a wild beast prowls,
from the sheer animal necessity of moving.

That night he lay in a dry ditch, half filled
with withered bracken. Next day, still without any definite
purpose, he crossed over the Slieve Mish mountains and got down to
the sea on the other side, sleeping in a pucker of sand upon the
north side of Castlemaine harbour. From his lair beside the edge of
the water, he could see a long irregular line of detached fires,
telling of the villages then in course of being burnt, which
stretched away, far as the eye could reach, along both sides of
Dingle Bay. Now and then, one of those dull red dots would shoot up
for a while and blaze merrily; then it would sink again into a red
heart of flame, like some small and nearly extinct volcano. Towards
morning, he was roused by a wild stampede of frightened creatures —
men, women, children, animals. Presently, they disappeared again
round the nearest projecting spur of coast, and he saw them no
more.

Chapter XXXIII.

In this way, not knowing where he was going, he
reached the town of Dingle. The few inhabitants who had been there
when he had last passed it had by this time fled. The soldiers too
had all gone, there being nothing left for them to do there. The
little town had become a mere wreck. The English favourers, which
included most of its well-to-do inhabitants, had been previously
driven away by Sir John of Desmond; the poorer ones — churls,
fishermen, herdsmen, and so forth — had been slain almost to a man
by Pelham and Ormond. Every better house had been gutted by the
first; every cabin burnt by the latter. Now the calm of blackened
walls and absolute ruin had settled down upon everything. No one
remained to be killed, nor was there a single burnable thing left
to burn.

Maelcho wandered in and out of the houses, up
and down restlessly, as though seeking for someone. A dim idea had
been growing up lately in his mind, a sort of half realisation of
what had really happened. It kept flitting in and out of it like a
ghost, sometimes disappearing completely and then suddenly
reappearing. Now for a moment he saw the whole scene, just as he
had seen it with his actual eyesight — the cave full of black
smoke, the huddled dead, everything — then it would fade again, and
everything would become a complete blank. His mind kept fighting it
off and refusing to listen to it; striking it violently aside, as
he might have struck some messenger, who had insisted upon bringing
him evil tidings. It was a lie, he told himself, a bad, lying
dream, such as he had often had. They were alive; he was looking
for them; looking for them everywhere; and if only he looked long
enough and close enough, he should find them yet.

With this idea in his mind, he kept wandering in
and out of all the houses, aimlessly, yet persistently, looking
about him. At last, he stopped upon the threshold of a house, the
door of which stood wide open. The rafters hung in blackened
confusion above his head, and through the holes in the roof, the
clear cold sky of March shone down, a pale remote-looking blue.
Like every other house in Dingle, it had been gutted thoroughly.
The wind swept within it as freely as it did without, but the walls
happened to be still solid and unbroken. It seemed to have been a
decent little abode. There were remnants of furniture lying about,
and in one corner there even stood a black oak spinning wheel,
which by some miracle had escaped the flames, and from which there
still hung a long hank of dark blue wool. It looked as if the
spinner had dropped it from her hands at the instant when she
sprang up to make her escape.

Maelcho looked at all these things carefully; at
the broken roof, at the burnt furniture, but especially, at the
spinning wheel. Ever since he had set foot in Dingle, his lips had
been perpetually forming themselves round a single word, the word
'marbh'.* It was the only word he had uttered since he had
pronounced his own name to Duagh o' Cadhla four days before. Now as
he stood, there it rose again to his lips, as if of its own accord,
and he kept on repeating it over and over aloud. Marbh! Marbh!
Marbh! What did it mean though, and who was it that was dead? he
asked himself suddenly. Was it — could it be — they? No, no, it was
not, it was not, he cried passionately; it was not they! He knew
that it was not! Sitting down upon the doorstep, he put his arms
about his knees and thrust his fingers deep into his ears, shutting
his eyes at the same time, as if thereby to cut off every possible
channel by which that thought could steal into him.

(* Dead.)

Suddenly, as he sat there, he heard a new voice;
a voice it seemed this time really outside of him. He took his
fingers out of his ears and listened intently. It was not a single
voice, he then perceived, but many voices, only they were all
uttering the same word. It was his own word, too, that they were
uttering, 'Marbh! Marbh! Marbh!' over and over in chorus. It echoed
up and down the deserted streets; it came back to him in broken
reverberations from the roofs. He sat up and gazed about him, his
eyes wide with terror. Suddenly, he heard another voice; a voice
different from the rest; a voice that seemed to be coming from
higher up, as if someone were standing upon a housetop and
proclaiming a message from there. “Not dead, only seeming to be
dead.” It grew louder and louder, this new voice; it appeared to
Maelcho to be shouting into his ears, like some great brazen
trumpet. He could hear every word distinctly and could take in the
meaning of each. His mind seemed to spring up to meet the news. He
was still straining every nerve to hear it; still filling himself
with the good tidings, when — suddenly as it had begun — the voice
ceased, and there was nothing more to be heard. The silence seemed
to return instantly. It appeared to fall down and to crush
everything, as a roof might fall and crush those who stood below
it. Maelcho remained sitting upon the doorstep, turning his head to
right and left, expecting every minute to hear something further.
There was nothing further however to hear. No matter, he said to
himself, he knew what it meant; he knew everything! His mind seemed
for the moment to have come back to him, clearer than before, his
perceptions to be brighter and more vigorous than they had ever
been. Suddenly, the thought of the hut upon the cliff flew back
into his mind. It had been on the edge of it several times before,
but he had always pushed it away, with an instinctive feeling that
he did not want to think about that; that he did not mean to go
there. Now on the contrary, something seemed to tell him that that
was the right place to go to. There was where he would find them;
there and nowhere else. Leaping to his feet, he flung a single
hasty glance around him, as if to make sure of where he was. Then
he started away, out of Dingle, straight across the deserted
peninsula, in the direction of Smerwick Bay.

Chapter XXXIV.

The further he went in this direction, the
quicker his pace grew, till it was like the long loping gallop of a
wolf. Now and then, he threw up his head and gazed around him at
the blasted landscape, but without any thought in connection with
it beyond the desire to reach the end of his road as soon as
possible. There was no one to question or to stop him, for the
country was a mere desert.

After a couple of hours, he reached the shores
of Smerwick Bay, coming out nearly opposite to the Fort of Gold, at
the spot where the camp of the invaders had been pitched. Sir
James's unhappy Irish Calais remained just as he had left it. The
ditches half cut, the bastions half made, the drawbridge
unfinished. It stood naked now to the sea and sky. The Spaniards
who had worked at it were gone, most of them by this time dead, and
it stood there, a ruin around a ruin, waiting, with something of an
air of conscious suspense, for that more startling and
world-renowned tragedy of which it was shortly to be the
theatre.

Maelcho passed it at the same long loping gallop
and hastened on till he reached the cliff. Here he got upon the
same narrow track along which he had gone the day that Hugh Gaynard
first fell in with the Geraldines, and again, as on that day, he
paused where a projecting knoll jutted out and glanced down at what
lay below.

It looked just as it had looked then, only that
there were a few more traces of recent habitation. The little
shanty on its weed-covered bracket stood just as he had left it six
months before. The voice of the sea came up in the same hoarse
chorus to his ear; the stream trickled over the brink and slipped,
choking and gurgling, through the shingle to the shore, the gulls
shrieked and hovered. He stood and stared at it all with widely
distended eyes; eyes in which hope and hungry expectation were
beginning to burn.

Suddenly, he started forward at a run and did
not pause again until he stood upon the ledge itself. Nothing
seemed to have been touched here either since he left. Bits of
driftwood lay about, mixed up with scattered moss, spars, and
shells, which he had himself collected for the children. He looked
first at one thing, and then at another; carefully, inquiringly;
his nostrils expanding as a dog's do, when it comes home and looks
for a hand to be put out to welcome it. At last, he went up to the
door, opened it a little way and peeped in, peering first to the
right hand and then to the left. Perhaps they were sleeping, or
perhaps they were round the corner, waiting to pounce out upon him
and thump him lovingly with their soft little hands. He had dreamt
that they were dead, but, thank Heaven, it was only a dream. He
knew better now, he knew that it was only a dream, one of his old,
wicked, lying dreams. They were not dead, they were alive, and he
should see them soon.

He stood still; that look of crazed expectation
deepening upon his face as he remained there. At last, he began to
speak, at first quite low, under his breath, in a tender,
entreating whisper — “Girls! Lady-girls! Eh, my little lady-girls!”
He waited a minute; no answer; then whispered again and waited;
still no answer; then louder and louder, and after that louder and
louder still, till the whole cliff rang with his voice; rang and
rang with his entreaty to be answered. Then he waited again.
Silence! Utter, absolute silence.

Suddenly, he started and looked behind him.
Something was tapping there, tapping against the wall behind the
partition, something which sounded exactly like the touch of small
impatient fingers. Of course, they were there; they always tapped
there when they awoke and wanted him to come to them! With a bound,
he was across the floor and had darted behind the partition.
Nothing! absolutely nothing. Still it went on, that soft sound, so
like the sound of tapping fingers. Outside! Yes, outside! Again he
rushed across the floor, through the door, round the corner of the
hut; his arms open, his big body stumbling against everything it
encountered, his lips trembling, his whole face lit up with hope
and eager expectation.

This time there really was something there, and
something was tapping, he was not mistaken about that. It was a
minute, an almost invisibly minute fragment of driftwood, which had
somehow got caught and suspended to the wall by a string of
bind-weed. Each time a gust came, it lifted it up and sent it
lightly tapping against the wall; then it fell back again and hung
there like a tiny pendulum. As Maelcho stood looking at it, another
push came, and again the fragment of driftwood rose from the wall;
again it tapped lightly twice, and again it fell.

He remained staring at it, doggedly,
unbelievingly; his eyes wide and bloodshot; his face, a minute
before tender and expectant, becoming dangerous and ferocious
looking, as the blood, congealing below the skin, stained it a dull
purple. Suddenly, a fresh roar broke from his throat, a different
one this time, a fierce hollow roar, almost like the bellow of some
wounded bull. Hope and expectation seemed suddenly to give way.
Raised to their highest possible point, they fled, leaving nothing
behind them. Despair overtook him absolutely. It blackened his
whole soul. It turned what a moment before had been a kindly
harmless man into the semblance of some savage devouring beast. A
desire for destruction came over him like a thirst. Flinging
himself upon the hut, he tore the door of it away from its hinges
with a single effort and tossed it, with an exultant shout, over
amongst the gulls below. He did not pause there. With another
shout, he flung himself upon the rest. Stone after stone he pulled
them down and hurled them over into the sea, plucking the rafters
from their places and the clumsy jambs and corner stones out of the
earth. His hands were bleeding and gashed; the perspiration poured
down his face; the wound on his head had reopened, but he never
desisted from his task till of the whole fabric of the shanty
nothing was left but a few logs and a shapeless and scattered heap
of stones. Even those he continued to seize and to fling down one
by one; savagely, exultingly, as he might have flung over some
living foe; conscious only of a single desire, to destroy; blindly,
senselessly, to destroy. At last, exhaustion overtook him suddenly,
and he fell down upon the ground, on the top of the now nearly
naked shelf.

The evening closed in; night came on; the shore
grew formless, full of vague shadows; the stars came out in their
myriads; the sky overhead was stainless; the spell of night and of
silence brooded over the face of the Atlantic. In the distance, the
small red rows of volcanoes smouldered, flared and sank again into
darkness, but Maelcho never stirred. He lay there amongst the
scattered stones, only a shadow amongst the other shapeless shadows
of the place.

Chapter XXXV.

The whole of Munster and the counties
immediately adjoining it had become that year a sort of hell, a
hell for all who belonged to it or had cast in their lot with its
sons. The wail of the forests, the moans of the sea against the
rocks along the coast seemed to be only a sort of chorus and
accompaniment that year to the cries and moans that burst from
every human throat. Why under the circumstances so many survived,
is a far more perplexing problem than why so many died. A certain
number of grains did manage to escape and did make shift to live
till better times dawned; till the sickles were temporarily hung up
upon the walls again, and till another growing and breathing period
had returned.

Maelcho the seanchaí was one of these doubtfully
favoured grains. He continued to live on from week to week, and
from month to month, though why he lived, or how he lived, neither
he nor anyone else could have told. When, six or seven hours later,
he had come back to himself upon the now naked shelf, at Smerwick,
he had wandered away into the night, not knowing why or where. Next
day, pushed by some unexplained instinct, he had turned his steps
towards his own country, towards the big forests of the north-east
of the province, those forests in which he and his master had
fought so long, and in which that master had six months before
perished.

Like some friendly animal, grown savage by ill
usage, he wandered along, day after day, dangerous to meet with.
Day after day, he wandered, and night after night, he lay down to
sleep in some leafy corner or sat crouched, his chin and his knees
together, upon a stone, sleeping heavily, waking at early dawn and
going on again he did not himself know where. Owls hooted at him
from the tree tops, wolves howled, foxes barked, bats squeaked, the
thick darkness of the woods encompassed him like the darkness of a
grave. Sometimes — when the night was clear — a sudden ineffable
shaft of moonlight would peer down at him from between the dividing
branches, touching him with that mild distracting tenderness, which
breaks the heart when other and nearer help or tenderness there is
none. For everything, even his old touch with this outside world,
had gone now from Maelcho. Nature was no longer his friend; the
spell was broken, and he had become a mere waif, lost in an
unfamiliar country; lost to a degree which no man whose mind is
still his own can ever be said to be lost. An immense fog-filled
abyss seemed to yawn eternally around him. He was as lonely as if
no other human being had ever existed.

In this way, turning often back upon his steps,
but upon the whole keeping steadily to the north-east, he arrived,
about a fortnight after he had left Smerwick, in that dense region
of forest land which covered all the lower slopes of the Gaultee
mountains. It was full just then of refugees, who had flocked to it
from the more exposed country round about. The weather was
atrociously bad; storms of wind and rain kept sweeping across the
forest, scourging these roofless vagrants and saturating them to
the very bone. As Maelcho made his way along the narrow paths, he
encountered numbers of such homeless wanderers, many of them women
with children, either on their backs or following in a little group
at their heels. One — a young dark-eyed woman with two children —
stopped and begged persistently of him as he passed; begged of him,
the vagrant, the madman, the starved wanderer without a scrap of
food or anything else for himself.

Maelcho merely stared vacantly at her for a
minute, then passed on, thrusting her aside, as something about
which he knew and cared nothing. The woman, upon this repulse, fell
back, but after a while, she followed him stealthily along the
forest path.

When the evening came, he looked about for some
place to sleep in. He had got into a state of almost complete
apathy about food; he had now been starving so long that it seemed
to be the natural thing to do. Although compared to others his
strength held out, it had ebbed to a point at which existence
became little more than a mere confused dream. It was perhaps
because he was not thinking of it, or because he had no wish upon
the subject, that the means for holding out at least one day more
fell unexpectedly into his hands. As he was entering a thicket, a
rabbit bolted past him; then, scared at his nearness, shot into a
low bank of stones hard by, entering at random into the first hole
it came to.

Mechanically, Maelcho thrust his hands into this
opening and, feeling there a mass of fur, drew out the creature by
its hind legs. So benumbed had grown his wits, so unreal had become
everything that he touched or saw, that he was very near letting it
go again. Some instinct of self-preservation came, however, to the
rescue, but after having killed it with a quick blow across its
neck, he laid it down on the grass beside him and presently fell
afresh into an open-eyed trance, one which lasted this time a long
while. All idea of food and everything else had utterly melted
away.

He was brought back to himself by a shrill
voice, quite close to his ear, a voice seemed to be growing louder
and louder, and which disturbed him with its jarring note. He
roused himself and looked round to see what it was. It was the same
woman he had seen before. She was standing close beside him, having
come noiselessly up over the wet leaves; one of the children was in
her arms, the other was clutching at her skirt, and she was staring
at him with fierce wild eyes, such as an angry ghost might have set
in a scared white face.

“Christ save you, man! Christ save you! Christ
save you!” she kept repeating over and over, running the words one
on top of another and glaring at him the while like a creature
possessed. “Christ save you, and it is a rabbit you have got? Yes,
a rabbit! a rabbit! Oh my God, a rabbit, and it is a rabbit that
might save them yet, might save my little children. Give it me, I
say, this minute, give it me that they may eat it. How dare you
keep a rabbit, when a rabbit might save them? Give it to me, quick,
quick. Is it a fire that you think I am wanting? It is no fire, and
it is no cooking that it wants! It is the meat, the good red meat
that my little children want, my little little children. Look at
them, you man! look at her, look at my daughter! She is only three,
my Dermot there, he is six. A little while ago, he was so strong,
he had such round, stout legs, no woman ever had such a boy, it was
killing me out of jealousy the other women were. Look at them now,
you man! look at them now, I say! Oh my children, my little little
children. Christ save you, Christ save you, dear man, only give me
the rabbit!” Her rage changed suddenly to entreaty, and she fell
down grovelling at his feet.

Maelcho simply remained sitting where he was and
staring fixedly at her. What did she want with him, he asked
himself dully. Through the mist of his brain, her words had not as
yet penetrated, but that her excitement was somehow or other in
connection with the rabbit he did realise, and he turned and looked
at it as it lay there at his feet.

With the pounce of some fierce forest creature,
the woman suddenly snatched up the rabbit from the ground. In a
very few minutes, it was skinned, and fragments of it were being
hastily crammed into the children's months. Seeing his supper fast
disappearing, Maelcho mechanically put out his hand for a piece.
She gave it to him, but grudgingly. In an incredibly short time,
the rabbit had become a heap of red shreds, next, it had vanished,
all but the bones, and even these were picked quite clean. She did
not seem to want to eat herself, all her care was for the children.
The little girl had to be coaxed, but the boy ate ravenously,
falling upon the food and tearing it in pieces with his teeth,
exactly as a starved puppy or young wolf cub might have done.

The excessive violence of the woman, but still
more the sight of the two children, and the boy's eagerness in
eating, had a curiously stimulating effect upon Maelcho's brain,
such as no other sight and no other incident would probably have
had. It awakened him from that trance of imbecility, of sheer
animal muteness into which he was rapidly lapsing. He looked at the
two children now with a deliberate, almost a reasonable expression
in his eyes. The boy was a handsome, large-limbed creature, with
something bold and daring in his bearing, which even starvation
could not efface. No one would have said that he was the child of a
peasant, although his mother plainly was nothing else. The girl was
a pretty, fragile, little child, waxen-faced and pitiful, with the
peculiar pathos of a flower caught in the grip of some cruel and
all-blighting frost.

The seanchaí's starved heart suddenly opened and
went out to these two children. He got up deliberately from where
he was sitting, stretched his hand out to the little girl — her
mother staring hard at him the while — lifted her carefully off her
feet and placed her firmly and quite as a matter of course upon his
shoulder.

“Come!” he said, turning to the woman and
speaking in a tone of authority. “It is not here that they must
sleep. Come!”

She took the other child by the hand and
followed him obediently without a word.

Chapter XXXVI.

Thus at the very moment when he was most bereft,
when he was naked of everything, including his own poor wits,
Maelcho suddenly found himself provided with new objects and once
more for a while with something beside him to love. The heart of
the Child-man opened and took those two little starved wayfarers
into it. It was not very much to fill it with, little more indeed
than a mere temporary stopgap, still it was infinitely better than
such a terrible aching void. It was a boon of Nature's own
providing, and he took it without question or without even as much
as realising that anything had been done for him.

What would probably have struck a saner man —
the additional risk, namely, incurred by linking himself to such a
helpless little group — this he never so much as thought of. The
belief in danger, not as a joke, but as something very real; the
anticipation of death, as an actual and a grimly probable
occurrence, had got deep into the very youngest souls that fateful
Irish summer. But such considerations were not within Maelcho's
ken. All he knew was that here were two children, and that for some
reason or other, he had to look after them. From the moment when he
put the little girl on his shoulder, he took complete charge of
them, just as if he had been actually responsible for them, which
perhaps he believed he was. Their mother seemed to understand this,
for she also accepted the situation, quite as a matter of course.
She was still young and even handsome, despite her emaciation, but
to Maelcho she was simply the children's mother, just as Lady
Fitzmaurice had been his lady-girls' mother, and nothing else. He
hardly indeed took in the fact of her existence, save when he was
absolutely forced to do so. If she spoke to him, he generally shook
his head and muttered vaguely, whereas with the children, he
quickly established a free-masonry, alike of words and signs.

With that memory for places which, once
implanted, even mental decay seems unable wholly to obliterate, he
led them almost directly from the place where he had killed the
rabbit to a spot which he had suddenly recalled as being fitter to
sleep in than where they were, and, after about half an hour's
walking, he stopped abruptly upon the brink of a steep green
hollow.

Below them lay one of those circular cups,
sculptured by standing water, which abound all over Ireland. The
water which once filled it had long gone, and the lower lip of the
cup itself had partially melted, leaving a spoon-shaped cavity,
grooved in all directions by tiny fugitive streamlets. Upon the
steep green sides of this cup, tall beech trees rose sparsely,
their polished trunks, whitened by lichen, rising one above the
other, with something of the precision and symmetry of the pillars
of a temple, or an amphitheatre.

Down one of the steep sides of this cup Maelcho
carried the little girl, threading his way in and out of the tree
trunks till he reached a spot not far from the bottom. Here, upon a
ledge a little way above the floor itself, a sort of human bird's
nest, or rough wigwam of close growing osiers, had at some time or
other been fashioned. Into this he carried the child, doubling
himself in two in order to do so, and laid her upon the floor,
which, though hollow, was at present fairly dry. The woman then
followed with the boy. There was just room for her and the two
little creatures to squat in it, sitting packed together, as
closely as three hares in a single form. Leaving them there,
Maelcho crept out backwards and settled himself outside in his
usual attitude, his knees and his chin close together, and his back
against the trunk of a tree; and so they passed the night.

About ten o'clock, the moon began to creep out.
As it slowly climbed above the cup, the beech trees seemed to grow
taller and larger, till they became perfectly colossal, rising out
of the darkness and towering up into the light, crossed, but not as
yet roofed, by their thinly fledged upper branches. The worst of
the place was that it seemed to be a perfect home and rendezvous of
wolves. They did not, it is true, come down into the cup itself,
but all the night through, they howled unceasingly about its lip,
sweeping round and round in packs. Even when they were beyond the
edges, and therefore quite invisible, fancy conjured up their long
bristling backs, their red hungry jaws, their cruel devouring eyes
and rough staring coats. It was not a visitation conducive to rest,
even in the case of the most hardened of sleepers.

Towards morning, the howling began to abate, as
the evil brutes scented the coming daylight and began to crawl away
to their lairs. Now and then however, a long blood-curdling howl
would still rise, varied by the hooting of owls or the sharp
metallic barking of a fox.

Maelcho had passed the whole night in his
favourite attitude, sometimes sleeping, but oftener staring at the
trees or at the wolves, with moon-dilated eyes. Very early in the
morning, while there was still only a mere wash of daylight, the
woman crept out of her own bur and came and squatted down beside
him, not at first speaking, but looking hard at him, with quick
questioning eyes, as if she had been speculating in the night as to
who he really was, and what his intentions were with regard to her
and her children.

The morning promised well. Birds were beginning
to awake and to dart lightly here and thither through the branches,
with quick cheerful notes and a flutter of many wings. The evil
creatures of the night were all fast disappearing, as the good
things of daylight began to come forward and take up the realm.

Satisfied apparently at last by what she saw in
her companion's face, the woman began to babble. Her talk ran all
upon herself and her own children; she repeated the same things
over and over, always coming back to the children. Maelcho listened
and tried to understand, but words had almost ceased to have any
consecutive meaning to his mind. The only effect of her talk was
that after a while it suggested vaguely to him his own troubles, so
that he began to moan and to rock himself to and fro, like a man in
bodily pain.

The woman stopped and stared at him; then asked
abruptly what ailed him, and whether he had understood what she had
said.

“I hear you, sister, I hear you,” he moaned; “I
hear you, but I hear other things, too, and the other things speak
louder than you do. I hear … voices … children's voices. They are …
they are …”

He opened his eyes widely and looked up at the
green roof overhead, as if someone had spoken to him from the tree
tops.

“No, not there,” he went on, shaking his head.
“No, no; only the trees there; only the poor silly green trees.”
Again he shook his head; his lips quivered, and he locked his hands
helplessly one in another.

“Are your children dead? How many of them were
there? Were they all killed? And your wife, has she been killed?
Who killed her? Did they hurt her much?” his companion asked
inquisitively.

“Not mine, no, no, not mine, they were not
mine.” He paused — recollections were thronging fast, but all so
broken, so terribly confused. “Two little girls, sister. One of
them had hair that long, all made of light gold, you would have
said the sun and the moon had been weaving. The other was …was …
her eyes were — were …”

He looked about him helplessly for a minute, and
then he began to sob; the hard, labouring sobs of a man who is no
longer young.

The woman looked rather sorry for a moment, but
it was evident that she took no particular interest in what he had
been saying. Presently, she began to babble again about herself and
her own children; her word flowing one after the other like the
ripples of a stream and with apparently as little heed as to
whether anyone was listening to them or not.

In this way she told her story. She was the wife
of a herdsman, but the children were — not her husband's. It seemed
that at some time — she did not herself remember when — she had
been carried off by some neighbouring chieftain, the son, brother,
or nephew of her husband's master — her ideas upon the whole
subject were evidently of the vaguest — who had given her a hut of
his own to live in and had visited her from time to time, as the
humour took him. Apparently, neither she nor her husband had
resented the proceeding, perhaps because it would not have mattered
whether they did or not. She told it all perfectly simply. She had
not wished to go, but had accepted it as natural, the sort of thing
that happened to people. What had become of her husband she did not
know. The tiny dimpled girl of three was the master's child, so
also was the sturdy, bold-eyed boy of six. One thing she did know:
her protector, tyrant was dead. He had been killed by some of the
Earl of Ormond's men, who had set fire to his house and destroyed
everyone in it. Upon hearing this, she had fled panic-stricken from
the cabin which he had provided for her and, with her children, had
since then been wandering up and down the country, sometimes for a
while joining some other little flock of women and children, but
oftener going alone. About a week before, she had found herself in
this particular corner of the forest since which time they had been
all three starving quietly.

Maelcho made no comment upon her story, little
of which had indeed penetrated to his mind. They remained where
they were all that day and would probably have remained there for
several consecutive days, but that the following night there came
on a violent thunderstorm, accompanied by deluges of rain. The
lightning played wild fantasias all around the lip of the green
cup; one moment showing the trees up to their smallest twig, the
next leaving everything — hollow and upper level alike — wrapped in
complete and crushing darkness. The wolves were kept at home by the
storm, but that benefit was poorly compensated for by the fact that
under the downpour the hollow flooring of the wigwam became
gradually metamorphosed into a small lake. The little girl with her
mother lay at the back of the wigwam, where the ground was higher
and therefore drier, but the boy, who had been sleeping nearer to
the entrance, awoke in a pool and quickly made the fact known by
his stifled howls of alarm and fury.

Maelcho, who, as usual, was outside with his
back against a beech tree, crept a little nearer and felt in the
darkness for the child's head. Having found it, he lifted him up on
to a small ledge which rose out of the water. The ledge however was
both wet and slippery, and the little boy continued to cry and to
struggle.

“Lie still, little one,” sounded in the deep
voice outside. “I am here. You are safe. Lie still.”

“I am wet and cold! Boo, boo! Boo, boo! I hate
you; I hate everything.” A stifled howl followed this announcement,
half swept away by the lash of the rain.

“Wet and cold! Wet and cold!” repeated the voice
from the darkness. “The beasts are always wet and cold. When I was
little, I was always wet and cold, yet I lived, yet I grew; I grew
big … so big; I walked about like a king. I looked down at
everything — at everything except the trees, the trees were always
taller. I could leap though and fight, and kill; the trees could
not fight or kill. I was better than the trees, though they were
taller. You will be better some day than the trees, little
one.”

The little boy continued to sob, though not loud
enough to have attracted attention. Presently, the little girl
awoke, and hearing him sob, she too began to cry, in a weak,
wailing fashion, very pitiful and distracting to listen to. There
was nothing to be done at the moment, but as soon as the morning
had begun to dawn, and long before the storm was over, Maelcho left
the shelter of his beech tree, mounted one of the sides of the cup,
and having selected the largest of the trees which grew near the
edge, he climbed up it, till he reached the top and could look out
over the rain-beaten forest.

His mind was beginning to work again, in the
only fashion in which it ever did work now. He knew that the
children must not be left where they were, and that it was his duty
to find some other and drier shelter for them. A picture of some
sort was hanging before his mind, only he could not get it right;
it was all blurred and mixed up with so many other pictures, that
all were more or less like it. A vague recollection of some place,
not far off, kept recurring dimly, but whether that place was a
shed or a hollow tree, or a cave, he could not recall.

Climbing to where a great branch stretched out
horizontally, he extended himself along it like a sloth and lay,
sweeping his eyes round and round, and backwards and forwards, over
as much of the forest as he could see. Presently, they were caught
by a very tall fir tree, standing out a little apart against the
skyline, to the left of which stood a coppice of birches,
shouldering one another almost as closely as oat-stalks do in an
oat-field. That coppice carried a memory of some sort for Maelcho,
but what was it? He stared at it; then put his head down against
the branch and thought intently; then looked at it again. Suddenly,
his eyes lit up, and climbing down the tree, he hastened towards
the coppice. In another half-hour, he was pushing his way through
the middle of it.

Here he found what he had recalled, or rather he
found the starting point for it. The coppice seemed at first to be
perfectly blind, but presently a couple of minute paths began to
appear, stretching to right and loft. Stooping down, Maelcho
selected the left-hand one. It led him along a track hardly wider
than a rabbit's run, and so closely over-hung, that he had almost
to crawl in order to follow it. Other tiny tracks strayed away from
it here and there, but the seanchaí kept the main one. He knew now
where it was leading him.

For a time, it seemed to be simply bent upon
confusing anyone who committed himself to its guidance. It was a
true forest tunnel. Now it went up, and now it went down, now it
went right, and now it went left, but always it was tortuous and
agonising to follow. Suddenly, a sort of mouth appeared in it.
Maelcho straightened himself and walked with rapid steps till he
came to what he was in search of. He was now outside the coppice of
birches. The trees here were all firs, most of them very old and
weighted with moss, which in many places hung in great grey wigs
right down to the ground. In the centre of these firs rose a small
rocky mound, in one of the sides of which a barely perceptible hole
appeared. It was stuffed full of leaves and branches, but, upon his
pulling these away, it grew rapidly wider, until it expanded into a
narrow passage, lined upon both sides with solid uprights of stone.
So far back did this passage run, that a man might remain in safety
there, though all his enemies were on his track. Owing to the slope
of the ground, he could remain in very reasonable comfort, might
even venture to light a fire, certain that the smoke would
disappear, long before it had time to attract attention.

With a joyous step, Maelcho hastened back to the
now saturated wigwam, fetched away the two children and their
mother; led them through the forest, under the still heavily
falling rain and along the path in the middle of the coppice, until
he brought them proudly to their new quarters. He had found some
wood-pigeons' eggs the day before, and now he hastened off in
search of more, leaving them to settle themselves. As he pushed his
way through the dripping branches, his face might have been
observed to break every now and then into a sort of momentary smile
or gleam.

Chapter XXXVII.

They remained in this new hiding-place of theirs
for several months. It was almost perfectly dry. Another great
advantage was that from its position surprise was almost
impossible. From the top of the mound you could see in every
direction through the pine trunks, as through some pillared and
windy corridor, right over the lower trees, to the region at the
bottom, across which any assailant must pass in order to get to
them.

The disadvantage was that these merits had the
effect of soon attracting others to the spot. Maelcho was watched
in his goings and comings and was followed, first by a few,
afterwards by more, till the spot became a receptacle for all who
could crowd into it. There was a good deal of room in the cave, but
more came to it than there was room for. That fierce desire for a
hiding-place, which was the absorbing passion of the hour,
naturally begot an equally fierce jealousy of all who were
believed, rightly or wrongly, to have found a better one. The
result was, that the young and weak were apt to get hustled away by
the stronger, the older, and the fiercer. From this fate the
children and their mother were safe as long as Maelcho, or any
other sufficiently powerful protector, was there, but only exactly
so long. The effort to secure food for them was another continual
call upon his energies and drain upon his strength. The forest
abounded with wild animals, rabbits especially popping up in all
directions out of their burrows, but they were difficult to secure.
He was not as expert at snaring or trapping as some of the younger
men were, and the only thing therefore to do was to dig them out of
their holes, at great expenditure of time and labour.

Towards the end of the summer, a new element
came to change what had by that time grown to be the settled habit
of their lives. Returning one day to the cave, with a couple of
rabbits in his hand, Maelcho found a gaunt, haggard-looking man
sitting between his children and their mother. This man, he
gradually came to understand, was the woman's husband, whom she had
not seen for nearly eight years. Let no one imagine for a moment
that this was a sentimental meeting, or that there was any question
on either side of reconciliation or forgiveness; such niceties, if
they had ever existed, were all swept into limbo by the grim
necessities of the hour. It was a new feature however in their
lives, and this Maelcho after awhile began to realise. Little by
little, a feeling began to steal over him that his part in the
children was over. He was no longer indispensable to them, seeing
that there was now someone else, who could do for them what he had
done. More than this, he began to perceive that his absence from
the cave — his own cave, his particular discovery — would be better
on the whole for them than his presence. He brooded over this idea
for two or three days. Then came an afternoon when he drifted
silently away into the forest and was gone. When they came to look
for him, which was not until several hours later, they found a
large supply of nuts and berries, which he had left as a legacy for
the children, but of the seanchaí himself they found no trace at
all. The discreet, the impenetrable forest had simply swallowed him
up.

After this, he wandered about for a long time
alone, meeting other wayfarers, but not again joining any of them.
Five months had now elapsed since he had sat amongst the ruins of
Dingle; since he had heard the voice from the housetop and had torn
the hut upon the cliff to pieces in his rage and despair. They had
been five very busy months in Ireland, though empty enough in that
forgotten corner of it, of which alone he knew anything. The
Baltinglass rising had broken out in June, and this, coupled with
the defeat of the English at Glenmalure in August, had sent a wild
wave of elation across the whole country. Lord Grey, who had come
over as Deputy, had committed serious blunders. Again it was Sir
Nicholas Malby, and Sir Nicholas Malby almost single-handed, who
had stemmed the tide of revolt and, by the mere wind and whiff of
his terrible name, had turned back the waverers into the path of
nominal obedience. Riding post to Dublin the very hour after the
Glenmalure defeat, he had contrived to narrow down what had at one
moment promised to be a general disaster to the very smallest
proportions of which it admitted. The wave of triumph in the more
outlying regions was however for the time irresistible. Seven
hundred Spaniards and Italians had landed a few weeks before at
Smerwick and established themselves in Sir James's old fort. Their
arrival had been hailed as the foretaste of the long promised and
now really coming invasion. Admiral Winter's fleet had sailed for
England a few days before their arrival, so that there was no one
in the south to oppose them. When a few weeks later it was further
reported that Ormond — the detested Ormond — had marched down to
Smerwick fort and turned back again without daring to attack it,
the tide of jubilation reached the highest point which it had
reached since the rising began.

Even in the heart of that forest region in which
Maelcho wandered, the tale of these great doings was being passed
from lip to lip and being swept to and fro in fitful gusts of
exultation. His own realisation of what it all meant was of the
dimmest. Public events, apart from their personal bearing, had
never had much significance for him. Now, they had none at all. He
heard what was said; he remembered it for a few minutes; then he
passed on, and in a little while it had vanished away, as though he
had never heard a word. His whole life had grown to have exactly
that sort of broken and tangled inconsequence, which is the very
woof and fabric of dreamland. Scenes spun past him, hideous dramas
were enacted before him, but not one of them seemed to have any
real grip or actuality for him. Physically he was very much weaker
than he had been six months before, and quite a dozen years older.
On the other hand, he was no longer the two-legged wolf, the
dangerous and homicidal madman that he had been then. Those months,
during which he had again had something to care for, had again
found little voices to prattle to him and little fingers to tug at
his fast whitening glibbe, had dulled the fierce ache which had
brought him to that state. The thirst to destroy, for the mere sake
of destroying, had passed away. His brain had settled into a
quiescent and more completely childish condition. He wandered day
after day, much as some forsaken child might wander, that is sorry
for itself, but does not quite know why. As for the old Maelcho —
as for the old reckless joys of the seanchaí, the old bardic
intoxication, the old pride of life, the vanity of the famous
fighter and hero — all these were gone as completely as though they
had never existed. He was simply now a perfectly harmless, but more
or less crazed being, like many of the peasants, whose
misery-crazed faces met him as he wandered through the forest. To
save his skin a little while longer from the hunters; to pick up
the morsel that would enable him to live through the day then
passing; to find, when night came, some hole into which he could
crawl and sleep; this was all that he was conscious of. Beyond this
narrow, elementary radius he had nothing left to wish for, nothing
left to hope, and therefore nothing left to fear.

Chapter XXXVIII.

It was the 24th of December in the year of grace
1581, and the scene was the middle of the wood of Kilquegg, part of
the same great forest region in which the town of Kilmallock stood,
and which had two years before beheld the famous discomfiture of
Sir William Drury.

In that boisterous ungarnished hall, under the
windy rafters of the sky, almost within hearing of the very bugles
of their enemies, cold, wet, roofless, with a price upon their
heads, and scarce a single morsel to put into their mouths, the
Earl of Desmond and his Countess were keeping their last Christmas
together.

The momentary gleam of the preceding year had by
this time died away, and nothing remained but the recollection of
one more blasted hope; nothing but despair and a position about as
appalling as the imagination can well conceive. Foul to its
friends, and most fair to its foes, had become the fortunes of the
great house of Desmond. Of its boasted seven hundred and fifty
thousand acres of land, not one solitary half acre remained to its
lord. Of the many strongholds, castles, manors, and the rest, not a
shanty was left, not a dog-kennel. Smerwick fort had become a word
of terror, not to Ireland alone, but to all Europe. Of the Earl's
immediate friends and followers, his younger brother was already
dead; the elder, Sir John, was still at large, but his fate was at
that very moment hovering over his head. Nicholas Saunders, the
famous Legate of the Pope, had recently died of want and disease
somewhere on the borders of Cork. Two or three dozen gaunt fighting
men, of whom Maelcho was just then one, and a helpless flock of
starved dependants, was all that the state of the Lord Palatine
could muster. They were all starving together.

Worse than starvation, worse even than the
driving snow and Arctic cold, which was making that winter
memorable in the annals of Ireland, was the sense of irrevocable
doom. The lord of all that forest realm seemed to have been
forsaken by his own natural subjects, the very spirits of the
region having apparently gone over in a body to the side of the
enemy. Reports of evil omens were abundant. Fires were observed to
burn blue. Torches, when stuck in the ground, went unaccountably
out. Wailings, as of creatures in the agonies of death, were heard
amid the branches. It was with a dim notion that some change for
the better might be wrought by His means, that Maelcho had been
brought, almost by force, into this camp of misery. Alas! the
famous seanchaí proved as helpless as any of the other allies of
the Desmond. He was no longer the seer, the wizard, the nature
doctor; he was no longer even the storyteller, who could hold the
wildest audiences rapt and silent, hour after hour, by the mere
magic of his tongue. He was only a poor trouble-crazed man, now,
like any other. His wand was broken, his spirit gone, his very
tongue had ceased to be his own old tongue. When left to himself,
he would sit all day long, absolutely silent, his hands around his
knees, his eyes following first one and then another figure,
puzzled like a child by the crowd, the noise, the unfamiliarity of
these once familiar surroundings.

Only one man, in fact, could be said to have
risen to the necessities of the hour, but then that man was no less
than the rebel Earl himself. His whole nature seemed in those two
years to have undergone a revolution. The chief, whose eternal
vacillation and miserable pusillanimity had been the shame of his
friends and the derision of his foes, had become a sort of Attila.
A fever of activity seemed to burn day and night in his bones. The
latent energy of his race had risen to the top and was showing
itself in ways, some of which might be called heroic, others again
which were simply ferocious. Only a few days before this, four
recreant Geraldines had been brought into camp and then and there
hewn into pieces, every clansman present taking his share in the
deed. Such acts of vengeance were rare, for as a rule the fidelity
of the clan to their chief, despite all temptations to the
contrary, had been marvellous and incomparable. Of late too, under
the still unbroken magic of his name, and especially under the
stimulus of his new and unlooked-for energy, that handful of
half-clad men who surrounded him had become a power, which was
taxing all the forces of the crown and all the energy of its ablest
lieutenants. As in all guerilla warfare, the mode of fighting was
essentially predatory. It was only at night that they could take
the field, but when they did do so, woe betide the favourers of the
English; woe betide all Butlers, or friends of Butlers, upon whom
these gaunt emaciated embodiments of starvation descended. Like
wolves they came, and like wolves they departed, leaving ruin and
death behind them. Their very existence demanded invisibility. They
came, they went, they slew, and they were gone again, before the
startled soldiers, or the scared villagers, had rallied from their
first surprise. The mystery of their proceedings enhanced their
actual doings and raised a cloud of phantom terrors about their
name. Legends grew up. The Desmond — a lame man, as all Ireland
knew, unable for years either to walk or to ride — was reported,
truly or untruly, to be himself the leader of these nocturnal
expeditions. True or false, that vision of the crippled Earl,
carried high upon the shoulders of his followers, or sweeping,
torch in hand, through the snow-filled valleys, became stamped
indelibly upon the imagination of every man, woman, and child of
that generation.

For the war had become a purely tribal one,
waged in the old fashion and for the old objects. Those larger and
more political aspects of it which once loomed so big, had very
nearly disappeared since the fall of Smerwick. Spain and France,
Italy and Portugal — all the Catholic powers banded together — had
practically vanished from the popular eye. Even England and
England's mistress had fallen comparatively into the background. It
was now, as it had always been, the Geraldines against the Butlers,
and the Butlers against the Geraldines. The Geraldines, unfairly
over-matched, beaten and desperate, pent into a corner, but still
fighting furiously; fighting for their name, for their chief, but
above and beyond everything else, for revenge.

Chapter XXXIX.

Christmas was past, and the new year already
beginning to be an old one. The starving camp in Kilquegg Wood had
again broken up. The Desmond had fled away and was terrorising his
enemies from a new standpoint. The months too had fled away. The
cruel snow-enveloped winter had given place to an unkindly spring,
and the spring in its turn to a comfortless, rain-saturated summer.
Lord Ormond was still in command in Munster, but the complaints
against him were growing daily more menacing and threatened soon to
make his position untenable. Some amongst his subordinates were
eager to assure the Council that he was keeping up the war wholly
for the sake of the profit he reaped from it. A far more dangerous
accusation was that the old ineradicable feud between Butlers and
Geraldines was keeping alive the struggle, when, but for this
purely local stimulus, it must long ago have died a natural death.
Sir Walter Raleigh — one of Ormond's most consistent opponents —
never failed to press home this point and was ably supported by Sir
Nicholas Malby and by Malby's brilliant subordinate Fenwick, by
whom most of the reports were drawn up.

“Subdued by a Butler!” In those four words lies
the whole pith, the whole explanation of this latest phase of the
struggle. It was this, and this alone, that kept it alive. All
through that bitter spring of 1582, it dragged on and through the
dark cheerless summer; with unlooked-for bursts of triumph upon one
side, with furious reprisals upon the other, with such unexpected
ups and downs of fortune as could only have occurred in a country,
very easy to overrun, but practically impossible to subdue and hold
permanently.

One consolation was that the evil was felt to be
after all a remediable one! The whole Desmond Palatinate had long
since been escheated to the crown and was being now rapidly cut up
into plots varying in size according to the status or the merits of
the recipient. Each “undertaker,” as his own lot came into his
hands, was bound to get rid of these vegetable enemies of the
Queen, “traitor trees”, as speedily and effectually as his means
admitted of.

A forest covering hundreds of thousands of acres
cannot, with the best will in the world, be disposed of in a
minute. Though the woodcutters were kept at work from dawn till
dusk, some years had still to elapse before nakedness, rather than
leafiness, became the actual note and badge of the land. In the
meantime, the forest was big enough, despite the axes, and into it
still crowded, not only its own inhabitants, but all who from other
and less sheltered regions could contrive to escape to it.

Maelcho was still one of its pensioners. All
that summer, he had remained close under the shelter of its
branches. By the beginning of September, he found himself once more
in the county of Tipperary. The year had apparently repented of its
many perfidies and treacheries, for the miserable, unsatisfactory
summer was dying sumptuously in an exceptionally splendid autumn.
Far and near, the trees were bedizened with every hue that a
painter could combine. Not the trees alone, but the very ground
itself had become gorgeous, immense fungi, born of the damp and
flushed by the sudden warmth, covering every inch of it. With the
exception of his short and enforced stay in the camp of Kilquegg,
Maelcho had been all this time alone, and alone he still wandered,
day after day, over this jewel-sprinkled ground and under this
gold-bedecked canopy. Late in the afternoon of a day that he had
been thus wandering aimlessly since the Earliest dawn, he came to a
halt in the middle of a small ravine, the bottom of which was
littered with big stones. Having seated himself upon one of these,
he remained for a long time, staring vaguely before him into the
forest.

It had been another lovely day. Even now at six
o'clock in the evening, the splendour was only slowly dying out of
the sky and still showed between the trees, filling the whole
background with something of the sober splendour of some great,
though partially ruined, church window. The rock upon which Maelcho
sat had another and a larger one above it, overlapping it in the
fashion of a menhir. There was just space between the two for a man
to bestow his body in. As night came on, the seanchaí simply
retreated into this sort of natural dog-kennel and sat crouched
upon the ground, looking out between the two stones and waiting for
sleep to visit him.

The moon rose presently above the trees, giving
to the scattered rocks the air of a big neglected graveyard. From
his stony kennel, he could see miles away, as it seemed, into the
forest, which looked vacant. But surely, at that very moment
something was moving slowly along the top of the ridge which
overlooked his ravine? He fixed his eyes upon the spot and waited.
Presently, from behind one of the moon-streaked trunks, something —
a living creature, a skeleton-like object clothed in white, passed
into sight and advanced along the ridge. After it came another,
equally white, equally skeleton-like object, and then another, and
another, slowly emerging out of the darkness, until there were no
less than twenty mysterious figures, all clad in white robes, which
seemed to hang like shrouds about them, and all moving along just
within the glimpses of the moon.

Who and what were they? Maelcho merely sat
between his stones and gazed at them; with a little more wonder
than if they had been a company of white owls, but not with a great
deal more. That they were dead men, or ghosts of some sort, he had
not a doubt, but what then? What could be more natural? He had seen
so many ghosts in the last two years, was a ghost himself for all
practical purposes. That a party of dead men should be strolling
about in the moonlight, at such a place and at such a time, seemed,
on the whole, a far more probable event than that a company of live
ones should be doing so.

Under the cold white drizzle of moonlight the
line of white objects drew nearer and nearer, till now they were
quite close to where he sat. Suddenly, it became evident that they
on their side had seen him, for the foremost ghost stopped dead
short, the result being that the one next to it instantly overtook
it, and, the others doing the same, in a minute there was a dense
cluster of ghosts, all packed one behind the other, and all gazing
down at Maelcho with hollow moon-filled eyes.

Maelcho remained perfectly still for another
minute. Then, with an impulse of breaking through the spell, he
sprang to his feet, shouting hoarsely and waving his arms in the
air, as he might have done to scare away a flock of birds. In an
instant, the whole flock of white figures had scattered in all
directions, uttering shrill cries, and each endeavouring to escape
separately. One of the flying ghosts tripped in its fright against
a tree root and falling violently to the ground, pitched head
forwards into the hollow and lay there, uttering lamentable cries
for aid.

As a hawk pounces upon a pigeon, so Maelcho
pounced upon it, picked it up, shook it and turned it towards the
moonlight. The moonlight lit up the thin wizened face and shaven
crown of a very old monk, half dead from terror. For a minute,
Maelcho continued to hold him. Then it seemed to dawn upon him what
his prisoner was, for he relaxed the tightness of his grasp.
Smoothing down the ghost's robe, once more he set him upon his
feet.

The rest of the flying figures had meanwhile
paused, and two of them had ventured to turn back and were at that
moment peering cautiously into the hollow.

“Brother Malachi! Brother Malachi! Are you
alive, Brother Malachi?” came presently in quavering accents from
above.

A squeak, like the squeak of a mouse caught in a
trap:

“I live, my brothers, truly, I believe I live
still,” came, in trembling and all but inaudible accents, from the
hapless one below.

“God be praised, he is alive!” was reported to
the rest by the two pioneers.

Then another and still more adventurous monk
advanced from the main body and peered right over into the hollow,
but started back at sight of the dark figure, in whose grasp
Brother Malachi appeared to be engulfed.

“Oh! Oh! What is that which is holding you?
Speak, Brother Malachi, what is it?” he cried tremulously.

“I don't know, my brother, verily, I don't know.
My eyes are closed, lest they should behold some evil thing.
Nevertheless, it begins to seem to me that it may be only a man;
only a poor sinful man like ourselves.”

Unlikely as such a supposition seemed, it was
beginning to gain ground with the other monks also, since a demon
would evidently long ere this have torn poor Brother Malachi to
pieces and departed into the darkness.

“Speak to it, brother.”

“No, brother, you; do you question it.”

At last, the same bold brother who had spoken
before advanced to the very edge and peered over.

“Wha-a-a-t are you?” he asked falteringly.

Maelcho rubbed his hand over his brow. That was
a question which always awakened the strangest thoughts in him,
which always gave him a topsy-turvy feeling of not being, what yet
he knew he was. At last, however, his own name rose to his lips,
and he uttered it aloud.

Evidently, it was not unknown amongst that
ghostly fraternity. “Maelcho!” “Maelcho!” and next “Brother
Michael!” “Brother Michael Galbraith,” passed from mouth to mouth.
What connection there was between these two names was not
explained, but the same brother who had stepped forward before
advanced again, this time into the open moonlight, and addressing
Maelcho, made him understand that they wished him to follow them.
Without knowing why they wished him to do so, or where he was to
go, with his usual dull acceptance of anything that was suggested,
Maelcho did as he was told and leaving the hollow, mounted to the
ridge. They set off together in the same direction in which the
ghosts were advancing when they had caught sight of him.

They walked on through the scattered tree trunks
— twenty white ghosts and one black one. It was tolerably clear of
undergrowth, but the masses of boulders obliged them to keep in
Indian file and delayed their advance. Now and then, one of the
younger monks would diverge a little from the straight line, in
order to examine some snare laid for the rabbits or to collect
armfuls of dry leaves, which seemed to be one of the objects of
these nocturnal excursions. After walking for about an hour, the
ground began to rise, and they presently found themselves
confronted with a long low cliff of limestone. This they followed
for some distance along the foot, until they came to where a narrow
fissure opened in it. Through this fissure the monks passed one by
one, Maelcho submissively following them.

It became pitch-dark the minute they got inside,
the steep rock-walls on either hand cutting off the rays of
moonlight, which had hitherto kept them company. Sometimes, they
stumbled over slimy boulders or across leg-breaking holes in the
ground; sometimes, their feet were in water, or they were caught by
bushes, sticking out of the ledges. After a couple of sharp twists,
a red light broke suddenly upon their eyes as they turned a corner.
It came from where the side of the fissure ended abruptly, leaving
a hollow space at the bottom, from the low arch of which a row of
enormous stalactites hung down a yard or more, and below which the
light flowed out, making a red quivering lane of the pools, which
stretched to their feet. It proved to be the merest flicker of
light, only a bit of lighted bog-wood stuck in the ground, but by
comparison with the utter blackness they had been wading through,
it seemed vivid and even blinding. Behind, sharply defined by it, a
small white figure rose from a heap of straw, stretching out a pair
of thin eager hands and hailing the new-comers in a voice which,
though hollow and broken with coughs, seemed so curiously,
unaccountably joyous, that it startled the ear almost more than the
red illumination had done the eye. Even Maelcho's dulled and frozen
wits were roused by it. It awoke in his mind the once familiar, but
now all but utterly forgotten, sense of welcome and home-coming. It
seemed to be addressed to him personally, that eager friendly
voice, so human and so kindly.

Chapter XL.

Unlike the former and artificial cave, which
Maelcho had shared with the children, and which was fairly dry, the
one in which he now found himself literally ran with moisture. From
every stalactite and from every inch of the surface of the
limestone, the drops fell heavily. In some places, they ran in a
steady stream, which had worn a regular channel along the floor. In
others, the drops gathered at first slowly, imperceptibly, till,
growing larger and larger, the force of capillary attraction was
overborne, and they fell to the ground with a thud that was like
the precursors of a thunder-storm. The whole atmosphere was charged
with moisture. It seemed to reach the lungs like one of those dense
mountain clouds into which a traveller strays accidentally and
emerges, feeling as if he had been wading through a stream.

In the driest corner lay the sick monk, Michael
Galbraith. His bed consisted of a little straw; covering a heap of
withered leaves, of which a fresh supply had that night been
brought in, not, as the next day showed, before it was needed, for
the old supply was in many places worn completely through, by the
movements of his fevered body, so that the ribs of the stalagmite
floor were laid entirely bare.

Upon being told who Maelcho was, he had
testified the liveliest satisfaction, repeating his name again and
again with the same joyous intonation of welcome, which had almost
brought tears to that poor, seldom welcomed vagrant's eyes. It
seemed indeed to be the little monk's way to greet everyone and
everything with the same friendliness. He was like a man who, out
of the superabundance of his own extraordinary good fortune, cannot
help overflowing and bestowing a share of it upon all who came
within his reach. His little form shook with sociability, and his
fevered eyes sparkled joyously in their sockets every time anyone
approached to speak to him.

And yet, this was no easy bed upon which he was
lying! For hours of the day and night, his cough never seemed to
cease for a single instant. Like the drip of the water, the sound
of it seemed to be part and parcel of the place he inhabited; to
pervade and to fill every corner of it. His own cheerfulness,
however, never flagged. He possessed a small wooden cross, not a
regular crucifix, merely two bits of wood nailed together, the
angles of which were almost worn away by the perpetual clutch of
his fevered fingers. When the fits of coughing overtook him, he
would strain this cross tightly, holding it before his eyes, and
seemingly his whole body drew strength from it, as from an elixir.
Even when apparently at the last gasp, his clutch never relaxed,
nor yet that eager look of expectation which shone in his eyes. It
was not a look of resignation or of piety, so much as of simple
pleasure and anticipation; the look of a man who grasps some
infallible specific, which he has only to drain to the uttermost,
and all will go well with him.

He was dying rapidly, as everyone, including
himself, knew perfectly well. It was not a question of months or
weeks, but of days, or rather hours. Whether he would last through
the day then passing; whether he would die at night, or in the
daytime; above all whether he would for a certainty die before they
were forced, as they soon would be forced, to fly to some new
retreat; these were matters that were continually debated before
him, with elation on his own part, with something very like
conscious envy on the part of the other brothers.

A rough bench, made of two logs of wood, laid
together and supported at the ends, had been set in the mouth of
the cave, and it was upon this his days were chiefly spent. When
free from the clutch of his tormentor, he would amuse himself with
a thousand trifles. Now it was the birds, that came hopping in and
about the ravine; now perhaps the moths, which flitted like ghosts
round the cave; now again some big bumble bee, humming past with an
air of prodigious importance. If one of the brothers slipped in
their comings or goings through the ravine, or if the new comer's
big form got wedged between the masses of stalagmite in the cave,
then his laughter rang out, filling the whole gloomy place with its
feeble friendly sound.

To Maelcho, all this was a mystery, but unlike
most inexplicable things it awoke in him a feeling of interest and
sympathy, such as no grown person's sayings or doings had done
since his troubles began. In the days that followed, a fast
friendship sprang up between these two. Maelcho would sit for hours
at a time at the mouth of the cave, his eyes fixed on the small
face beside him, his arms as of old about his knees, but with a new
look in his face, the look of a dumb creature, into which something
of a human soul is coming by sheer force of companionship. As on a
former occasion, he had gone on repeating the word “dead,” so now
it was the kindred word “dying” which kept rising to his lips, only
this time it was not uttered lamentably, rather in a tone of eager
inquiry, varying the accent and staring hard each time at his new
friend, as if he were trying to understand what it was that made
dying seem such a pleasant process. Whenever he did so, Michael
Galbraith would lift up his head for a moment to nod and smile, as
one nods at a child, who goes on repeating something which everyone
knows, and which no one is in the least danger of forgetting, but
which is, after all, always pleasant to hear repeated.

“Yes, yes, friend Maelcho,” he said one
afternoon, when his cough was less troublesome than usual. “Yes,
yes, friend Maelcho; yes, yes, poor, big Maelcho — dying, dying!
Ah, it is a fine thing, a very fine grand thing, I can tell you,
friend Maelcho, to be dying. When you live, when you do not know
how long you may have to live; ah! then the days stretch out before
you — such long days, and so full of hunger, and of cold, and of
all sorts of trouble. You rack your poor head; you say to yourself,
'Should I do this, or should I do that, or how will it be if I do
so?' You worry it! Dear dear, how you do worry it!”

He stopped to rap his own shaven crown with an
air of amusement. “Poor head! poor, silly, old head!” he went on,
looking up at Maelcho and laughing. “But when you know that you are
dying quickly — quite quickly, friend Maelcho — when you know that
in a little while, a very little while; in two days, perhaps, or
three days, you will be off away, out there — out of it all — then
you sit at ease; then you rub your hands; then you say to yourself,
'Ha! ha! my good brothers, now you go and see to this and that; now
you worry your poor heads; now you ask yourself how this and that
is to be done! No more of such work for Michael Galbraith! Brother
Michael Galbraith is taking his holiday! Brother Michael Galbraith
is going home! Brother Michael Galbraith is standing outside of a
door that is opening slowly, very slowly, but soon it will be wide
enough, and then he will dart through.'”

He stopped to cough and lay back a minute, then
went on, though with more difficulty.

“And the best of it all, friend Maelcho, the
best of it all, poor big friend Maelcho,” he whispered
confidentially, “is, that no one can stop you. The more they try,
the less they can. You could not stop me, and the brothers could
not stop me, and all the strongest men in Ireland, and all the
Queen's soldiers, with their swords and guns, couldn't stop me. The
more they tried, or the worse they used me, the quicker I should
go. Phew! Phew! I away like the birds when you try to catch hold of
them. And the hunger, and the cold, and the rest — all helping,
friend Maelcho, all helping! Helping! Off! Away!”

He clapped his hands suddenly together and
looked up at the lane of blue sky above his head with an air of
mischievous triumph.

Maelcho listened like a child, understanding
after a fashion, not exactly the words, but still something. Even
in his best days, religious teaching had practically had no meaning
for him. “Going to Heaven,” for instance, meant going to some
country where, his master first, and all the greater Geraldines
afterwards in due order, would be lords and chiefs, just as they
had been in Munster; chiefs under the special charge of the Pope
and the saints, no doubt, but certainly not where any inferior
person could dream of being upon an equality with them. If not very
open upon this side, his mind, or rather his instincts, had been
open enough on another. He was an idealist, as all his race are; it
was in his blood, as it is in the blood of everyone of them. Born
clansman, too, and practically serf though he was, the idea of
freedom, of getting away somewhere into the open — “Phew! Away!” —
as the little monk said, had always been a favourite one with him
and of late had returned to him often, only in a new fashion. He
had felt it about all these dead creatures — dead men, dead women,
dead children, dead animals — of which he had recently seen so
many. They were free; they were out of it; they had got into some
country where nobody could do anything more against them; they had
even triumphed after a fashion, the only fashion in which it was
open to anyone to triumph in those days in Ireland. These dumb
notions of his, coming back to him now from the friendly lips of
the little monk, took hold of his mind and filled it. They did not
exactly disperse the clouds, but they remained there in spite of
them.

There was no time for any more such talks, for
two days after Michael Galbraith died suddenly, so suddenly and so
peacefully, that the brothers had hardly time to be summoned to his
side before the end came. He died in the nick of time, too, with an
appropriateness which he himself would have chuckled at. The
brothers were actually still gathered around the bench upon which
his body lay, when a terror-stricken messenger ran in to tell them
that their hiding-place was discovered; that soldiers from the
nearest military station were then on their way to it and would be
there for a certainty that evening.

It was a very trembling band that remained
staring at one another, after the messenger, having told his tale,
had torn frantically away down the ravine and disappeared. Maelcho,
who was a little way back from the rest, stood listening to their
talk, turning his piteous eyes from one speaker to another: not
fully understanding what they said, yet managing in his own way to
pick up the sense of it. He understood that they were debating how
to keep the soldiers from following at once upon their track. If
they found the cave empty, they would certainly be after the
fugitives without a minute's delay, whereas, if even one monk was
found there, it would cause a delay, and the rest might escape.
Death, bloody and speedy — or perhaps not so very speedy — would
assuredly be the lot of the one that tarried, and it was just the
realisation of this fact that was blanching the cheeks and
loosening the knees of the brothers. The younger monks especially
looked hard at one another. There was not a coward amongst them, or
they would not have been where they were, but misery and
starvation, instead of making death seem easier, made its
approaches — as often happens — appear only the uglier and the more
unfaceable. The work of selection, too, was ghastly and daunted
them. Who was to go, and who was to stay, and how was that choice
to be made?

By a common impulse, they turned and looked at
Brother Michael, as he lay there, his white face serene and
cheerful, as it had always been, and even a faint pucker of his
habitual air of amusement lingering about the comers of his mouth.
Then they turned again and confronted one another; each man reading
his own thoughts written out plainly in his neighbour's eyes.

Suddenly, a deep voice — one with which they
were hardly acquainted — rose from the shadowy corner of the
cave.

“Go, my brothers,” it said; “go! go! We will
stay — he and I — only he and I. Go! Go!”

The monks all started and turned simultaneously
to the spot where Maelcho was standing. Then a wave of relief shot
through the cave, and the eyes again met one another, but this time
they were the eyes of men reprieved. No hesitation was felt about
accepting the offer. To have shown any would have been regarded as
impious, seeing that so unlooked-for a deliverance could have been
designed only by Providence itself. The details were quickly
settled. If the big, half-witted seanchaí was to remain in their
place, it was quite clear that he must be made to appear like one
of themselves.

One of the tallest of the monks rapidly stripped
off his own white gown; a heavy white cucullus was folded round
Maelcho's shoulders, and a cowl drawn close about his grizzled
glibbe. In a twinkling, the fighting clansman had become to all
appearances mild brother so-and-so, just a dull-witted monk, like
any other. This transformation made, there was no further reason
for delay. With barely a word of farewell, with just a faint
feeling of compunction, which perhaps choked back that utterance,
the monks gathered up their few valuables — their one or two
relics, their few church necessaries — and stealing down the wet
ravine, disappeared silently one by one. Only one of them — Brother
Malachi, the oldest of the whole community — paused at the corner
and lifting up his wrinkled hands, held them aloft for a moment in
an attitude of benediction. Then he, too, turned, and toddled after
the rest.

A good many hours passed, after the sound of
their sandal-shod feet had died away in the ravine, and still the
soldiers delayed. Maelcho sat upon the ground, huddling his
unfamiliar white clothes clumsily about him. Now and then, he would
lift his eyes to the shrouded form beside him or higher up again to
where a little train of pink clouds was passing slowly along the
lane of sky. The bushes sprouting from the cracks had turned yellow
and hung like faded flags from the sides of the cliff. For hours
the silence remained unbroken. The dead monk with his smiling face;
the narrow strip of sky overhead; the pools reflecting the line of
clouds; these appeared to make up the whole world, so far as there
was any world visible.

It was nearly dark before the silence was at
last broken by a sound of footsteps; at first heard far off and
deflected by all the twists and turns of the passage, but coming
steadily nearer. Tramp; tramp; tramp; tramp, like some steadily
approaching tread of doom. Had Maelcho been as he once was, he
would long before this have piled up every stone in the passage,
would have heaped rock upon rock and sod upon sod, would have
mounted to the top and would have died, when die he must, with a
last good taste of fighting in his mouth. So changed was he, that
such an idea never even occurred to him. The fighting instinct
seemed to be dead in him; as dead as in the dead monk beside him.
He simply sat and waited for them to come and take him. The
soldiers were turning the last corner, and the blue and red of
their uniforms had begun to shine in the pools, when the wooden
cross which had been laid against Brother Michael's breast,
suddenly slipped from its place and fell to the ground. Maelcho
quietly stooped down and picking it up, hid it in his own gown.

It was a great disappointment to the soldiers
when, upon rushing down into the cave, they found, instead of
twenty monks, only two, and one of those two a dead one. Happily
for the brothers, it was too late for further pursuit that night.
Other prisoners had been taken in the course of the afternoon,
which had caused a considerable delay. After a short consultation,
it was decided to spend the night in the cave and to start as early
as possible next morning with their prisoners, of whom there were
six already, Maelcho making the seventh.

It was not till they were actually starting the
following morning that it was discovered that the one monk whom
they had succeeded in catching was, after all, an impostor. Then a
little rough handling sufficed to displace the cowl, showing no
tonsured head, only the ordinary tangled glibbe of a kern. The
discovery naturally produced an explosion of wrath on the part of
the soldiers, and, but for the positive orders they had received
that all prisoners were to be brought in alive that day, the sham
monk would undoubtedly have expiated his deceit then and there. He
was driven along under a rain of blows, which never ceased all the
time they were marching back to the camp.

It was a long, troublesome march, the tracks
through the woods being even more obscure than usual, owing to the
masses of dead leaves and withered bracken which covered them.
Maelcho was tied to a lad, who seemed to be an idiot, for his mouth
remained continually open, and every time he had to turn, he
uttered a short foolish laugh, something like the bark of a dog. At
a sudden turn in the path, they came upon a party of women and
children sitting in a hollow, just where the soldiers and their
prisoners would have to pass. Seeing them, the women shrieked
wildly and, picking up their children, fled precipitately. One
little creature — hardly more than a baby — was overlooked in the
confusion and remained sitting alone in the centre of the track,
its small brown toes stretched to the comfortable sunlight.
Maelcho, who happened to reach it first, tried to push it aside,
but at the approach of his roped hands, it drew back and staggering
to its feet, tottered a few paces; then, with a baby cry, half of
fright and half of anger, it fell down into a cushion of ferns and
heather, just out of reach of the party tramping by.

The soldiers laughed, and one of them pointed
his bill at it, but only by way of a joke. The clean steel shone
brightly in the sunlight within a few inches of its face, but the
baby did not seem to mind it. Probably, it was a full month since
it had seen naked steel so close to its eyes before, for after a
momentary start and wince, it began to laugh, the round
speedwell-blue eyes looking up out of the small brown face, as if
pleased by this glittering object so suddenly presented to their
notice. And with that they passed on and left it sitting by itself
and still laughing, amongst the withered bracken.

Chapter XLI.

In spite of their haste, it was nearly two
o'clock in the afternoon before they reached the quarters of the
officer, just then temporarily in command of this part of the
district. There was no village here, but a considerable number of
rough plank sheds had been run up for the soldiers, whose main
business at present was to watch over the wood-cutting. These sheds
stood now by themselves in the middle of quite a wilderness of
stumps and fallen trees; all this part of the forest having been
already cut down, and its late monarchs lying about over the ground
in every attitude of defeat and discomfiture.

Having been taken at a different time from the
other prisoners, Maelcho upon his arrival was separated from them
and tied up by himself. Probably to save the trouble of watching
him, or, perhaps, by way of punishment, he was tied up so tightly
and in such a constrained attitude, as to force his body and limbs
into unnatural proximity to one another. It was an attitude of
which every minute's delay increased the suffering, till it became
all but unendurable. He was not kept very long waiting, for the
officer in command was no other than Lieutenant, now Captain
Fenwick, and as conscientious as ever in the despatch of business.
He came out of one of the wooden sheds, accompanied by a younger
officer, who had recently arrived from England. Having summoned a
corporal and guard, they proceeded to make a tour of
inspection.

The other prisoners did not delay them long,
being mere peasants, from whom no information of any sort was
likely to be obtainable. Accordingly, the two officers presently
walked on to where Maelcho lay by himself amongst the fallen trees,
his face, distorted by the pain of his bonds, upturned to the
afternoon sunlight. While the circumstances of his capture and of
his audacious pretence of being a monk were being related, Captain
Fenwick kept looking at him, with his peculiar air of alert and
keenly observant curiosity.

“Lift him,” he said, with a glance at one of the
soldiers.

The man tried to obey, but, having dragged the
prisoner to a sitting posture by main force, the tightness of his
bonds made it impossible for him to be kept there, and he subsided
once more, with a groan, upon the ground. Captain Fenwick began to
get a little impatient. The day had been an unusually busy one;
many things pressed to be done; he expected Sir Nicholas Malby
himself to arrive that evening; there was really no time to give up
the whole afternoon to trying a single and evidently quite
unimportant prisoner.

“Stir him with your bill,” he said, in his tone
of quiet authority. “We must teach the fellow to hold himself.”

The soldier did as he was desired and made a
thrust with his bill at Maelcho's side. It was not a very deep
thrust, nor was it given with any specially malicious intent,
certainly with no more pleasure in the infliction of pain than a
boy finds who strikes at a horse when it is struggling to rise. But
from the position in which the prisoner lay it, it did inflict a
very great deal of pain; so much that it seemed for the moment
literally to divide body from soul, to pierce right through the
outer shell and casing to the innermost spirit within.

Under the stimulus of this pain, a curious thing
happened to Maelcho. His mind, which had strayed from him so long
and so far, seemed suddenly to return; all those clouds, by which
he had so long been encompassed, to roll back and to disappear. He
was awake at last, as he had not been for years past, as he had
perhaps never been in his whole life before. With a sudden
realisation of what was taking place, he looked up, knowing
perfectly where he was, and what had befallen him. He was caught;
the end, so long delayed, had come; there was no doubt of that. It
was not upon this obvious fact that his mind, however, lingered.
Like an arrow from the bow, it flew back to the past, to the old,
the well-beloved past. He was once again Sir James Fitzmaurice's
seanchaí; he was again with them, with his own little lady-girls.
Again he walked beside them; again he played with them; again he
heard their prattling voices, and as clearly as he had ever done in
his life. The joy of this realisation was so intense, that
everything else melted before it, yet it was only part of the
curious transformation which had overtaken him. It was a state in
which neither pain nor bonds had any further existence. He could
not himself have said whether he was in pain or not. He was free,
and that was all that mattered; free of everything and everybody,
including even his own poor crazy self. It was as though the poet
within him had escaped for a moment from its life-long imprisonment
within the serf, the savage, the more or less madman. The prick of
the bill had done it! He had won! He had escaped. It was the same
sense of freedom, the same sense of escape and emancipation that
Michael Galbraith had felt and had talked to him about in the cave.
He knew all about it now; he too had got hold of it, and no one
would ever be able to take it away from him. He was free! The very
sky overhead seemed to be ringing and tingling with the news. He
had got beyond them all; beyond his enemies, beyond his master's
enemies; beyond their hatred, beyond even his own hatred, for what
was there left for him now to hate?

Looking up, he saw the brilliant hazel eyes of
the young English commander gazing at him with an expression of
curiosity, and he looked back at him with a smile. It was a strange
wild smile, one in which that feeling of freedom and exultation
shone and pierced unmistakably.

Captain Fenwick drew his head back, as if a wasp
had stung him. The look that had met his from under that tangled
grey glibbe was the very last he would have expected to see there.
Hatred, in its wildest, most frantic manifestations; hatred and an
impotent desire for revenge he was prepared to see, and, as a
student of fallen humanity, rather interested in seeing. Such a
look as this, however, was quite outside the range of his
calculations and was therefore annoying.

“Take him away,” he said, straightening himself
and carefully suppressing all signs of irritation. “Take him to the
edge of yonder forest, corporal, and deal with him there. 'Tis a
warning which some of our wood-cutting rascals stand somewhat
peremptorily in need of.”

“Clearly the fellow was either mad or drunk, and
in either case to delay further to examine him were but to waste
our time to no purpose,” he observed to his subordinate, as they
sauntered back together towards one of the sheds. They paused for a
minute before entering it, to glance at the group of soldiers, who
were beginning to move in the direction of the forest, their
prisoner in their midst, and their calivers gleaming suggestively.
Turning suddenly with a confiding gesture to his companion and
laying his hand lightly for an instant upon the younger man's
shoulder, Fenwick said, with that charm which, when he chose to
exert it, few could exert better, and very few had ever been known
to resist:

“Faith,. Davison, I can see that you — being new
to this miserable country — regard our methods of justice as
savouring just a little of the arbitrary! Nay, man, trouble not
yourself to deny it,” he added with a smile. “I was reflecting how
that 'tis often the better or at any rate the less brutish
qualities of our enemies from which we draw our largest profit, and
that 'twas a fair alms for us overtaxed commanders that these
rascals possess, unlike our own churls, a singular sort of
sensitiveness of body, which makes death to them a very much more
terrible matter if only it comes in some new and unlooked-for
guise. 'Twas Sir Nicholas who first perceived this truth and has in
consequence given orders that all prisoners taken in his district
within the next two months be shot and not hanged. He upholds that
it is the noise and general blusterousness of the method which so
scares them; not alone the man about to be shot himself, but — what
is of far more profit — those of his own sort and breeding, who are
forced to stand by and look on.”

The corporal to whom this experiment in the art
of punishment had been confided — no other than the famous
grumbler, Tom Gallop, recently promoted to that rank — having
loosed his prisoner's bonds, was meanwhile hurrying him along to
the edge of the forest, which had now retreated nearly a mile from
the line of wooden sheds. They had already crossed more than half
the cleared space and were getting close to where the woodcutters
were at work, when they were met by a troop of horsemen, advancing
rapidly from the opposite direction. At their head rode a young man
in the dress of an officer, who checked his horse for a moment and
turned to look at the party of soldiers hurrying along, with the
grey-headed prisoner in their midst.

It was Hugh Gaynard, who was returning from an
expedition in search of forage. With a vague feeling that the face
of this young officer who had reined in his horse near him was
somehow familiar, Maelcho looked up, blinking his eyes and trying
to remember when or where he could ever have seen it. Suddenly, a
flash of recognition flew across his mind, bringing back to his
face for a moment the old, friendly look of the seanchaí. Then Hugh
Gaynard recognised him, recognised the look, that is to say, for he
would not in the least have recognised the man himself. He started
and seemed to be upon the point of addressing him, but apparently
changed his mind. Having beckoned over the corporal, spoke to him
for a moment in a tone of authority, then, putting spurs to his
horse, he rode hastily on in the direction of the camp.

Corporal Gallop marched on again with an air of
exasperation.

“The Captain is as like to respite a condemned
rebel as I am to spare my dinner, when it gets amongst my back
teeth,” he muttered to the soldier nearest him.

In spite of this grumbling, he was quite aware
that he would have to do as he was told, for Hugh Gaynard's
position was a very different one now from what it was when we last
followed his fortunes. Every month since then had seen him rising
steadily in his superior's favour; every month had seen him gaining
standing and reputation as a capable, painstaking officer. His
intimacy with Fenwick was as close as ever, with a good deal closer
flavour of equality about it. With Fenwick at his back and Sir
Nicholas Malby behind Fenwick again, there was very little fear but
that his fortunes would rise quite as rapidly and to quite as
imposing a height as his best friends could desire. So rapidly, in
fact, had both young men been advancing of late, that it needs no
very great courage to predict that, not alone would Sir Henry
Fenwick, but in all probability Sir Hugh Gaynard also, would be
serving the Queen before a great many more years had passed over
their heads.

Chapter XLXII.

From this point the forest was still a forest
and went sweeping joyously away, in one great unbroken billow of
greenery. Blue smoke curled against the yellowing trees; the steady
“chip, chop, chip” of the axes rose in an even rhythm; the bare
limbs and multitudinous rags of the woodcutters bending over their
work; the soldiers in their stained red and blue uniforms,
strutting about or collected in knots over the ground; the cleared
space in front; the still unconquered kingdom of trees stretching
away behind. The little boy, the “Dicky Dimmock”, was at that
moment playing about in the middle of a great heap of chips and
looking remarkably at his ease in an extraordinary little garment,
all blue at the back and red in the front, made up of stray scraps
of military cloth, which Gregory Gibbs' own clumsy fingers had
contrived to sew together for him.

Seeing this new body of soldiers arrive with
their prisoner, he deserted the wood-chips and went a little
nearer, in order to see what they were going to do with him. Hugh
Gaynard having given directions that the culprit was not to be
executed at once, Corporal Gallop had him secured upon his arrival
to one of the fallen trees, multitudes of which were lying about
over the ground. There were so many soldiers present, and the
prisoner himself seemed so little disposed to try to escape, that
it did not seem worth while to tie him up very tightly again. He
was merely secured with a rope about his waist and another round
his neck, the ends of which were attached to the fallen tree, and
he was left by himself, while the soldiers strolled away to join
their fellows.

Maelcho sat upon his log, looking vaguely about
him, his fingers straying backwards and forwards over the little
bosses and unevenness of the bark upon which they rested. That
strange clearness and sense of unwonted intelligence, which the
prick of the bill had produced upon his mind, had by this time
faded away, but he still felt light and happy, free of all that
weight of gloom and of those black thronging shadows, which for
years had so haunted him. An odd mixture of buoyancy and drowsiness
seemed to have taken possession of his frame. He felt tired and a
good deal older than he had ever done before, yet at the same time
quite comfortable and even elated, as though he were in some
unusually happy dream. By moments, he remembered quite clearly all
that had lately taken place; then these newer scenes and
impressions would melt away, and other and older ones come in their
room. Little incidents of the past two years kept appearing for a
moment before his eyes, and then vanishing again. A violent
snowstorm which had assailed him and others in the wood of Kilquegg
rose for a moment vividly. He recognised the drowned look of the
forest, with its tufts of prickly gorse and other undergrowths, all
roofed over with snow, and the crowd of shivering creatures trying
to shelter amongst them. His eyes seemed actually able to follow
the descent of the white feathery particles, circling, circling
down from above, so soft looking and so cruel. Suddenly, this
picture was crossed by another picture, that of a rush of armed men
sweeping back into camp, from some deed of prowess. The next
moment, the snow and the crowd of shivering figures, and the armed
men had all alike disappeared and he was back again upon the fallen
log, with the mild autumn sunshine filling the space in front of
him, across which a crowd of gnats were weaving an elaborate zigzag
pattern. A bee came bustling by, and this set him thinking for a
moment of Brother Michael Galbraith. He watched it, examining
carefully every bit of a belated spray of harebell, bell by bell
with the utmost regularity, until, happening to blunder against one
of his own ropes, it suddenly rose in the air and went off with an
indignant buzz.

Meanwhile, the “Dicky Dimmock” had been drawing
gradually nearer, peeping out at the prisoner, first from behind
one tree stump, and then another, until now he was quite close to
where he sat. Here he remained for some minutes, one small pink
foot curled over the other, peering at him, with his head on one
side, and his eyes cocked, in the attitude of a contemplative robin
redbreast. He began to sidle along the fallen tree, a little
nearer, and a little nearer yet, till he was within touching
distance of him.

Gregory Gibbs — his legs still very far apart
and his hands upon the stock of his gun — stood watching these
proceedings, with a slightly jealous expression upon his face.
Presently he saw that the “Dicky Dimmock,” not content with patting
and stroking the prisoner, had actually clambered up on to his
knees and, leaning against his shoulder, was talking rapidly to him
in his own tongue; doubtless retailing the various incidents that
had befallen him since he came under his present illustrious
protectorship.

To these confidences the grey-headed culprit
listened silently, looking at the child from time to time with a
friendly, but rather a puzzled expression, and then over his head,
as though he were trying to see something that was a long way off.
Gregory Gibbs felt rather drawn himself towards this big
elderly-looking man, who seemed he thought harmless enough, and
would have liked to have shown him some little signs of
friendliness. He had a feeling however that it would be improper to
do so, and that it was unsoldierly and even disloyal to take any
notice of rebels and suchlike enemies of the Queen. Accordingly, he
remained where he was, stretching out first one long leg and then
another; clearing his throat at intervals and bringing the butt of
his gun down with a clanking noise upon the ground, by way of
proving to himself that he really was doing something.

An hour passed thus. The sun was beginning to
get low. Dull violet shadows were mingling with the pink veil,
across which the gnats still fluttered in a gauzy dance. Some
wood-pigeons passed overhead; a company of rooks, disturbed by the
latest clearance, were circling noisily about over the tree tops,
while from far away, somewhere to the south-east, came the thin,
long-drawn whistle of a curlew.

The soldiers who had come with Corporal Gallop
were getting thoroughly put out by this long delay. The woodcutting
was over for the day, and the woodcutters were beginning to
disperse, so that the example, for the benefit of which the
prisoner had been brought so far, would be lost. The other
soldiers, who had been on guard since the morning, were now free
and were beginning to collect their weapons and preparing to march
back to camp, jeering at those who were forced to remain behind. It
was all the more vexatious because there happened to be a reason, a
very particular reason, why everybody wanted to be back in camp in
exceptionally good time that day.

Corporal Gallop swore ugly oaths under his
breath, glancing ferociously at the prisoner, as though he were
responsible for the delay. All the soldiers fidgeted and grumbled;
the only perfectly placid person present being the condemned man
himself. He remained sitting as before, upon his fallen tree, with
the small boy perched upon his knees; sometimes listening to his
prattle, sometimes looking over his head at the trees or examining
the long line of stumps, which stretched away between him and the
camp he had been brought from. He was still looking about him in
this dreamy fashion, when another soldier came hastily towards them
from the same direction and went up to the Corporal, who thereupon
sprang up at once, with an air of alacrity.

“Ha! ha! What said I? So much for Master
Meddler! Pall to, men, and get the job done. Bustle, I say!”

The soldiers did as they were told, but not with
any special signs of alacrity, despite their avowed eagerness to
get quickly back to camp. They collected their weapons and, having
advanced to the log, made the prisoner get up and marched him
before them to the nearest of the still uncut trees, which happened
to stand a little apart from the rest. Here a consultation arose as
to whether it was necessary to tie him up to it, but as he
continued to be perfectly passive in their hands and appeared ready
to remain in any position they chose to put him into, it was
decided that it was not worth while. Having placed him with his
back against the trunk, they walked away about a dozen yards, in
order to take up their own position. Just as they were reaching it,
the small boy — who had been staring for some minutes at these
proceedings, with eyes which seemed to be getting rounder and
rounder — suddenly uttered a loud yelp of dismay and, taking to his
heels, shot away like a scared rabbit, fast as his legs could carry
him, in the direction of the camp.

With the same dreamy air of acquiescence, which
had made him all along seem more like a rather uninterested
spectator than the principal actor in the drama, Maelcho had got
up, had moved forward and now stood leaning against the trunk,
exactly in the position in which the soldiers had placed him. When
the small boy uttered that yelp of dismay and fled away, he looked
after him for a moment and then back at them, as if to ask what it
was that had so frightened him. Then, when he had quite
disappeared, he looked up at the tree, against the trunk of which
he had been placed, with much the same sort of friendly, but rather
perplexed expression upon his face.

Evidently, like the other trees around, it was
doomed, and would probably be cut down the first thing in the
morning, for a couple of rough notches had been chopped in the
bark, a little above the spot against which the prisoner's head
rested. It was an unusually large beech, over-swept with a wealth
of satiny foliage, which the breeze was at that moment rustling, as
it had doubtless rustled it every evening, for the last hundred
years at least. The prisoner's thoughts wandered away to other
beeches, which had befriended him in times past. Then he looked
back at the soldiers, who were blowing upon their matches and
otherwise getting their weapons — which were not at all weapons of
precision — into order.

Perhaps it was owing to the long delay; perhaps
to the exceptional docility and mildness of the culprit himself —
perhaps merely to the softening influences of that mildest of
autumn evenings: an unwonted reluctance was legible upon most of
the faces opposite, the men's expression betokening a gravity and
even a faint touch of awe, not certainly often awakened by such
necessarily rough and ready executions.

Upon Gregory Gibbs' boyish face this expression
was especially strongly marked. His cheeks were at one minute red
as fire, and the next became oddly spotted and mottled with white,
as if rough fingers had been pinching them. After the other
soldiers were quite ready, he kept on fidgeting at his weapon; now
pulling his match to pieces, now blowing energetically along the
barrel; noises which became irritatingly audible in the sort of
curious hush and suspense, which overhung the whole proceeding, a
hush in which the very forest itself — just then a
culprit under sentence of death — seemed to be consciously
partaking.

Suddenly, that hush was broken in upon by a loud
ejaculation.

“Tha bl-a-a-sted saand has got into ma gon! Aa
canna blow't oot! No, doom it, aa canna!” Gregory Gibbs exclaimed,
shaking his weapon and looking at it with an air of the most
praiseworthy indignation.

“Fall out then; fall out, Gregory Gibbs, and a
murrain on you!” exclaimed the Corporal angrily. “Close up, men;
close up! One, two, three!”

A sudden feeling of hurry, a sudden feeling of
excitement seemed to take possession of everyone present. Even the
passive prisoner appeared to share in this excitement, for he
looked up suddenly and, changing from his easy, leaning attitude
against the trunk, stood erect and opened his lips, as though he
were about to speak. If this were indeed the case, his words
remained unspoken or at any rate unheard. A roar from all the
calivers opposite broke simultaneously upon the silence.
Immediately, a shower of leaves began to fall from the lower
branches, fluttering here and thither like a flight of green moths
through the air. A veil of smoke filled the space about the base of
the tree, so that for several seconds nothing could be seen
distinctly. When it had cleared away, the prisoner was seen to be
still erect, with his back still against the trunk. Gradually
however he began to sink, his arms outstretched before him. There
was a momentary quiver of the rounded shoulders, and he suddenly
fell forward, his grey head pillowing itself against the roots of
the beech. Two of the bullets had penetrated to his heart.

“Wheel! March!” Corporal Gallop shouted harshly.
The men obeyed and marched rapidly away, two by two, towards the
camp, Gregory Gibbs, with a very white face, running after them and
taking his place once more within the ranks. For some distance they
tramped along thus, two by two; steadily, sulkily. Not a word was
spoken; not a man looked at his neighbour or turned his head aside
by ever so little to glance at what lay behind him. An air of
extreme and unnatural tension seemed to pervade the whole party, as
if everybody was thinking of something, of which no one spoke.
Gradually, this sort of tension and air of constraint began to wear
away, as they got further and further from the scene of their late
proceedings; their own rapid movements helping to disperse it.
About a quarter of an hour before they reached the camp, a loud
burst of shouting, accompanied with cheers and clapping of hands,
was heard proceeding from one of the nearest of the wooden sheds.
At that sound, the downcast faces all brightened perceptibly, and a
look of alacrity came into every soldier's eye. This was the reason
they had all been in such a desperate hurry to get back early that
afternoon. “The Green Dragon of London,” which had been expected
for more than a month back, had arrived in Waterford harbour three
days before, with fresh supplies of all sorts, and some of its
contents had been forwarded to the camp that very day. For the
present therefore, and for some little time to come, there would be
“meath and dring” enough for everybody, and to spare.








Chapter I.

It was nearly six o'clock upon a July afternoon
in the year of grace 1577, and Hugh had been walking all day — in
fact, ever since the middle of the night before.

Ahead of him, serpentining through the hungry
waste like some black, half-congealed river system, lay the bogs,
more bogs, always bogs, their squelching surface starred with grim
little pools, now and then widening into lakes. Right and left and
on every side, the wolfish mountains of Connacht rose, shutting out
the prospect, shutting in despair upon the soul of the wayfarer,
who, without a guide, without a compass, without an idea where he
was going, with evening coming on and nothing to eat but a handful
of bilberries, toiled along, his legs coated with peat slime, his
clothes bedabbled with scraps of sphagnum; weary to death and more
than half tempted to throw himself down upon the first moderately
dry spot he came to and try for a while to forget his troubles in
sleep.

Hugh Fitzwilliam Gaynard was a stout, well-grown
lad. Still he was only fifteen, and his plight was really a very
deplorable one. The night before he had gone to bed in his uncle's
castle of Cargin, upon the other side of Lough Corrib* — Lough
Orbsen it was then called — and had fallen asleep on his heather
crib in the topmost turret, with the moon shining in on him through
the glassless window. He had slept soundly at first, but had been
disturbed towards morning by unpleasant dreams. He had dreamt that
he was out hunting badgers with Christy Colkeen, the
under-huntsman, in the big fir-wood, when all at once an immense
beast, twenty times the size of a badger, with a huge red mouth and
black bushy tail, had flown at him, roaring hideously. Its
poisonous breath was full upon his face, and he was upon the point
of being devoured, when he was suddenly shaken awake by old Morogh,
his uncle's seneschal, who pulled him out of bed and dragged him,
half-clothed and stupefied, down the winding stone stairs to the
bottom of the castle.

(* Lough Corrib - Irish: Loch Coirib - is a lake
in the west of Ireland.)

Hugh thought that he must certainly be still
asleep, for nothing was as it had been when he had gone to bed.
Doors were broken down, there were red lights everywhere, excited
tongues of flame were darting here and there into the rafters and
catching at the bundles of dry rushes. The stairs felt slippery
under his feet with a revolting slipperiness. There was a stinging
smell of gunpowder in the air, and prostrate figures lay about at
every angle of the stairs. All of a sudden, the moon, which had
been shining in through the slit-like windows, dipped and went out
behind clouds. It seemed as if something had met its view too ugly
for it to go on looking at it a moment longer.

One glimpse Hugh had caught, and only one. It
was a glimpse which he felt quite sure no rubbing would ever get
off his brain again. The great door, studded with iron nails,
leading into the hall, was half open as he passed it, and
instinctively, he had glanced in. It was full of armed men, all
wearing the short brown leather coats and red badges of the De
Burghs. There were dead bodies about the floor, the bodies of his
uncle's serving-men. Nearest to the door lay poor, good-natured,
red-headed Christy Colkeen, whom he had been dreaming about, his
honest mouth wide open, his innocent, sheepish face white and
distorted, his eyes tamed hideously back in the agony of his last
glance. At the upper end, just where he was in the habit of
sitting, tied to one of his own stone pillars by the arms and legs,
with a rope round his neck, his forehead streaming with blood from
a cut which nearly divided it in two, Hugh saw his uncle: Sir
Meredith. Young Hubert de Burgh, the youngest of the Earl's two
sons —the so called Mac-an-Iarlas — was standing right in front of
him with a look of satisfaction upon his handsome, girlish face,
stroking down a dainty moustache with one finger and smiling
pleasantly as he eyed his prisoner. For this was a grudge of many
years' standing. Had not Sir Meredith been invited to Connacht by
the De Burghs themselves, who had given him this castle of theirs
of Cargin to keep? And had he not in spite of this dared to oppose,
and even, on more than one occasion of late, to defeat them?
Verily, it was a piece of presumption for which he was about to
reap a hot and a bloody return.

It was only a glimpse Hugh caught, for old
Morogh held him in a grip of iron and though he kicked and
struggled as hard as he could, pulled him down the stairs, putting
a hand over his mouth at the same time to hinder him from crying
out. Only one glimpse, but it was one that lasted him all his life
long. He had not loved his uncle Meredith particularly, not having
had any special reason to love him, still — to see him so! The
shame was stinging; the rage stifling! Again and again, he tugged
at Morogh to get free, but the old fellow's grip was like a steel
vise. Before he fully realised what was happening, he found himself
huddled down the steps into a boat. Morogh had pushed it through
the sedges, which gave way with a crisp, rustling noise, had
clambered in behind him, taken up the oars and was rowing rapidly
out across the lake.

Hugh kept pinching himself to see whether he was
not asleep. Should he not wake up presently, he wondered, and see
Christy Culkeen polishing his uncle's armour or cleaning the
perches of the hawks in the court below? Old Morogh was always a
surly animal, and now he kept muttering and cursing in an undertone
in Irish, throwing his head back now and then towards the shore
they were leaving. Each time the flames spurted into the air, a
grimace of satisfaction crossed his wrinkled face, and he chuckled
audibly as he plied his oars.

Hugh was a shrewd boy, old for his age and
practical to a fault, and it crossed his mind even then in the wild
confusion of the moment whether old Morogh could have had anything
to say to letting the De Burghs into the castle. How else had they
got in, without even the dogs giving notice? How had they contrived
to open the small postern door in the outer wall, which was always
locked at night, and the key kept under his uncle's hand? Only
Morogh could have got at that key. Could it have anything to say to
the death of young Brian, Morogh's grandson, who had been killed a
few months before through Sir Meredith flinging a silver flagon at
him while he was waiting at supper in the great hall? The accident
had troubled Hugh himself at the time, for the boy had been his
only playmate. No one else had taken any notice of it, and no
inquiries naturally had been made into the matter. The boy's
grandfather had looked a trifle sulky for a while and had cast ugly
glances at Sir Meredith under his brows when that knight's back was
turned, but it had never occurred to anyone — least of all to Sir
Meredith himself — that any inconvenient results could follow from
so trivial, if regrettable, an act of petulance.

It was a long row across the lake for one pair
of arms, and those old ones. The moon had come out again and was
fitfully lighting up the grey shores and up-jutting points of rock,
which showed here and there like bits of undissolved metal above a
half-molten surface. Then it vanished suddenly, leaving the rower
to find his way as best he could through the glimmering darkness.
At last, they reached the further or western Connacht side of the
lake. No sooner had they done so than Morogh, who had not uttered a
word all the time he had been rowing, motioned the boy to get out.
Hugh obeyed, but his foot had barely touched the shore, when,
without a syllable of warning, the old fellow turned the boat
suddenly round and shot into deep water, took to his oars again and
slowly rowed away, leaving Hugh standing there staring after him,
the only living thing upon all that solitary shore.

Blankly staring, he watched the boat as it
slowly disappeared, the white gleam of light upon the wet oars
twinkling and twinkling, growing fainter and at last going out.
Then he turned and stared down the long winding stretch of lake,
wasting away southward into a mist of dimness. Lough Orbsen might
that night have been some great untravelled ocean, where never sail
had fluttered, never boatman plied an oar. The shadowy shore upon
which he stood seemed to stretch away to all infinity, lost,
formless, void. Scrolls of grey mist were travelling across from
the side from which he had come, hanging lazily here and there in
limp folds upon the surface. Were they only mists, Hugh wondered,
or were they part of the smoke which rolled from his uncle's
castle?

Mechanically, he turned and walked on a little
way. The ground here became part of the lake in flood time and was
very rough and studded with big tussocks, from the tops of which
waved tall tufts of reddish grass. Suddenly, he stopped short. It
had all come over him with a rush. He realised now that he was
alone, absolutely alone in all this cold grey world; absolutely
alone under that remote, indifferent-looking moon! Alone in a
savage country; without a roof to cover him or a friend to bid him
God-speed; without kith or kin, without food, resting-place, or
money; his life saved, but himself turned adrift — flung off like a
useless servitor or a masterless dog. With a cry of despair, he
tossed himself down upon the ground. What did it mean? And why
should it have happened to him — him, Hugh Gaynard, of all
people?

How long he lay there be could not have told,
but at last, he lifted his head and looked about him. He had only
been to this side of the lake twice before in his life, both times
for short excursions and with his uncle's men. Once at his
entreaty, they had taken him with them, when, in revenge for
certain cattle that had been stolen, they had gone to destroy some
villages lying a few miles from the edge of the lake. The men of
the village, as it chanced, had been away, but the villages had
been burnt all the same, and the women and children scattered or
killed. On their way back, they had been met by two or three dozen
of the fighting men of the tribe, half-naked fellows, with matted
hair tied with thongs over their eyes, and spears and skeans* in
their hands. There had been a fight, and his uncle's men had won
and had killed half a dozen or more of the savages, and promptly
cut oft their heads — for the heads of such two-legged wolves were
worth money — and had tied them to their saddles; ghastly trophies,
which swung to and fro, Hugh remembered, and shed gory drops upon
the ground and upon the horses' flanks all the time they were
riding home.

(* Double-edged daggers.)

What lay upon the other side of those hills he
saw before him, he had not a notion. It might have been peopled by
goblins, or ogres, or men with eyes in the middle of their
forehead, for anything he knew to the contrary. It was not De Burgh
land or the land of anyone civilised or even half civilised. It
belonged, he believed, to the “Ferocious O'Flahertys,” the terror
of the rest of Connacht, for the destruction of whom hourly prayers
were offered by all pious people upon the eastern bank; against
whom the burghers of Galway had set up a graven petition over their
western gate; scourges of the human race; possibly cannibals; at
all points pagans; given over to heathen practices; believers in
the powers of earth and air; a terror even to the wandering friars,
the only denizens of the outside world who ever voluntarily set
foot amongst them.

Perceiving that he could not lie where he was
for ever, Hugh at last got up with a groan and started off to walk
— he did not in the least know where. The moon was beginning now to
slide behind the hill-tops towards the horizon, and a sickly
greenish light was commencing to dawn. Gradually as he walked, the
day grew light about him; curlews and plover started with shrill
cries out of the heather; small white moths uncurled their
roughed-up wings and rose in clouds from the stones. The sun even
presented itself for a while, but, feeling apparently that it had
made a mistake, presently retired behind a wall of cloud, now and
then opening a window.

All that day, Hugh walked, he did not know
where, he did not know why, except that the further he got from the
Mac-an-Iarlas, the better he supposed it would be for him. It was
getting towards the end of the summer, and the bilberries were
ripe. He gathered handfuls of them from time to time and ate them
as he went. But a man, and still less a growing boy, cannot exist
comfortably for long upon bilberries only, and so his stomach soon
began to inform him. The walking, too, was bad. The bogs were a
mere jelly in some places, in others broken into lumps as big as
small haycocks, with black squelching depths between them. Towards
the afternoon, weary to death of struggling through this lower
ground, he determined to make a push for the hills. He climbed
along a sort of ridge, which brought him to the foot of one of the
mountains at a place where a narrow pass opened suddenly above him.
Here he stopped and looked up.

Over his head in all directions, he could see
more masses of stone, all loose, and all more or less weather-worn
and scratched. It looked a grim place in Hugh's eyes, like some
ogre's den, strewn with the bones of dead men, only that the bones
were all of stone. They were ranged in long rows upon either side,
some of them grey, some of a pale reddish colour, with crystals of
feldspar standing out like broken teeth over their surfaces. There
was something extremely daunting in the look of that fierce little
mountain glen. It looked like a place that would harbour wild
beasts or worse things even. Presently, Hugh reached a sort of col
of rock from which another lateral valley branched, and up this
too, he clambered till he reached the summit. Here he paused and
looked about him.

He was now on the top of a pass, cut like a
sword-gash through the middle of the range. Between the jagged
edges of this gash he could see a new valley over the shoulder of
the next hill, with more bogs and more loughs,* and more streams
connecting these loughs, and more mountains, rising one behind the
other; but of houses or even cabins, of any tokens of habitation,
he could see no sign at all.

(* Lakes.)

The sun, which had been hardly visible all day,
was now getting low. And as he stood there, a strange sight became
visible across the mountains. It was only a sunset, but then it was
a sunset such as occurs not once in a year, often not once in many
years, a sunset which turned every mountain top to pale crimson and
every little lough to a lake of pure opal. Overhead, too, were more
lakes — lakes of rose madder, and lakes of amber, and saffron,
shores of pearl or snow white, and ridges of shining gold running
out for the saints to walk upon. In the very heart of all, there
was a small green bit, which was like the Spirit of Peace, looking
down upon so sadly troubled a world. It was a sunset to make mean
things noble and costly things ridiculous, a sunset that seemed to
humble a man down to the very dust, and yet to lift him clean off
his feet with excitement and exultation. Even Hugh Gaynard — sick,
cold, hungry as he was, least imaginative, too, of mortal boys as
he was — even he opened his mouth in astonishment, wondering what
it meant, and if the end of the world had come. When, however, the
show was over, and the mountains had faded to a blackish grey; when
the sky itself had grown discoloured, and all the bars of gold had
become common lead, then he flung himself down disconsolately upon
a stone, feeling as if he had lost another friend, and as though
Fortune the jade had played him yet another of her ugly venomous
tricks.

Suddenly as he lay there, a sound came to his
ears. It was not the distant running of water or the shrill cries
of birds overhead, for those he had been hearing all day. This was
quite a new sound, a faint but distinct “Ba-aa, ba-aa, ba-aa-aa,”
coming over the rocks. He started up. Just above where he had been
lying, there was an opening in one part of the mountain wall, which
he had not observed before. It might be only a crack; it might be
the mouth of a new valley. He got up and moved towards it.

To his surprise, he found it to be a regular
staircase, so narrow at the mouth, that it was invisible until he
was quite close to it, cut seemingly out of the living rock and
nearly perpendicular. He hesitated a moment and then began to climb
it. It opened out after a while, showing ledges above and on either
side deep in grass. Upon this grass, a number of goats were
feeding. One big old he-goat with an enormously long white beard
walked slowly towards the top of the staircase and remained there,
stamping with one foot upon the ground as if for a signal.

“Where there are goats,” thought Hugh
sagaciously, “there are men!”

He pushed on accordingly with a little better
heart. For about a quarter of an hour he went climbing on and on,
wondering what he was coming to next. The staircase narrowed and
then widened, and then narrowed again, and presently he did come to
something — something that made his heart leap into his very
mouth.

It was an extremely odd place in which he stood.
He was looking through the hole of a trapdoor, or rather of a trap
without any door. For some little distance beyond the mouth of this
trap, the ground was deep in loose stones, while upon either side
of him the clip walls rose so close, that by stretching out a hand,
he might have touched them, and so steep, that nothing was able to
find root-hold on them, save here and there a patch of bedstraw or
a stray tuft of yellow saxifrage, where a little soil had lodged.
Over his head more loose rocks stood perched upon ledges, seemingly
in the act of toppling over. It was about as wicked and
unpleasant-looking a place as could well be imagined, suggestive of
nothing so much as a trap, laid out by nature and assisted by art —
a place into which if a man once stumbled, he was not at all likely
ever to emerge alive.

Nor was this all Hugh saw. For before him he
perceived that the glen suddenly opened into a long narrow trough
or valley, looking like a green saucer in the middle of the
mountains — a saucer full of rich grass, upon which not only goats,
but also cattle and sheep were feeding. More than this, he saw a
long line of black wattle huts, a regular village of them,
stretching down on either side of the valley, with a wide trampled
space between them answering to a village street. Beyond these
again, at the end of the valley, rose what at the first glance he
took to be a castle or a big fortified house at any rate. Looking
closer, he perceived that it was only a rock. It was a very curious
looking rock though, quite unlike any rock he had ever seen before.
To begin with, it was enormously big, towering at least thirty feet
in air and probably three or four times that size round the widest
part of the base. It stood up quite loose from the rest of the
ground and was only partially supported underneath by another and a
smaller rock, which was of a different colour, being greyish or
bluish, whereas the upper one was of a bright pinky red and
shining. The strangest point of all about it was that the upper
part was covered with a pattern of white scrawling tracery, which
ran up and down exactly like some sort of cabalistic handwriting,
while below, striking obliquely across the lower part from about
ten feet or so above the ground, there swept a broad, startlingly
blood-red stain. Both these marks were in reality only the
handiwork of a perfectly harmless lichen, but to Hugh Gaynard, they
appeared to be plainly the record of some bygone tragedy, some vast
act of-vengeance perpetrated in unknown times and by unknown men,
possibly not by men at all, but by demons or giants, who had made a
stronghold for themselves and hidden it away here in the very heart
of western Connacht.

As he looked at it, Hugh dimly remembered that
he had heard tales amongst his uncle's men of some place amid the
mountains to which the O'Flahertys were said to resort when hard
pressed, and which was supposed to be guarded for them by
enchantment. He had no time to think about that or anything else
however then, for almost before he had begun to consider what to do
next, there came a sudden descent of wild beasts, or what seemed to
him to be wild beasts. A dozen enormous dogs, long-backed, of a
brindled-grey colour, wiry haired and wolfish looking, came rushing
upon him, with their mouths open, not barking honestly, but yelping
in a low, blood-curdling fashion.

Hugh drew his dagger and stood upon the
defensive. What could one dagger do, though, against a dozen
wolfish beasts? He was giving himself up for lost, and in another
few minutes would doubtless have been pulled down, when a woman
suddenly appeared upon a knoll a little in advance of the double
line of huts, who, seeing what was afoot, shouted to the dogs,
brandishing at the same time a long stick which she held in her
hands. The pack obeyed her, retreating, however, only a little way
and remaining in a semicircle across the path, licking their lips
and growling suggestively, their very coats standing erect with
anger and suspended longing.

Hugh looked at his deliverer, and when he saw
her, he wondered afresh, not knowing what manner of woman she was.
Evidently she was a “savage” — that is to say, a native — but she
was quite a different variety of savage from any he was acquainted
with — quite different, for instance, from the wives and daughters
of his uncle's “churls” or “peasants,” who lived huddled outside
the castle courtyard. This was a tall woman of thirty or perhaps
forty years of age, dressed in a garment of yellowish flannel,
which came below her knees, and over which hung a big red cloak,
draped as men's cloaks were then draped and fastened at the throat
by two metal brooches, which glittered as she moved. Her arms were
bare, as was also her head, which was covered with a mass of black
hair gathered into a knot above her forehead and hanging loosely
down over her back. Her eyes were very dark, with an odd gleam in
them, which struck Hugh immediately. She stood upon her knoll with
the air of one who expects instant obedience.

With the stick in her hand, she made a sign to
him to approach. He did so, expecting nothing less than to be
pulled down by the dogs. Those amiable beasts made way sullenly,
then closed in, following him closer and closer, till he felt their
hot breath in unpleasant proximity to the calves of his legs.
Suddenly, the woman upon the knoll uttered a call, and as if by
magic, a dozen new figures appeared upon the scene, creeping like
ants out of the low doors of the wattled huts, which till then had
seemed uninhabited, and running down the glen towards them. Before
Hugh had time to see clearly what was happening to him, he was
surrounded. Dozens of eager hands were laid upon him. His dagger
was plucked from his side; his cap twisted off his head, one of his
shoes was off in a twinkling, and half a dozen hands were busily
stripping him of his clothes. Another minute would have found him
standing stark naked upon the rocks.

Before this climax was reached, however, he had
plucked up his spirit again. Tired and outnumbered as he was, the
pride of race rose. He was not going to let himself be robbed and
stripped in this fashion with impunity. Most of his assailants he
now perceived to be half-grown lads of his own age or younger,
active-looking creatures, brown as the bogs at his feet, with long
tangled “glibbes” over their eyes. Several were practically naked,
others had scanty woollen rags tied round their waists, while a few
wore shirts, belted in and hanging down to their knees. There was
not a single grown man amongst them, though a few quite old men
were following, who, being slower in their movements, had not
reached the spot before his younger assailants had nearly finished
stripping him of his clothes.

Hugh selected his antagonist, the biggest of the
boys, an especially shock-headed young rascal, with a small turn-up
nose and two twinkling black eyes like those of a stoat, and before
this young gentleman had realised what was happening, the
stranger's fist had made acquaintance with his nose, and down he
went like a rabbit, head over heels, head over heels, over and
over, and over and over, until he gathered himself at last amongst
the dead ferns and nettles at the bottom of a hollow, where he
remained squatting upon his heels and looking up at his antagonist
with a snarl of angry astonishment, which showed his white teeth
from ear to ear.

There was an instant outcry on the part of the
crowd, and some of the smaller of the boys drew back, but an old
man who had just come up, and who carried a big club in his hand,
ran forward and aimed a blow at Hugh's head, which would promptly
have made an end of him, but that the woman in the red cloak
shouted again in a peculiar tone, upon which the man with the club
paused, the rest also standing still and looking at her, evidently
waiting to see what order she was about to give.

Thereupon, she descended from her knoll and
walked slowly over the grass till she came in front of Hugh
Gaynard, the crowd about him making way as she advanced. Here she
paused and looked hard at him without speaking, her eyes closing,
and then again opening suddenly, as the eyes of owls and other
night-birds do. At last, she addressed him. She spoke Irish in a
voice which had a sort of rippling cadence in it, though the words
were harsh and guttural. Luckily for him, Hugh knew Irish, which
Anglo-Irish children of that day picked up from their servants. The
language he now listened to was different from any he had ever
heard before, less mixed up with English words and more flowing. In
answer to her questions, he told her who he was and where he had
come from, how his uncle's castle had been attacked and burnt by
the De Burghs, how he had been brought across the lake, how he had
been walking since the middle of the night before, and how, to sum
the matter up, he was simply starving.

All the time he was speaking, she kept on
looking at him, her eyes closing for a second and then opening
again widely. At one moment, a gleam of sudden ferocity crossed her
face, but after a while, it relaxed again, and a less ferocious
look came in its place. At last, she turned away and gave some
order, of which he did not catch the words. Immediately afterwards,
he was seized by a dozen pairs of hands and pulled, pushed, driven
along the glen, between the double row of huts, at every door of
which as he passed new faces — all of women, children, or very old
men — presented themselves, laughing and displaying rows of white
teeth with delight at the sight of the prisoner.

At last, those who were pushing him paused
before a but, into which they forced him, head foremost, through
the narrow opening. The hut was so small, that he could barely
stand upright in it, and its floor so uneven, that he stumbled and
fell as he was being pushed in. Then the door was fastened behind
him, by the simple process of pushing a big stone against it, and
he was left to himself.

Chapter II.

Hugh lay upon the ground just where he had
stumbled. There was a square crack at the top of the wall, through
which the evening light shone in a clearly defined section. It fell
upon one side of the hut, leaving the rest in shadow, save for a
few splinters of light which stole between the interstices. The hut
was empty with the exception of some very evil-smelling hay in one
corner and from the state of the ground appeared to have been not
long since used as a sheep-pen. Probably, this was during the
lambing season, when the sheep all over western Connacht had to be
driven into shelter, not merely on account of wolves, but also on
account of the eagles, which bred in thousands amongst the crags,
swooping down and carrying off the lambs under the very eyes of
their owners.

Between the wattles of the hut Hugh could catch
glimpses from time to time of figures passing outside. Faces, too,
kept pushing themselves against the sides of his prison. From the
height to which these faces reached, it was plain that they must be
those of children or boys, probably some of his late assailants,
whose ringleader he had sent flying down into the nettly hollow.
Others, again, came lower still and were evidently those of quite
small children. He could hear them all chattering shrilly to one
another, as they twisted their heads backwards and forwards so as
to try to catch a glimpse of him. It was a long time, no doubt,
since anything so exciting had happened in Glen Corril.

Hugh lay like a log. Pride forbade him to give
them the satisfaction of hearing him cry or complain. Prisoner
though he was, a Gaynard was still a Gaynard, and he was not going
to make a show of himself for the amusement of a pack of gibbering
savages. He gnashed his teeth in silence, however, and his hands
clenched themselves in the darkness. He was half mad by this time
with hunger and exhaustion. His throat burned, his temples
throbbed, noises buzzed in his brain. He felt for his dagger — the
one consolation of his day's wanderings — but it had been taken
from him. His hunger was appalling. It seemed to him that unless
food came soon, he must begin to gnaw his hands or eat the leather
of his one remaining shoe. Presently, a new figure came to the side
of the hut, and through a crack in the wall, Hugh caught a glimpse
of a small face, while at the same moment a couple of tiny fingers
began to push themselves between the wattles. He was on the point
of striking at them when he perceived that they held something in
their grasp, something which, on looking closer, he saw to be a
small triangular fragment of bread. It was black, coarse, and very
uninviting-looking; all the same, it had a superlatively enticing
aspect to a boy who had eaten nothing better than berries for the
last twenty-four hours. Against his will, he crept nearer and
nearer to the particular spot in the wall where the bread was.
Pride was great, but hunger was greater. His stomach cried for a
truce — at any rate until its claims were satisfied.

Now he was close to the spot; now he could smell
the delicious oaty smell of the bread. His hand went up as if by
compulsion; his fingers expanded, and he stretched them to take the
bit of bread. The instant he touched it, however, there was a start
back, and the coveted morsel disappeared from his reach, leaving
him frantic with rage and deferred longing. It was only for a
minute. The broken fragment reappeared and this time was held
firmly, though the fingers which held it gave a start and a tremor
as they met those of the prisoner. Hugh ate his fragment, which but
seemed only to make his hunger the sharper.

Another fragment appeared, this time a trifle
larger, which again he took in the same humiliating fashion. He had
never seen a caged monkey, or his sense of degradation might have
been even sharper. There had once been an eagle kept in a wooden
box under the castle wall, which he and Christy Culkeen had been in
the habit of feeding in much the same fashion with scraps of meat
or offal.

When six or seven fragments of the oaten bread
had been eaten, the supply appeared to come to an end. The fingers
disappeared for the last time, and a pattering of small feet was
heard toddling away down the path. The other children had
apparently tired of their pastime, for Hugh heard no more of them.
He sat upon the hay, his ears sharpened with hunger. No one came
near him. The night grew darker and darker. There was hardly any
light now. The moon delayed rising; the buzz and stir of the little
encampment around him gradually died away. There was no wind to
speak of, nevertheless it was beginning to grow intensely cold; a
nipping air stole in through the innumerable crevices of his cage;
the wild cry of owls sounded from far away in the depths below. It
seemed to Hugh as if he were hung up somewhere from the very sky.
It was all so dim, so bleak, so high apparently above the rest of
the world.

And last night he had been at supper with his
uncle, they two alone at the upper end of the table, the long train
of serving men and men-at-arms stretching away in a lengthening
line below them to the end of the room. He had not been
particularly happy then, still, he had been somebody, a personage,
upborne by the sense of his own importance, the first, next to his
uncle, in the castle, the representative of those far-away English
Gaynards about whom he knew nothing, but as to whose importance he
cherished the most fervent and intimate conviction.

Where were they now, those inhabitants of the
castle? That long row of bearded men who had eaten and drunk
together so few hours ago. Were they all dead? Had those villains
the Mac-an-Iarlas wreaked their fury upon everything and everybody
in the castle — upon the drudges in the yard, upon the dogs in the
kennel, and the hawks in the mews? And if so, who would there be to
avenge them? Who would fight the De Burghs, burn their houses and
kill their dogs, and drudges, and hawks in return? No one, Hugh
reflected disconsolately; that was the worst of it; so far as he
could think of, no one. The Governor of Connacht, Sir Edward
Fitton, was tightly shut up in the town of Galway, hardly able, as
everyone knew, to do anything for himself. For months past, the
Mac-an-Iarlas had had it all their own way, had paid over and over
again their ancient grudges, till even their thirsty souls must
have been satisfied — burning houses, sacking villages, killing
men, carrying off women, revelling in a perfect saturnalia of
murder and general jollification. There were very few castles in
Galway, save those already in De Burgh hands, strong enough to
stand out against them, and of those few, their own castle of
Cargin had been one of the last and very strongest.

Hate is a very sleep-defying passion, but even
hate itself yields at last to immeasurable weariness. Hugh's
thoughts began, little by little, to grow misty. His vengeance
against the De Burghs became mixed with other and less definite
matters. It seemed to him that he was falling down somewhere on to
a bog or into the sea, he was not clear which. Voices sounded near
him, then passed unaccountably away and ceased. Once the hoot of an
owl came with a distinct questioning note to his ear, but presently
it flew away over the heather, bleating seemingly like a goat.
There was a gurgling sound of water falling and falling. He seemed
to have got into a basket which had been hooked by someone to a
star, and which kept rocking so violently, that each time it swung
his feet knocked against the sky, now to the east and now again to
the west. It was not a basket, though, he saw presently, but a
boat, and Christy Culkeen was rowing it.

Then Hugh suddenly saw that the lake was full of
blood, and that dim shapes were moving to and fro about it — spongy
shapes with swollen faces and staring goggle eyes. Out of the crowd
of these, there suddenly arose a new face, this time that of young
Brian, old Morogh's grandson, who had been killed at supper by his
uncle Sir Meredith. It looked exactly as it had looked when the boy
was being carried away from the hall and seemed to Hugh to be
rising higher and higher out of the water, and the eyes looking
reproachfully back at him just as they did then. At this point, he
tried hard to escape — he did not know where, but he knew that he
did not want to stay there any longer.

Suddenly, he was awake. Dazzling splinters of
light were breaking in through one side of his prison. Compared to
the pitch darkness of the other three, it seemed as if that side
had become really hot. The blaze of light fell almost in every
variety of pattern, a red, jagged, interlacing network of fire. He
caught the dazzle of a torch and dropping tears of turpentine over
the grass and stones. Two figures were moving about out there, one
a very tall and one a very short figure. He could hear them
speaking to one another in whispered tones, though he was unable to
distinguish what they said or what manner of beings they were. The
light grew nearer and nearer. It was in his eyes; it was darting
through and through the chinks; it seemed to be everywhere and to
be consuming everything. A horrible thought flashed through his
brain. Gould they be going to set fire to the hut and to burn him
bodily up? It did not seem at all unlikely. People were very fond
of burning one another in those days. Had he not often seen his
uncle's men, when they were riding along at night, fling a torch
into some house they were passing, not knowing or caring who might
be inside?

All at once, the red network broke into a yet
broader blaze. The stone which had fastened the door was rolled
back, and the light of a large pitch torch threw its dazzle upon
the filthy floor. It lit up poor Hugh, crouched, for all his
gallant Gaynard blood, like some forlorn dog in a damp corner. It
showed every cranny and crevice of his cage. It tossed its fiery
flakes all over the earth and grass outside, along the steep sides
of the glen, lighting here a stone, there a group of sleepy,
bearded goats. It settled finally in a broad blood-red glow upon
the face of the great rock which stood in the centre of the glen,
the stain upon its base flushing a deeper and more sinister red
than ever in this sudden illumination.

The next moment, the square of light was
darkened again, and darkened by something that to Hugh's excited
fancy seemed almost as terrible as fire itself would have been. The
door was not more than about four feet high, but it was very broad
in proportion; yet the figure which now occupied it stood upright
in the entrance, and its shoulders touched the two sides. The face
was still invisible, but the red illumination threw the whole
outline of the figure into full relief. It was the figure of a
monster — of a dwarf and giant rolled in one — a black deformity of
apparently portentous breadth and more than portentous ugliness.
Above the two shoulders rose a big head, surmounted with a dense
thatch of hair which covered it down to the eyes and stood out like
a judge's wig. Hardly any neck was visible, only those two
monstrous shoulders and a body which, though broader than that of
an average man, dwindled down to a meagre pair of legs, from the
ends of which two flat, fin-like feet extended at right angles.

At first, the horror of the thing overcame Hugh
so completely, that he simply shut his eyes. A minute passed,
however, and still he was not devoured. Presently, he was conscious
that a harsh, grating voice was addressing him and accordingly
opened his eyes warily. The creature — man or devil, whatever it
was — was quite close to him now; he could almost touch its hairy
head and could feel its hot breath against his cheek. Sick with
disgust and half dead with terror, he looked away towards the
entrance of the hut, in a vague hope of some help coming to him
from without. As he did so, he became aware of the other figure,
which had become visible now that the hideous stopper was removed
from the entrance. It was that of a tall, gaunt woman, looking
perfectly gigantic in the red light and holding in one hand a
torch. She was ugly enough, poor wretch, to frighten the very
goats. A mass of reddish hair hung down in long elf locks about a
face upon which misery appeared to have so stamped itself as almost
to have produced idiocy. Ugly and gigantic as she was, instead of
further alarming him, the sight of her lent Hugh a certain degree
of confidence. He knew her well. He had seen her a thousand times,
this ugly, down-beaten creature, with stupidity and misery stamped
upon her face like an ineradicable birth-mark. The specimen before
him was bigger, perhaps, and wilder-looking than any specimen he
had seen before, still in all essential points it was the same. The
wives and daughters of his uncle's peasants had all been just like
that — as ragged, as gaunt, as haggard, as wretched-looking, with
just the same expression of vacant misery written upon all their
faces. It had never occurred to him to pity them, any more than he
had thought of pitying the donkeys or garrons. Still less did he
pity this one or wonder what had made her look like that. All the
same, the sight of her gave him confidence. It was like catching
sight in a strange land of some uncouth object — some pot or jug
that one has been accustomed to see at home — consoling from the
very familiarity of its ugliness. Since the she-monster was
certainly human, it seemed possible that the he-monster might be
human also, and this gave him courage for the first time to turn
his eyes towards it.

He then discovered that the fiend's face was
smooth and fat, and shining, with a pair of round black eyes, which
seemed to be embedded in the flesh. The lower part of it was
chiefly remarkable for the enormous size of the mouth, which
literally stretched from ear to ear. It was a batrachian sort of
face and would have reminded Hugh of a frog's, only that he had
never seen a frog in his life, there being none in Ireland at that
time. It was not a particularly malicious face. The mouth, big as
it was, did not show any immediate desire to eat him up. On the
contrary, its expression was chiefly remarkable for a look of
intense self-admiration. The gigantic lips were distended with what
appeared to be a permanent smile of complacency. Catching Hugh's
glance, the monster nodded affably at him with an air of patronage,
the air of one who wishes to put an inferior at his ease and to
diminish as far as is possible that awe which the sight of his own
dignity naturally inspires.

“Then it is not afraid, you need be, young
Sassenach,* so it is not,” he said in a thin, chirruping voice,
which sounded like an exaggerated bat's squeak. “It is myself you
see before you, myself and no other man — Flann MacFogartach,
called of the foolish Flann-na-Pus,** leech and purse-bearer to
Cormac Cas, who is the Ollamh*** of Morogh Na d-Tuagh O'Flaherty,
of Morogh Na d-Tuagh, the greatest, grandest man in all the world,
and Cormac Cas the second greatest. Yes, it is myself, Flann
MacFogartach, and no other man. And it was good of me, very good to
come to you, only that I could not have done different, seeing that
I am come by the order of Beara, the daughter of Cormac Cas, who in
her graciousness has sent you this.”

(* Saxon, Englishman; ** Flann of the Mouth; ***
Master of particular trade.)

He lifted a small noggin which he held in his
hand, stirring it at the same time with a stick, so that a steam
began to arise. Terror for the moment had kept Hugh's hunger at
bay. The sight of food was all that was wanted, however, to bring
it back. To accept food from so doubtful a source must have a
deadly effect, he was well aware, upon a man's soul, but even so he
could not refrain. The devil, if this was the devil, or one of his
emissaries, would find an easy bargain of him tonight. He stretched
out his hand and took the noggin, which the monster surrendered
with another affable grin. Inside was something of the nature of
porridge, made of oats and boiled to a pulp. A spoon — or a piece
of wood which bore some faint resemblance to a spoon — was sticking
upright in it. Hugh took the piece of wood. To imperil your
immortal soul is, no doubt, a very serious matter, but not so bad
as to go to sleep over such a void as that.

He had got it up to his mouth when he was
startled afresh by a cry, or rather shrill squeak, on the part of
the monster. He dropped it in all haste and started back, filled
with new dismay. It was only a summons, however, as he perceived,
to the big woman outside — one which she evidently understood, for
she proceeded to fix the torch into the ground by its pointed end,
then, creeping through the entrance, appeared inside, bringing with
her a small “mether”* full of milk, which she handed to the
prisoner. Thirsty as he was, the woman's eyes attracted him for an
instant. She gazed at him with a dreary leaden-eyed gaze, which
seemed to see nothing. Then, moving back a little, she squatted
down upon the earth, her bare legs outstretched, her back against
the wattles, in an attitude of immovability, which seemed
calculated to last all night.

(* Drinking cup, square-shaped at the top and
rounded at the bottom.)

Under these circumstances, Hugh ate and drank,
the monster and his female companion gazing at him meantime, one
with those piteous eyes which seemed to observe nothing, the other
with his peculiar smirk of complacency and with eyes keen and
watchful as those of a weasel. When he had finished the contents of
the noggin and had drunk up every drop of the milk, his two
visitors rose and departed. Flann-na-Pus waddled first, with the
facility of one to whom a roof considerably less than five feet
from the ground is not a matter of the slightest inconvenience.
Then his gigantic companion followed more slowly, creeping
laboriously backwards on her hands and knees. The last thing that
Hugh saw of them were those patient, long-suffering eyes of hers,
gazing up at him from that uncomfortable position. He fell asleep
again soon afterwards, and his dreams this time were of wolves and
hairy mountain fiends, and hideous long-armed goblins.

Chapter III.

Four hours later, he was awakened again, this
time by an appalling noise. Shriek upon shriek, shriek upon shriek,
resounded through the darkness, or rather through the first faint
precursor of daylight. He started up in terror. The clamour was
penetrating, ear-splitting; only those who have heard a number of
women — a whole village full of them — scream together at the
utmost pitch of their united lungs will be able to judge what that
sound was like. It was not only ear-piercing, but it was
soul-scaring. It curdled Hugh's blood, and sent shivers of
discomfort up and down the middle of his spinal marrow. Without
knowing what it was all about, he sprang up and groped his way to
the door of the hut, which he found to be this time only loosely
fastened. He pushed it open and looked cautiously out in the
direction from whence the sounds came.

And there he saw a curious sight. The valley was
something like a trough or narrow basin lying in the hollow of the
mountains, one end of it being nearly closed by the steep rock wall
in the middle of which the trap-door yawned, and which was
approached from below by the staircase up which Hugh had climbed. A
cold white dawn was slowly breaking over the mountains, making
everything seem ghostly and unreal. A few stars still twinkled in
the western sky, a red planet just showing between two black peaks
of rock, while a veil of mist which hung over everything seemed to
be suspended across the ends of the valley like a gigantic spider's
web. Breaking through this web, figures of women were to be seen
hurrying down to this mouth of the glen — vague figures, from each
of which, as it emerged from its own hut, there burst these shrill
screams, which filled the glen and seemed to rise up into the cold,
remote sky.

Hugh wondered what they could all be about and
in his curiosity advanced a little further, seeing that no one
seemed to take any heed of what he did. By-and-by, as his eyes grew
accustomed to the dimness, he began to perceive that other figures
were coming, one after the other, up the stairs and emerging
through the trap-door at the top. These were not women, but men —
big savage fellows, looking perfectly gigantic in the mist. One
after the other, they mounted until there were forty or fifty
collected at the top. They did not move on, but waited where they
were, as if expecting someone else to appear from below.

At last, the uprising ceased. The men who had
mounted drew into two groups on either side of the passage. The
women, who were by this time silent, waited too, evidently in
expectation. Then appeared a new figure, advancing this time not
forwards but backwards, his hands supporting something which he was
lifting carefully up the rocky stairs. He was followed by another
man supporting the same thing from below. Hugh could now faintly
distinguish that this something was stiff and straight, and that a
pair of feet stretched out horizontally before it — a corpse.
Another bearer followed and another corpse, and after that, two
more bearers with a third corpse between them. Then the three
corpses were borne slowly away up the valley, the women falling in
behind them and renewing their shrill shrieks and screams as they
did so.

Hugh retreated towards the door of his hut as
they approached. Slowly, the troop swept along up the narrow,
rock-encompassed valley, the women's cries being more in unison
than before. It looked as ghastly a procession as could well be
imagined under those twinkling stars, lit by that first grey,
glimmering uncertain light of morning. Though he had every reason
to think that it was only the men of the village returning from
some foray and bringing their dead with them, Hugh felt his blood
grow cold under his skin and his flesh creep as he watched it
coming nearer and nearer. He would have liked to escape under cover
of the darkness and get away to the mountains before it reached the
village. He did not do so, simply because there was nowhere for him
to get to. If he had run away, he would have had nothing for it but
to come back as soon as he got hungry or else fall into the hands
of other savages, worse perhaps even than these. He remained where
he was, therefore, only retreating a little into the darkness of
the hut and from there peeping furtively out through the
wattles.

Hugh Gaynard retreated to his wet hay and sat
there for some time watching the drops gather upon the sods
overhead and fall in big black tears upon his feet and legs. He did
not feel like sleeping again. His ears still rang with those
shrieks, which seemed to be vibrating in every corner of his brain.
That row of bloody corpses close at hand was disturbing, too, and
kept him restless. As a matter of fact, however, he did fall asleep
again and slept soundly for two or three hours.

Chapter IV.

When Hugh awoke for the third time, it was broad
daylight, and the rain seemed to be over for the present. He
clambered out of his unpleasant lair, which was now thoroughly
soaked through, and moved shiveringly over to the door. Someone had
secured it while he was asleep, but there was no difficulty on this
side in seeing between the chinks, which were only filled with dead
moss, some of which he pulled away, so as to be able to look out
more clearly. Hitherto his impressions had been more or less those
of a dream — a remarkably bad dream — but now with returning
daylight he would be able, he thought, to see what sort of a place
he really had got into.

All around the hut lay a space of puddled earth,
black as any bog hole and starred at intervals with big pools.
Where that ended, the heather began at once. He could see it
stretching away before him, twinkling over with millions of
rain-drops, or broken here and there with lichen-covered boulders,
till the edge of his chink hindered him from seeing any further. He
moved to the next one and looked out again.

Immediately opposite to the door of his own hut
was the entrance to a similar hut. It seemed to be larger than the
one he was in, and the door stood wide open, so that he could see
figures moving to and fro inside. Looking closely into the
half-darkness, he could further distinguish the figure of a man
laid upon his back in the centre of the hut, with his arms
stretched stiffly out upon either side. This he concluded to be one
of the corpses he had seen in the night and was confirmed in the
supposition by observing that, though it was now broad daylight,
torches were burning in the cabin, one on either side of the
prostrate figure. Outside, close to the entrance, two women were
squatting upon the ground. One of these he recognised as the
uncouth giantess, the companion of the monster who had visited him
in the night; the other was an older woman, whom he had not seen
before.

He was still peering at them when three other
women came up and proceeded to squat themselves silently down in
the same place. These were all three very old creatures, hags of
incalculable age and amazing ugliness, their skinny necks and
sparsely-covered heads giving them much the look of a trio of
elderly cormorants. Then another old woman, this time a fat one,
waddled up and also squatted down on the ground, and after her
another and another, till there were a dozen seated upon the mud
about the entrance, all evidently waiting for some event or
ceremony in which they were to bear a part.

Hugh watched them from his chink, wondering what
they were going to do, wondering, too, with no little anxiety
whether he was going to have any breakfast. He had almost forgotten
his terrors of the night before, his anxiety being now chiefly
concentrated upon two questions: first, was he likely to get any
food? secondly, what were his chances of making his escape from
this place altogether?

Suddenly, he perceived a commotion which seemed
to ran through the village. He could hear a confused noise of
voices in the direction of the entrance of the valley. He ran to
that side of his hut, but there were fewer chinks here, so that he
was unable to see clearly what was going on. A couple of young men,
evidently just awake, came yawning to the door of another hut a
little lower down and looked in the direction of the entrance. Then
one said something hastily to the other, and both began rapidly
buckling on their bolts, evidently with the intention of going out.
The row of squatting hags upon the ground had their heads all
turned also towards the entrance of the valley and were craning
their necks forward and chattering to one another in low, guttural
tones.

The two young men came out of the hut and
hastened away. Hugh could hear other steps, as if the occupants of
all the huts were moving in the same direction. Presently, as the
noise of footsteps died away, he was able to make out a word or two
of what the old women were saying to one another. “Muredagh!
Muredagh!” he heard them say; then “Cormac Cas! Cormac Cas!”
repeated many times in tones of eager anticipation.

Muredagh was a new name to Hugh, but with that
of Cormac Cas he was perfectly familiar. Everyone upon the banks of
Lough Corrib and for miles around it knew the name of Cormac Cas
and all about him. He was the Ollamh — in other words, the lawyer,
bard, and chief adviser of Morogh Na d-Tuagh O'Flaherty, lord and
chief of the whole clan and country of the O'Flahertys from sea to
sea. Marvellous tales were told of Cormac Cas' powers. He was said
to understand what the birds told one another as they flew through
the air, and the fishes as they whispered at the bottoms of the
streams. He could make what weather he chose and keep it at the
same point, too, for as long or short a time as he chose. He had a
familiar spirit which took the form of an one-eyed trout, living in
the stream that ran under Morogh Na d-Tuagh's castle of Aughnanure.
He could curse anyone against whom he had a spite with a curse so
withering and all-pervading, that no priest in all Connacht, not
the Bishop of Killaloe himself, could ever take that curse off
again. Trying to recall what more he had heard, Hugh remembered
that he had been told that Cormac Cas' own part of the tribe were
kept quite distinct from the rest of the O'Flahertys, and that
they, with their wives and families, lived in a hollow place above
Maam Tore, a place which opened only when Cormac Cas ordered it to
do so and would close up again at his orders — a place, so the
story ran, into which it was fatal for anyone to get save with
Cormac Cas' leave, and out of which no human being, not an
O'Flaherty born, had ever stepped alive. Drifting recollections
came back to him of still more cheerful tales than these — tales of
prisoners carried up there and never seen again; of corpses,
charred and horribly mutilated, found lying about on the rocks
below Maam Tore; of grisly sacrifices, no doubt to black-faced
mountain deities, accompanied by cannibal feast and other heathen
performances. There were no end to similar tales about the doings
of Cormac Cas and his belongings, many of which had been related in
his hearing with the most minute and satisfying details around the
armour-room fire.

Hugh's blood ran cold in his veins as he
reflected that the place in which he stood must be the very hollow
in question. If so, Heaven help him indeed! He was undone assuredly
and had nothing left now but to begin to think upon his
prayers!

He had not much time in which to anticipate his
coming fate, for the steps were now returning. He strained his eyes
to the crack, but for some time could see nothing. Suddenly, a
number of men poured into the space between the two huts, obliging
the old women to get up and scuttle hurriedly out of the way to
avoid being trodden on. The centre of this group was an immensely
tall man, tall even for a Connacht highlander, a man several inches
over six feet high and broad in proportion. He was dressed in a
close-fitting suit of flannel, with wolf-skin leggings reaching
down to his ankles, and a great dark cloak slung about his
shoulders. His head was bare but protected by the usual glibbe,*
which in his case was already iron-grey, giving him an
extraordinarily close resemblance to an elderly wolf. Indeed, the
whole group, as it came round the corner and swept into the open
space, was like nothing so much as a pack of wolves tearing along
with its leader in its midst.

(* A thick mass of matted hair on the forehead
and over the eyes.)

For some minutes, the chorus of voices was
deafening. The younger men, who had arrived in the morning, were
evidently explaining to the man with the grey glibbe what had
occurred. He stood perfectly silent in the midst of them, his dark
eyes roving slowly from right to left, with a peculiarly piercing
and at the same time sullen expression. First, his glance swept the
whole encampment, then it rested for a moment upon the hut
immediately in front of him. Suddenly, he lifted his head, and his
hand went up with a quick authoritative gesture. Thereupon all
tongues ceased buzzing. A movement was visible inside the hut, and
from the entrance of it stepped out the woman called Beara.

She came forward, and she and the man in the
grey glibbe spoke together. It was easy to see that they must be
brother and sister, for their faces were strikingly alike.
Presently, Hugh perceived that they were speaking of himself. He
caught a word or two showing that the woman was explaining how he
had come to the village, and where he was held prisoner. The man
with the grey glibbe shot a glance in his direction. It was only a
single glance, but so fierce and murderous, that Hugh felt as if a
knife was being then and there run between his ribs. The next
minute, however, the man had turned indifferently away and entered
the opposite hut. Hugh could see him standing there for a minute.
Then he came out again, said another word to the woman, turned and
without a glance at the younger men, who stood eagerly watching
every movement, strode away across the heather, disappearing in the
direction whence he had come.

Chapter V.

Morogh Na d-Tuagh, or Morogh of the Battle-axes,
was a great man, there could be no question upon that point. Not
for generations back had there been such a chief of the Clan
O'Flaithbertach. Had he not united under one rule the whole of
Connacht, its outlying no less than its inlying portions? By craft
and subtlety, however, no less than by force of arms, he had
wrested the chieftain-ship from the elder Flaithbertachs of
Conmhaícne Mara and had established himself in the Castle of
Aughnanure, near Oughterard, upon the shores of Lough Corrib,
within full view of his enemies the De Burghs, gathered upon the
further bank.

Still, all who were qualified to judge agreed
that Morogh would never have done half what he had done, had it not
been for his famous Ollamh, Cormac Cas. For guile and cunning, for
knowledge and wisdom, for unlimited blood-shedding, if necessary,
but above all for craft, there was no such Ollamh far or near as
Cormac Cas. He was a real Ollamh, of the true old stamp, of which
there were by this time few left. Even in his young days, he had
been by no means noted as a fighter, although he had ten sons and
now some forty grandsons and grand-nephews, who were the foremost
fighters in Morogh Na d-Tuagh's band. He was much more formidable,
however, much more admired, much more hated, much more feared than
all the fighters of western Connacht put together.

When Cormac Cas deliberately gazed at any man
from under his white brows and then turning slowly away, looked up
towards the sky, muttering strange incantations between his teeth,
it was known to be high time for that man to order his
winding-sheet. He was reputed to have the power of divination, to
foretell the future; above all, to have that mysterious power, of
which no one willingly spoke, by means of which certain of the
greater Ollamhs have been able from the beginning of time to hold
communications with the very earth herself, so that by their arts
and enchantments she can be induced to withhold her gifts.

The women were grinding at the querns, the men
lounging at the doors of their huts, when a boy came rushing up
breathless and perspiring to say that Cormac Cas and his son
Muredagh, with a priest, had been seen crossing a slope opposite
Magherameenagh and would arrive almost immediately.

It was the third day since Hugh Gaynard's
arrival in Glen Corrib. He had been fed meanwhile regularly, and
fresh straw had been given him to lie upon, but he had not been
allowed to leave the hut. His food had been brought to him by the
dwarf Flann-na-Pus, and once the tall woman called Beara had come
to the door and stood looking at him, with an odd expression in her
eyes, as if he reminded her of something or someone. He thought
that she was about to speak to him, but in the end, she had turned
away again and left him without doing so.

He was sitting as before with his eyes at one of
the cracks, when he perceived this sadden excitement which ran
through the whole encampment. The women left their work and
collected in the centre of the glen, the men started up, snatching
their spears, and ran out to meet their chief. Peering through his
crack, Hugh presently saw them returning with him.

The great Ollamh was a wizened little old man,
so feeble that he had to keep his son Muredagh beside him to carry
him over the bad bits of the hills, and so small that he looked a
mere pygmy beside his shaggy sons and grandsons. His eyes were of a
pale turquoise blue and lively still amongst the puckers that
surrounded them; his beard was a good half-yard long, of a
beautiful yellowish white, sweeping in the softest curves to his
waist. He looked venerable and even mild at the first glance, but
not at the second. Cold, glittering, snake-like were those blue
eyes behind their wrinkles, and Hugh shivered as he caught them
turned accidentally in the direction of the hut he was in.

The dead men had meanwhile been brought out and
laid in a row upon the heather. Each had on his upper garment and,
because they were warriors, the leathern coverings, which further
protected the knees and thighs. Cormac Cas stood and looked at them
for a while. Two of them were his grandsons, one was his
grand-nephew, but his eyelids never quivered nor did a muscle of
his lips move. Muredagh, too, stood behind him, indifferent
seemingly. The priest who had come up with them from Oughterard had
meanwhile got into his vestments; very dilapidated vestments they
were, having been carried up hill and down dale, through brake and
dyke, and across briar-infested forest — in fact, all over Ireland
— in his own ghostly hands. A pale, sickly-looking shaveling,
scared to death amongst these big and bearded sons of slaughter. No
O'Flaherty he, not even a Connacht man by birth, only a runaway
priest escaped from the Pale, who had taken refuge for a while
under the formidable shelter of Morogh Na d-Tuagh.

When he was ready, the three corpses were taken
up and laid on stretchers, with two bearers to each. The women
struck up a funeral wail, the men fell into their places behind,
two by two, Cormac Cas himself last of all, and after a little
shifting and stumbling, the procession set forth.

Hugh soon lost sight of them, though the wail of
the women rang in his ears for another half-hour. Then silence
followed, and he realised that he was completely alone in the glen,
the very babies having apparently all been carried away by their
mothers. Not a goat bleated, nor a cow lowed, only now and then he
caught the sudden trill of a lark, far off and lost almost to the
ear in some remote abyss of blue. He did not know where they had
gone, but guessed that it must be to some churchyard, hidden away
in a fold of the hills. For more than an hour, the silence lasted.
It grew to be so oppressive at last, that he began to wonder
whether he should ever hear any sounds again in his life. Then far
off he heard the wild wail beginning. Nearer, nearer, nearer it
came, sweeping up the valley, broken by all the impediments which
lay between him and it, so that at times it seemed quite far off
and then again the next moment to be thrilling into his very
ears.

By the time the procession had once more reached
the glen, the priest had fallen quite into the rear of the crowd.
His part was over, but the funeral rites were not yet over. Indeed,
the more important part of them was still to come. Close around the
base of Cloch* Corril, as Hugh had already observed, a row of big
water-worn stones stood ranged. Upon the first of these stones,
Cormac Cas now seated himself deliberately, each of the full-grown
warriors of the tribe following in turn, Muredagh nearest to his
father, until all were seated. This done, the women and children
squatted together helter-skelter upon the bare ground just beyond
the row of stones, the oldest innermost, the younger women outside
in a ring, the boys and children finding places for themselves as
best they could, till every spot of space about the foot of the
great boulder was occupied.

(* Stone.)

Then another pause ensued. Evidently, something
important was about to take place, for all present turned their
eyes full upon the Ollamh. Cormac Cas, however, took no heed of all
those questioning eyes, merely fixed his own intently upon the line
of white hieroglyphics above his head. It seemed as if he were
engaged in reading what was there inscribed and too completely
absorbed in this exercise to allow himself to be distracted from it
by anyone.

Suddenly a panting noise, like the noise made by
a broken-winded horse, was heard outside the enclosed space, and
through the ranks of the women, the dwarf Flann-na-Pus appeared,
his short legs having hindered him from keeping pace with the rest
of the mourners. He advanced now with an air of importance,
thrusting those about him to right and left as he did so and
turning out his feet at every step like a dancing master. Arrived
at the base of Cloch Corril, he stood still and struck an attitude.
Every seat was filled, and no one stirred to give him room. Gazing
round with an air of prodigious displeasure, he stamped twice upon
the ground and advancing to his master, stood before him, ducking
his frog-like head and in a loud croaking voice, pouring out his
complaints.

Cormac Cas never deigned to look at him. With
eyes still concentrated upon the characters above his head, he
seemed to be unaware that anyone had even approached him.
Flann-na-Pus suddenly collapsed. He glanced irresolutely once or
twice around him, then again at the Ollamh. Finally, with a piteous
squeak, his voice dropped, his air lost its importance, and with a
croaking gurgle, he shrank back, creeping amongst the ranks of the
women, squatted down like a toad upon the ground, his eyes fixed in
terror upon his master.

Meanwhile, a harp had been placed at Cormac Cas'
elbow, and the whole encampment waited in breathless silence.
Suddenly, the Ollamh started, as if awakening from a trance, and
the rest of the camp started too, like one man. Then he stretched
out his hand and taking up the harp, ran his fingers across it,
bringing out a few vague sounds. Then he looked slowly round one by
one at the expectant circle, some of the members of which might
have been seen to grow pale as his eyes momentarily rested on them.
Next, he once more fixed his glance upon the mighty boulder, Cloch
Corril, and then he began to chant.

The long-drawn guttural sounds rolled out one
after the other, at first almost inaudibly, then louder and louder,
rising and swelling with greater and greater emphasis, until the
whole glen rang with them. Not one word, however, could Hugh
understand. It was not intended to be understood. It was one of the
many wiles of the Ollamh thus to defeat expectation. He waited for
the right moment. If it did not come, he never expended his
strength in vain efforts.

After this mysterious invocation had lasted
perhaps half an hour, the whole camp sitting the while in
respectful attention, it ended as suddenly as it began. Cormac Cas
dropped his harp and became absorbed once more in his study of the
hieroglyphics over his head. Another pause followed. Then his
daughter Beara got up and made a signal to some of the women
nearest to her. She had no harp, for women were not allowed to use
that peculiarly masculine instrument. Their song, as Hugh
afterwards found, was a very old one, dating as far back as the
first years of the English invasion, composed, it was said, by the
Ollamh of Mortoch O'Flaherty, Prince of Connacht, when he and his
tribe were driven by William FitzAdelm de Burgh, first Irishman of
that name, out of the plains of Maigh Seóla to the east of Galway
and obliged to take refuge beyond the waters of Lough Orbsen.

“We are stripped, we are torn, and our sons lie
dead amongst the stones. Ours was a wild land and a poor one, yet
we loved it well. Our souls ding hard to its barren breast, even as
a babe to its mother's after she is dead.”

This time the women's voices were not loud or
piercing. On the contrary, they were low, even dreamy, rising and
falling with a melancholy sing-song cadence. It was less like a
song than like a wail, less like a wail than like a mere
inarticulate moaning. That, mild as it seemed, it could stir the
pulses of the listeners, was evident enough. The row of men's faces
about Cloch Corril grew perceptibly grimmer, perceptibly more
ferocious as they listened. Their eyes glanced from under their
black or grizzled glibbes, and their hands reached out and felt for
the skeans at their sides. An air of curiously alert attention, a
sort of mesmeric desire to do something, it was not quite clear
what. Never had they so closely resembled a company of wolves, such
a company as one might imagine resting for a moment in the shadow
of some wood, before sweeping on to tear down everything it met
with on its path, leaving only a few red and mumbled fragments to
tell the tale.

Cormac Cas perceived his opportunity. Stretching
out his arm with a sudden dramatic gesture, he caught up his harp
again and flung his hands across it with a sweep which brought out
a crashing chord. This time the words were intelligible enough.

“Arise! Awake! Let them be torn even as the
waves are torn, and let them be smitten even as the woods are
smitten when the great winds awake at night time. Let them cry
aloud for help, and let no help come. Let them lament that ever in
their folly they set foot on the land of Erin. For their faces were
fair, and their words smooth, but their hearts full of blood and
guile.”

A yell followed. The men with one accord sprang
from their seats, every man brandishing his arms and yelling like a
maniac. Even the women caught the contagion and shouted, the
mothers holding their babies high over their heads like so many
flags in a battle-field. It was at this juncture that a new and
better opportunity for distinguishing himself occurred to
Flann-na-Pus. Getting up from his seat at the back of the crowd and
thrusting those to right and left of him aside, he hobbled through
the circle up to his chief, where he stooped and whispered a few
words into his ear.

Cormac Cas started. A gleam of pleasure came
into his snaky eyes, and a faint smile to the lips that were hidden
under his soft cream-coloured beard. “A Sassenach! Alive in Glen
Corril? Bring him out,” he said.

Chapter VI.

And Hugh was brought out. The woman Beara, who
had been standing a little apart, made a step forward, as if she
would have interfered, but if so it was too late. A couple of the
younger warriors had rushed into the hut, flung the basket-work
door open and clutching Hugh by whatever portion of him came
handiest, pulled him across the intervening space and flung him in
a bundle upon the grass at the feet of Cormac Cas.

The sun was now setting. Three long shafts of
reddish light which escaped from three sides of a low cloud-bank
fell precisely across the small enclosed valley. One of these
shafts shone full upon the red weather marks which crossed the face
of the great boulder, so that they seemed to be written in fire.
The old Ollamh sat impassively upon his stone; his cream-coloured
beard sharing in the illumination and gleaming redly in the
sunlight, his pale blue eyes twinkling slowly as he fixed them upon
the living heap at his feet.

Hugh was brave enough as lads go. He had not
over-much imagination, which is a fertile source of causeless
panic. He was cool-headed by temperament, prudent, practical. But
panic had struck its claws deep into the marrow of his bones. The
fear of death held him as in a vice. No imaginative,
phantom-conjuring Celt could have pictured the events of the next
half-hour with a more vivid, bone-penetrating horror than he did.
His heart seemed to stop beating; his feet and hands to grow cold
as ice; his very soul to quiver like jelly, as his eyes met those
of that terrible little old man. His courage revived a little when
the woman Beara, advancing a few steps, began, in a voice which
sounded like an echo of the song she had just been singing, to
address her father, evidently on his behalf. Her voice was too low
for him to catch the words, but when she had finished speaking,
Cormac Cas' voice fell clearly upon his ear.

“Is the prisoner a De Burgh?” It was like the
clicking of two stones together, so hollow, so cold, so
indifferent.

“No,” she answered hastily; “no; he is not a De
Burgh.”

“If he is a De Burgh,” the old man went on
unheedingly, “then let a cord be brought and let it be tied about
his loins, and let him be hung head downwards from the top of Cloch
Corril; and let him hang there night and day until he die of hunger
and of thirst and of the slow tooth of pain. Let no one make his
end shorter by an hour; let the rain eat into his bones and the
wind of the mountains of western Connacht fret his skin by night,
and the wild beasts that live amongst the rocks hunger for his
carcase. And let him taste death by inches before he dies, because
he is one of that accursed race who have no pity upon the sons of
the O'Flaithbertach, and for whom no pity shall be shown.”

Hugh shivered. The younger men, who had now
drawn round him in a circle, were keeping a little way off, but
only waiting evidently for a signal to fall upon him and carry out
their chief's orders, whatever they might be.

But the woman Beara still stood between him and
his fate.

“He is no De Burgh,” she said positively; “were
he of that race, do you think that I, Beara, the daughter of Cormac
Cas, would not know it? Would not my flesh have risen up when he
came nigh, and would not my spirit have sickened when his breath
crossed my lips? Should I not have had him hewn in pieces and given
his flesh to our dogs to eat? When have I failed, or my senses been
false, that you should mistrust me? Is it befitting the greatness
of the O'Flaithbertach to soil their hands with the blood of a
boy?”

Cormac Cas turned his head slowly towards his
daughter. It was like the movements of a snake, the slow,
deliberate wrinkles of the neck, the puckers round the chin, where
the skin rose in thin brown lines over the surface. Hugh watched
these movements with a sort of fascination and sickened to the very
bottom of his soul. Twice he opened his mouth to plead his own
cause, to declare that he was no De Burgh, but a sworn foe of that
hated race. His utterance seemed to freeze in his mouth, so that
his voice died away to an incoherent choke, and in the end he said
nothing.

It was quite dusk now, and the whole landscape
below them was full of faint floating shadows. It seemed like some
forgotten sea-floor, or some cloud country which we visit for an
instant in a dream, rather than ordinary bog and rock. From the
shadows about the great boulder, the old man's voice rose again,
thin and penetrating, as the whistle of a solitary snipe.

“When was youth ever held a reason for sparing
the O'Flaithbertach? At what time were the tender years of his
children accounted a cause that they should not suffer or be put to
death? How many years is it since the De Burghs, even the De
Burghs, the Darcys, the Lynches, and other men of eastern breeding
came from beyond the great lake and destroyed seven villages of
Connacht, even all the villages from Lough Ahalia to Bunnahawn,
which is beside the sea, and did burn all they found therein and
destroyed the year's produce, driving away the cattle and spoiling
all that they could lay their hands upon? Twelve years? Nay, it is
not yet twelve years, nor will be till the summer and autumn are
gone by. And what else did they? What did they to the wives and to
the children of those that they bore the chief grudge against; even
to the wives and the children of the three sons of Fogartach who
had spoiled their lands? They called their horsemen together and
they cried, 'Now we shall see sport!' They seized the young
children and the horsemen made play with them. They tossed the
innocents from one to another and caught them upon the points of
their swords. When the sons of Fogartach returned, there was a
black heap for their houses and a red heap for their wives and for
their children. Of what after this are the O'Flaithbertach made,
and what sort of blood flows through their veins, that the word
pity should be spoken in their hearing? Let the blood of the young
of the stranger people atone for the blood of the young of the
O'Flaithbertach, so that their spirits may have rest in the ground,
and the moaning of their cries cease to echo and torment our
ears.”

Another yell arose at this, louder and more
murderous than before — a blood yell this time, the yell of the
pack which not only desires its prey but sees it within its grasp.
The ring of faces around Hugh closed in closer and closer, every
man elbowing forward so as to be nearest to him. It seemed as if
all the hate, all the loathing, all the desire for vengeance of the
one race against the other had become concentrated and epitomised
upon this specimen before them. That he was only a boy, and that he
had come there of his own accord, that he was not a prisoner of war
in any sense, counted for nothing. There he was, and five centuries
of blood-feud stirred in their veins as they looked at him.

With a whoop, the two young men who had plucked
him out of the hut and who still kept nearest to him flung back
their long sleeves, at the same time drawing their skeans from the
sheaths at their sides. The newly cleaned blades shone whitely in
Hugh's eyes. He shut them and tried to say a prayer, but could
remember none, only a dim picture of himself in a small white shirt
at somebody's knee rose up for an instant before him like a ghost.
And then assuredly he would have tasted death and known the secret
of all secrets without further delay, but that the woman Beara, who
had left the circle for an instant, at that moment returned,
holding something carefully wrapped in a fold of her dress. What it
was and what she did with it, Hugh never knew. What made the spell
so effective remained a mystery to him. All he knew was that she
made her way rapidly through the circle which barred him in and
drawing her hand from under her cloak, touched him twice for a
moment with something small and hard, once on the top of his head
and once in the very middle of his back.

Whatever it was, the effect was instantaneous.
The crowd fell back, terror written upon every face. It seemed as
if something had been done that made him dangerous to meddle with —
something supernatural, a spell of some sort employed that none
durst cross. The very men who had been pressing most prominently
forward were now the most anxious to retreat. The two young fellows
who had clutched him a moment before and bared their skeans,
dropped him precipitately and disappeared somewhere in the back
ranks of the crowd.

Over Cormac Cas' face a gleam of fury passed,
and he glanced at his daughter with a snaky look in his dangerous
eyes. Even he made no effort, however, to approach the prisoner,
nor yet to desire any of his men to do so. For full five minutes,
Hugh lay there quite alone in the middle of the ring, not a soul
approaching him, the women clutching up their children and
retreating in all directions, as if the very ground on which he lay
had become perilous. At last, at a signal from her mistress, the
big hench-woman Ullach, the wife of Flann, came stumbling forward
from where she had been squatting, paddled across the bare space
and stood a minute, awaiting further orders. Then, at a second
signal from her mistress, she picked up the prisoner in her brawny
arms and dragging him awkwardly over the grass, got him back to the
door of the hut from which he had been taken. Here, pushing the
door open with her knee, she thrust him forward over the threshold.
The next minute, he heard the door clap behind him and found
himself once more in the darkness of the wattle enclosure,
illuminated only by the streaks of light which stole here and there
through the chinks.

Chapter VII.

Hugh Gaynard remained in Glen Corril, an
enforced visitor, kept because it was impossible to send him away.
There was nothing to be done with him except to keep him or to kill
him, which last would have been done surely, if not swiftly, within
the first few days of his arrival, had not Beara, the daughter of
Cormac Cas, chosen to befriend him. Whatever may have been the
charm she used, it was not only effective, but it was lasting. From
the moment she had touched him to the hour of his departure, no
hostile finger was ever again laid upon Hugh. If he was not well
treated, at least he was not ill treated. He was simply tolerated,
with the rather contemptuous tolerance.

It was not an exhilarating life, yet it was not
quite so bad perhaps as it seemed at first sight. At fifteen,
moreover, a boy is an adaptable animal, even a young
Anglo-Irishman, brought up to regard himself as a sort of
Heaven-descended being, lord of a whole world of serfs and
inferiors. There were no serfs in Glen Corril, for all were equal
under the strong hand of Cormac Cas, who, though nominally but the
Ollamh of Morogh Na d-Tuagh, was practically absolute as far as his
own branch of the tribe was concerned, with the power of life,
death, and everything else in his hands.

An amusing life it certainly was not. The sons,
grandsons, nephews, and grandnephews of the Ollamh were the pick
and pride of the Clan O'Flaherty, but they were hardly entertaining
companions. Their faces for the most part wore an expression of
saturnine gloom. Sitting listlessly, each man in the shadow of his
own hut, his eyes would slowly follow the movements of the clouds
or remain vacantly fixed for hours at a time upon the bogs, without
the slightest variation of expression. In one direction their minds
were open enough. Terrors, bodiless but appalling, were as the very
breath of their being. Not one of these brawny, big-limbed men
would have been persuaded for any earthly consideration to go down
alone to the plain at night. The Nameless was always there, an
abiding presence, formless but hideous. The Invisible wandered
eternally over the land, and invariably it was a malevolent
invisibility.

Upon Hugh Gaynard, used to living in a strong
castle, behind substantial barriers of stone walls, these terrors
had comparatively little hold. He was too practical a person to be
superior to his century, and therefore was superstitious enough
probably in his own way; but this was not his way, was quite
foreign to it, and he was a long time in even coming to understand
it.

A few fixed epochs broke upon the monotony of
existence. The chief of these was the 24th of June, St. John's Day,
a festivity celebrated in Connacht long before the name of the
great Baptist had ever been heard of in it. Piles of wood were
collected for weeks beforehand, bonfires lighted upon all the peaks
around, a great heap of furze and heather stalks lit in the glen
itself, and through or over this heap of burning stuff, the whole
tribe, women as well as men, took their turn in leaping.

The first time Hugh saw the ceremony, it began
by scaring him; next, it filled him with a curious tingling
excitement; finally, a contagious insanity gained possession of
him, and he too rushed down the glen and leaped through the blazing
pile, the flames of which sprang up at him, singeing his legs as he
passed. The younger mountaineers, usually stolid to impassiveness,
seemed to have gone suddenly crazed. One young fellow stumbled and
fell backwards into the middle of the pile and lay there half
smothered. The others never paused, however, but rushed yelling
over him, scattering the fire like demons, throwing it at one
another, playing with it as though it were an element to which they
belonged. The face of Cloch Corril flushed a deeper red than usual;
the whole valley looked like a bowl of ignited spirits set in the
pitchy lap of the mountains. Next day, the whole community had
relapsed into its usual air of blank stolidity and vacuity.

Physically, they were a fine race, the men
especially. The weakly ones had so poor a time of it, that they
usually gave up the attempt to live at a very early stage of
existence. All the work except fighting was done by the women. From
morning to night they were grinding corn, dragging water from the
stream, herding cattle, driving them to pasture, digging turf in
the bogs or bringing it up on their backs to feed the stack of
winter fuel. One woman, Beara, was exempt. She was not a mere woman
at all in tribal estimation: in her father and brother's absence,
she was the virtual leader of the encampment and arbitress of all
points of dispute.

Thus the time passed on, the days sliding into
weeks, the weeks into months, the months into years, and still Hugh
remained a prisoner in Glen Corril. Of the outside world during
this period, he knew nothing. What was passing beyond his
rock-walled prison? Who was governing Ireland? What outbreaks had
taken place? Who was now Lord Deputy? Who was Governor of Connacht?
Who even King or Queen of England? All these were matters which he
was driven to guess at as best he could. For the rest, he had food
enough, Beara taking care of that. When his own clothes fell to
pieces, which soon happened, she gave him a coarse shirt belted in
at the waist and hanging to the knees, such as the other boys wore
when they wore any clothes at all. The dark hollow, with the great
red-streaked boulder towering over it, would look more weird and
ominous even than in the day-time. Below him would lie the whole
world of bog and lake, ridge and valley, sometimes clear and
sharply defined, its endless pools gleaming under layers of thin
ice, sometimes yards deep in shrouds of fog. Winds would sweep
around his head, or a silence like the silence of the tomb itself
would brood death-like over this realm of desolation, cut off from
the rest of the world, shut away as it seemed, for ever, behind its
impassable barriers of rock.

These midnight soliloquies amid the sleeping
tribe formed a growing epoch in Hugh's life. Imaginative he
certainly was not. His own interests, and no one else's whether man
or goblin, was what he concerned himself with. In this direction,
and in this only, his mind was exceptionally active. How to escape
in the first instance from his present position, and how afterwards
to make a way for himself in the world, this was the whole stuff,
the whole tenure of his dreams. That by some means, he did not yet
know what, he would escape, would make a way for himself, would be
something and somebody, so far he felt positive. It was in his
blood. He came of a fine tenacious having stock, strong to will,
firm to grasp, clear-sighted and shrewd in everything that
concerned its own interest, a stock with the word success stamped
in its very integument. Hugh had inherited his full share of that
stamp. He would walk up and down under those silent questioning
stars, clenching his fists and vowing to himself that he would be
heard of yet. Hugh Fitzwilliam Gaynard was not going to be beaten,
not going to knock under to fate, not going to spend the whole of
his life in a filthy Connacht! No, they need not think it — they —
all that vague world of enemies, De Burghs, O'Flahertys, and the
rest. He would beat them yet, they should know it, the world should
know it, his own kinsfolk, the Gaynards, should know it. The fact
stood written, fixed, assured, as distinct in his own mind as
though it was already accomplished. And then the cold would become
too intense to be endured for a single minute longer, and he would
creep back to his prickly lair of ferns and heather, cautiously
avoiding the various limbs, strewn, like so many logs of wood, over
the floor of the cabin.

Chapter VIII.

It was May, 1579 — a memorable year for Ireland
— and in spite of all his sturdy resolutions Hugh Gaynard was still
a prisoner in Glen Corril. His hopes of escape had been sickening
indeed of late, growing fainter and fainter with disappointment,
and were now very sick indeed. All at once, chance befriended him,
and hope revived in his breast just when it seemed to be in the
very article of death.

He had gone one afternoon, under the charge of
Flann-na-Pus, to the second ridge beyond Glen Corril, a ridge
overlooking the pool-besprinkled valley at its foot. Flann had been
directed by Beara to collect certain cows which had strayed further
than they ought to have done and to drive them homewards. The dwarf
had no intention of giving himself any avoidable trouble in the
matter, however, and therefore had brought with him his wife, also
a small flock of ragged assistants. Having arrived at the top of
the ridge, whence he could see the expanse below, he ordered them
with a majestic wave of the hand to go at once and collect the
cows. He extended himself at full length upon the ground, his
crooked limbs laid at ease upon the heather, his monstrous head
pillowed against a boulder, and a smile of ineffable
self-admiration extending his prodigious mouth.

Hugh Gaynard he kept beside him, for
Flann-na-Pus was of the order of narrator that loves an audience,
and the stranger lad was in this respect more to his mind than the
duller witted youths of his own community. Hugh, whose early terror
of the ill-favoured dwarf had long disappeared, always gave a
careful ear to his discourses, hoping to pick up from them some
news of the outside world, for Flann, being generally at the heels
of Cormac Cas, knew more than most. Like other illustrious orators
of his race, the dwarf's remarks were not always easy to follow,
partly because his own achievements filled so large a part of them,
partly because he held it incumbent upon his dignity to fill every
sentence in proper heroic fashion with all conceivable epithets,
appropriate and inappropriate, which he had ever heard his master
use or could by any means thrust into them.

That afternoon, he had been discoursing upon a
theme of which he never wearied — namely, the soul-terrifying
diseases and hideous deaths which followed upon the curses and
maledictory chants uttered by Cormac Cas. There was no bone in a
man's body, he told Hugh, that he could not cause to melt like wax,
even like the inside of a rush candle. There was only one other man
in the world who could compare with Cormac Cas in this respect, and
that man was Maelcho, the son of Murglas, the bard and seanchaí* of
Sir James Fitzmaurice of Desmond. Even Maelcho, though he was a
great seanchaí — the greatest seanchaí in Ireland — was not half or
quarter so good at cursing as Cormac Cas. Many men, it is true, had
died when Maelcho the son of Murglas had cursed them, but that was
not so much because of the power of his curses as because Maelcho
had killed them himself and chopped them up afterwards into small
pieces. He was a giant, the only giant left. It was not like a man,
but like a tree he looked when he walked, yes, like a forest tree,
and it was out of the forests he came in the first instance, even
out of the great, dark, wind-haunted hundred-thousand-mile-long
forests of Munster.

(* Storyteller)

Hugh had often heard people talk of this famous
Maelcho, so he listened to Flann's description with some
curiosity.

“How big is he really?” he asked. “Is he so very
much bigger than Muredagh the son of Cormac Cas?”

Now Flann-na-Pus unfortunately had never seen
Maelcho, only heard tell of him. This he would have died, however,
rather than have admitted. He fell back, therefore, upon
invention.

“It is not so much the height or the bigness of
him, I would have you to know, young Sassenach, not the bigness of
his body at all,” he replied in his authoritative bat's squeak.
“No, it is the dreadful, grand, horrible, frightful, glorious looks
of him, that scares the people so that they give up their lives
when he looks at them. Oh, a great man is Maelcho the son of
Murglas! I do not deny that, a very great man, only he does not
know how to curse; no, he has not got the real bone-splintering,
heart-marrow-and-liver-destroying curses that Cormac Cas has, so he
has not.”

“And where is he now, this wonderful Maelcho?”
Hugh inquired.

Flann darted a suspicions look out of his little
eyes as if to ascertain what he was driving at.

“It is with his master he is, where else would
he be?” he replied cautiously; “with his valiant, wise, learned,
pious, sword-defying master the Lord James Fitzmaurice of Desmond.
That is where he is and where he ought to be.”

“And in what place or county is his master
living now, will you please to inform me, Flann, that knows all
things?” Hugh asked deferentially, turning his head a little, so as
to be able to judge how far the dwarf was telling him the truth or
not.

Flann twisted his mouth till it looked like some
sort of gigantic gutta-percha cone. He was not sure that it was
prudent to speak. On the other hand, the desire to exhibit his own
knowledge and eloquence was irresistible.

“It is away yonder in the country of the
Spaniards,” he replied pompously, pointing one crooked hand vaguely
in the direction of the sea. “In the country of the great, pious,
palace-dwelling, navy-commanding, all-the-world-possessing,
gold-crown-wearing King of Spain, that is where he is living, young
Sassenach, son of ignorance! And it is seeing the Pope, he is too,
every day, the sacred Heaven-possessing, every-curse-distributing
Pope of Rome, that is what he is doing! For it is the great King of
Spain and the Holy Pope of Rome that live together, both of them in
the one house, in a great, painted, many-storied, gold and
diamond-covered house, the two of them together and all their
nobles and gentry along with them. And that is where the valiant,
crafty, enemy-defying, glory-crowned Irish knight, Sir James
Fitzmaurice of Desmond, is living at the present time, and that is
where his seanchaí Maelcho the son of Murglas is living with
him.”

Hugh reflected upon this information. That Sir
James Fitzmaurice was in Spain he knew already. What he wanted to
know was whether there was any likelihood of his coming back to
Ireland again.

“It is a grand country, Spain, no doubt, grander
and bigger than Ireland,” he observed carelessly. “And it is in no
great hurry Sir James of Desmond will be to be leaving it, I am
thinking.”

Flann of the Month fell gently into the trap
outspread for him:

“Then it is just the little-knowing,
low-imagining, altogether unworthy of consideration young Sassenach
you are to say such a thing. And it is little of the ways of
glorious war-desiring, truly Ireland-loving knights and heroes you
know,” he cried contemptuously. “For it is back to Ireland Sir
James Fitzmaurice will be coming immediately. Yes, and sooner than
immediately. This very summer be will be coming, now at once, and
his seanchaí Maelcho, and all the great lords and captains along
with him.”

This was news to Hugh. There had been a good
deal of unwonted stir in Connacht of late, he knew, and Cormac Cas
bad been incessantly backwards and forwards between Glen Corril and
Aughnanure, but what it had all betokened, he had not known and
dared not ask. Would there really be a general rising that summer?
He lay still and meditated, looking down at the valley, his eyes
passing instinctively over its bogs and pools, towards where,
though out of sight, the little town of Galway lay, the spot which
had been the haven of his thoughts for many a day past.

It was getting late in the afternoon, and the
cows had been mostly collected, and were standing in a cluster,
their lean sides shining in the slanting streaks of sunlight, so
that every bone appeared to be tightly outlined. The wife of
Flann-na-Pus was standing beside them, her brown legs, naked to the
knees, giving her the effect of some grotesque figure in terracotta
several degrees above life size. A few of the cows were still
wandering about over the bog or cropping a scanty meal from the
tussocks. Half a dozen slatternly-looking girls, with their hair
tumbling down their backs, were whooping and hurrooshing after
these stragglers. The edges of the black bog-holes showed prismatic
gleams in the setting sunlight. A little lake, immediately below
them, danced and sparkled all over its pale blue surface.

As Hugh sat there, the red rays seemed to be
growing longer and longer, and more and more slanting. They fell
upon the grey rocks upstanding here and there; upon the small
half-choked streams and tiny streamlets meandering like lace-work
in every direction over the brown surface. Presently, they fell
upon two figures advancing at a rapid pace down the side of the
nearest mountain and coming directly towards them. He looked hard
at these, wondering who they could be, for strangers were scarce in
Connacht. They were not women, yet they wore petticoats. Who were
they? And what were they coming for?

They advanced so rapidly, that he could soon see
them quite plainly. Two brown figures with ropes round their waists
and bare heads, throats, and feet, a couple evidently of mendicant
friars, the only visitors from the outside world that ever made
their way into these solitudes. One was tall, the other short, and
both were hurrying along over the rough ground as if they had not a
single instant to lose.

Hugh pointed them out to Flann-na-Pus, and they
sat on the heather watching the two strangers draw nearer and
nearer, the light illuminating their shaven crowns and falling upon
the stiff woollen folds of their habits. At the same moment, a
party of young men, warned probably by a scout of their approach,
appeared over the ridge of the hill nearest to Glen Corril and
began to descend into the valley.

With a squeak of anger and a wave of his crooked
hand to signify that Hugh was to follow him, Flann of the Mouth
sprang up and waddled as rapidly as he could over the rocks and
across the bog at the bottom, eager to be the first to intercept
the friars and learn their news. But all three groups reached the
centre of the valley almost precisely at the same moment.

One of the friars Hugh had seen before. He was a
big, heavy-jawed man, intended by Nature to be very fat, but kept
by hard living and constant trotting in the condition of an
over-driven ox. The other was a much younger man, a stranger to
himself, and a perfect skeleton to look at, emaciated and
sickly-looking to the last degree, but with the fiery eye of the
enthusiast; a passionate eagerness seemed to breathe through every
inch of his attenuated frame. Seeing the young men from the glen
come up, he suddenly paused and springing upon a knoll which raised
him a few feet above the ground, broke, before anyone else had time
to speak, into a wild flood of Gaelic, waving his arms up and down
above his head as he did so, like a scarecrow.

“Up! up! up!” — that was the burden of his cry —
“The moment has come! The yoke of the tyrant is broken. God has
given ear to his saints, and Ireland is to be set free. The
Spaniard is on the seas! The English Jezebel is trembling in every
limb; speedily she will bite the dust and go to her proper place.
Up! up! up! The kings of the Earth are afoot. The snorting of their
war horses is heard in the land. The sword of the Righteous is
raised! The Great Captain, even the greatest of all the captains,
Sir James Fitzmaurice of Desmond is upon the waves. With him are
coming men of war in their thousands, with him also are coming holy
priests and men of God sent by our father the Pope. The most holy
and reverend Legate, Dr. Nicholas Saunders, is coming! Victory and
success are certain, have been assured! Visions have been seen in
the sky. A pious nun has twice dreamed that a wolf had been
delivered of a lamb. Let God arise and let His enemies be
scattered! Let every man who loves his faith, let every man who
calls himself an Irishman, make ready. Let him not lie down in his
bed, neither eat, nor drink, nor take any rest, until the blood of
the Just has been avenged and the Island of the Saints swept clear
from the foot of the Infidel. Up! up! up!”

So he stood and preached, like another Peter the
Hermit, crying aloud his message in the wilderness. The speckled
cows lifted their horned heads to stare at this figure, waving its
arms so excitedly in their midst. Ullach, the wife of Flann-na-Pus,
opened her eyes and stared with just the same air of bovine
perplexity. The young men who had come down from the glen gazed
too, blank bewilderment written upon their faces, peering up at him
from under their uncombed “glibbes.” With Hugh Gaynard it was
different. A stir of excitement passed through him, and a flood of
hope began to beat in upon his brain. He did not fully understand
what was going to happen or even care much, except so far as it
affected himself, but hope had awakened, and his pulses began to
beat like sledge-hammers. He stood still, however, and made no
sign. Flann-na-Pus alone was equal to the occasion.

Pushing the young men impatiently aside, he
advanced and in a pompous squeak invited the two friars to mount
with him to the glen above. His master, Cormac Cas, he said, was at
present absent, but himself and Beara, the daughter of Cormac Cas,
would attend to their wants and give ear to their honoured words.
It was not fitting that the discourse of wise, pious, holy-living,
all-for-God-deserting men should be uttered to those who had no
understanding. Let them speak their message in his own ear, also in
the ear of Beara, and in the ear of Cormac Cas and of Muredagh, the
son of Cormac Cas, and it would be done and accomplished as they
desired.

The advice was felt by everyone to meet the
occasion. The younger friar came down from his knoll. The older
one, who had seated himself upon a stone, got up; the cattle were
collected together, and the whole party began to mount towards Glen
Corril. The monk who had preached, and who was called Brother
Eoghan walked along amid the group of mountaineers like a man half
drugged, his eyes rolling, his feet stumbling over the rough
ground, his lips still muttering the words of that message with
which his whole soul appeared to be charged. He was a singular
specimen of a very singular type. Liable to be hanged like so many
mad dogs whenever and wherever they were caught, the begging friars
were still the only missionaries, the only teachers, the only
friends of the people then and for many a day to come in Ireland.
Whatever in the way of religious instruction was given there, was
given by them, and by them alone. They taught, they married, they
buried, they christened. Where no one else came, they came. No
impediments could keep them out, no threats hinder them from
coming. How they lived; how they contrived to get across sea and
land, to appear unexpectedly in the most remote spots and to
disappear again, uncaptured, no one knew. They were everywhere — in
deserted shrines and broken-down churches, in roofless chapels and
desecrated abbeys, in the towns under the very noses of the
authorities, in solitary islets far out in the stormy Atlantic. The
whole secret history, the entire underground policy of Ireland, lay
in their hands, was conducted, managed, carried on, exclusively by
them. Never having acknowledged any head save the Pope and the
superior of their own order, the Act of Supremacy,* which had not
at first greatly affected the higher ecclesiastics, had made
outlaws of the begging friars at a blow. For the last forty years,
a price had been set on each of their heads. Like migratory birds,
they came and went, sometimes in flocks, sometimes alone, sometimes
in pairs. Their brown habits were familiar objects in every hut and
shelling, no matter how remote or how inaccessible. In the depths
of the forest, where no official had ever set foot, in the pathless
middle of the bogs, in the centre of hostile camps — no spot was
too difficult to reach, no spot too hazardous for them. Especially
when any new rising was on foot, they appeared by dozens, swarming
out of their hiding-places, preaching, encouraging, chiding
backsliders, comforting the sick, persuading everyone. Once more,
in that fatal summer of 1579, a stirring time was at hand in
Ireland, and, as often before, the stormy petrels had gathered at
the signal and were everywhere heralding the coming storm.

(* An Act of the Parliament of England (1534)
under King Henry VIII declaring that he was 'the only supreme head
on earth of the Church in England.')

That night, messengers were sent flying all over
western Connacht and into the province beyond. To Ballynahinch, to
Gno-Beg, to Gno-More, to Leenaun; high and low, far and near; to
the scattered herdsmen living upon the slopes of Maumtrasna and the
Devil's Mother; throughout the Joyce country; throughout the whole
of that thinly-peopled land of stones and lakes, men were being
told to be ready the instant a summons reached them.

The real council of war, however, met at
Aughnanure, upon the banks of Lough Corrib, where Morogh Na d-Tuagh
O'Flaherty sat in consultation with his son Muredagh, his Ollamh,
Cormac Cas, and a select body of the clansmen. Was the message
true? Was the long-meditated Spanish descent really come off at
last, or was this only one of many phantoms which had gleamed for a
minute, to end in blood, smoke, misery, and much exercise of the
office of the hangman? How many Spaniards would Sir James
Fitzmaurice, if he came, bring with him? Above all, would the Earl
of Desmond himself join the rising? These were amongst the
questions debated in Aughnanure. Morogh Na d-Tuagh was in no slight
dilemma. Barely a year had passed since he had been knighted for
his services against the De Burghs. Was he to imperil this
newly-won character for loyalty? The two friars were carefully
examined; other friars arrived to corroborate the great news, but
still Sir Morogh hesitated. The risks were so great; the perils to
be incurred so tremendous; the failures had already been so many;
their results so ghastly and so unforgettable.

At last, Cormac Cas advised, and his master
accepted a compromise. It was a risk still, but it was not so
desperate a risk as open rebellion. A body of O'Flahertys were to
be sent to join Sir James Fitzmaurice whenever he should land in
Kerry, but they were to be sent secretly. There was no particular
difficulty about this. Thirty, forty, even fifty curaghs* starting
by night or at early dawn from any of the endless land-locked bays
of Connacht, who would trouble their heads as to where they went,
or who would so much as notice that they went at all? Even if seen
from Galway, what should it be but the ordinary fleet of fishermen
going out to meet the shoals of mackerel or herring before they
entered the bay?

(* Coracles - small rounded boats made of hides
stretched over a wicker frame.)

Cormac Cas undertook that the whole arrangement
should be secret. The band sent was to be largely recruited from
his own part of the tribe and was to start from Cloch Corril
itself. Sir Morogh was to take no visible part in the matter,
rather was to be seen prominently occupied in quite another
direction.

So it was settled, and so finally it was carried
out. Soon, from every side of Connacht young men began to flock to
Glen Corril. Big Joyces originally from Wales, but long since
become Connacht men; MacGonroys from Gno-More, O'Mailleys from the
Owles, O'Flahertys of Arde, MacDermots, O'Gonnors, O'Hallorans —
they came in parties of eight or ten and were accepted or rejected
by Muredagh, who was appointed leader in chief of the
expedition.

For Hugh Gaynard, it was at first a time of
agonising suspense, so great was his terror of finding that he was
to be left behind. For him the expedition meant escape. If he
missed this chance, who could say whether one would ever come in
his way again? Happily for him, Cormac Cas considered that on the
whole the risk of sending him was less than the risk of leaving him
behind with only women and children to guard him. He was to go; but
he was to go under strict watch and ward. One of the younger men, a
grandson of Cormac Cas, was specially set over him, whose life was
to answer for his escape. He would be under the vigilant eye, too,
of Muredagh, and woe betide him if he attempted to evade it! At the
first symptom of any such purpose, a knife between his ribs, or
else a stone round his neck, and a drop overboard would make it
perfectly certain that no secrets of the O'Flahertys would leak out
through his means.

Chapter IX.

For the next fortnight Glen Corril was filled
from morning to night with the noise of hammering and grinding.
Every spear-head, every skean, every dart was sharpened. Now pikes
were fashioned. By the beginning of July, the men were all
collected and ready to begin their march to the coast.

Two hundred and ten stood mustered in all — tall
fellows, fleet of foot, hard of hand, keen of eye. Their arms were
for the most part pikes or wolf-spears, with the usual supply of
knives to fling and slash with. Muredagh and a few of the chief men
carried calivers,* but the greater number were armed only with
home-grown weapons.

(* An early form of hand gun, a variety of the
arquebus.)

They started late one evening and walked all
night. There was a moon, but it was thickly covered with clouds. A
heavy mist had curdled up and filled all the hollows with a creamy,
solid-looking vapour. In some places, huge fleecy creatures seemed
to be hiding between the ridges, in others, white dragons or
griffins to be crouching in act to spring. It was like walking
through some beleaguering host of monsters, come down to take
possession of the naked ghostly country.

All night they walked, first across the nearer
mountains, then over a line of lower hills, till they came down to
the sea beyond. Here they found a fleet of curaghs awaiting them,
thirty boats in all, into which they got, six or eight men to each
boat, according to size. Before the light had fully flushed the
bay, they were already half way across it and steering steadily due
south.

Slowly, the morning broke, and with it came
heavy rain. The sea was absolutely calm. A few curaghs carried
sails, but no one thought of spreading them. Hugh had been put in
Muredagh's boat, and an oar placed in his hands. He had never been
in a curagh before in his life, nor for a long time in a boat of
any sort, so that the act of rowing was strange to him. The man who
had been selected to guard him, a big, freckled-faced young fellow,
called Eonach, sat immediately in front of him. Young as he was, he
was already a giant in build. The muscles of his naked arms rose
and fell, as he swept the surface of the water, as mechanically as
if part of some invisible machinery. Hugh tried to imitate him, but
his hands blistered before he had gone a mile, and next, the skin
began to peel and hurt horribly. His arms, unaccustomed to the
work, seemed to burn as if hot lead had been run through them.
Still, he would not give in, dared not if he would. Every now and
then, the dark menacing face of Muredagh glanced round at him for a
moment, then slowly turned away again to his own oar. It was like
the touch of the lash to the galley slave, and Hugh tugged doggedly
on, his teeth clenched, and his back bowed.

The first point they touched at was Killeaney,
in the island of Arranmore, for in those days Sir Morogh O'Flaherty
was lord of all the Aran Isles, and the islanders were bound to
furnish him with men and boats at need. Eight curaghs had been
promised, and eight were ready with their due complement of men.
With these they embarked again, and at Inisheer, the least of the
isles, they stopped once more, and three additional curaghs joined
the fleet. Only at Inishmaan they did not stop, because the landing
there is bad. Instead, the men of Inishmaan came out to sea in four
curaghs to meet them, with eight men in each curagh, and waited in
the South Sound till they drew near. They might just as easily have
joined at Inisheer, but this they did not choose to do, for there
was great jealousy then, as there always has been, between
Inishmaan and the other two islands.

After this the long procession of boats kept on
and on, always due south. Forty-five curaghs they numbered now,
with three hundred and twenty men on board. It was very like some
flock of unusually big cormorants paddling slowly away over the
shining surface, the tall black bows raised high over the water
like so many beaks. Soon, the Hag's Head was left behind, and
Liscannor Bay, and still they paddled steadily south, past the
point soon to be known as Porta-na-Spaniag or Spanish Point, the
last grave of the fated Armada, still on and on, till the craggy
nose of Loophead gradually came into sight.

Here the night began to close in. Having rounded
the point, they slipped along the low shores of the Shannon and
palled the boats up, where they lay for the night, keeping close to
them and not daring to light any fires, lest the O'Briens, who
ruled there, should come down in force upon them, and blood be
spilt before the right time.

Next morning they were out again betimes and
off, stiff enough many of them, for the night had been cold, and
the wind cutting. It was a hard pull across the wide mouth of the
Shannon, with stream and tide both against them, but they got
across at last, and past Kerry Head, keeping outside the Magharee
Islands, and so into the wide-mouthed sweep of St. Brandon's Bay.
They were not far from their destination now, so that it was
decided to make a short day of it. Having put in again to shore,
they dragged the curaghs up over the sand so as to be out of reach
of the tide. There was no fear of a surprise here, for they were
already in the Desmond country, so that fires were lit, and the men
were able to dry themselves and cook their food in peace.

When the food had been eaten, a couple of men
were despatched by Muredagh across the isthmus to Dingle, where
they were to find out whether a landing had actually taken place,
and, if so, where Sir James Fitzmaurice then was, with what force
he had come, and, above all, whether the Earl of Desmond himself
had taken the field or not. It was eleven or twelve miles over the
pass to Dingle, and, as the men had to proceed cautiously, they
were allowed eight hours to go and come back again. They returned
in less time, however, and with great news. Sir James Fitzmaurice
had undoubtedly landed three days before. With him had come the
Pope's Legate, the illustrious Dr. Nicholas Saunders, attended by
many priests and monks. A number of Italian and Spanish soldiers
had also come, and armed with golden swords and other weapons of
war. Maelcho and other Irish who had gone to Spain with him had
also returned and had all landed at Dingle in great state, the
Pope's banner being carried above their beads, and the townsfolk
looking on.

The messengers had not themselves seen the
invaders, for they had left Dingle before they arrived, but they
had spoken to many who had seen them and had actually witnessed
their landing. There had been a violent quarrel, it was reported,
immediately afterwards. A number of the citizens of Dingle had been
seized by Sir James and carried away with him as hostages. He had
other prisoners also — English sailors captured out of ships — but
what number they could not tell. One thing seemed to be certain,
and that was that the whole company had marched away the day before
to the other side of the peninsula and were then encamped in the
bay of Smerwick.

Over this news a great crying out arose, some of
the O'Flahertys crying one thing and some another, for though under
the orders of Muredagh, there was no approach to discipline amongst
them. Old and young alike yelled their hardest, threw up their arms
in air and cried. The younger men were wild to fight, wild for
plunder, wild for doing of some sort; good fighters, but sorry
soldiers. Sir James Fitzmaurice would have his work cut out if he
enlisted them.

Muredagh alone took no part in all this. When
the yelling had a little abated, he drew half a dozen of the older
men apart and told them in brief terms that unless the Earl of
Desmond had joined the rising, or unless the Spaniards had really
come in force enough to do without him, back they would all have to
return to Connacht, since neither Morogh Na d-Tuagh nor Cormac Cas
had the least idea of wasting strength and losing men upon doubtful
enterprises.

The younger men were not told this. Their
business was to fight, and, for the rest, they had to do as they
were bid. Next morning, a couple of curaghs were left behind by
Muredagh's orders with a dozen men, amongst whom were Hugh Gaynard
and the young fellow, Eonach, who had been told off to guard him.
The rest all put out to sea and having rowed round Brandon Point,
disappeared quickly behind the big cliffs.

It was a day of sousing rain, though with hardly
any wind. The men left behind gathered round the fire, over which
the morning's food had been cooked, and lay there grumbling on the
sand, waiting for the return of the boats. It was nearly six
o'clock before the first of these was seen advancing slowly over
the grey surface. Then one after the other the whole number came in
sight, creeping round St. Brandon's great sea-wall over the oily
swell. Rain was still falling slightly, but the sky had by this
time cleared, and the curtain of clouds was beginning to lift.

The men looked sulky and discontented as they
landed from the curaghs and pulled them one after the other up upon
the beach. Muredagh stalked on alone, his brows drawn down so that
they almost hid his eyes. Hugh, who happened to be in his way,
glanced up at him as he passed and instantly guessed that something
was about to happen. What was it? Were they all to return to
western Connacht? Had they come all that way for nothing? A sudden
resolution rushed over him. Come what would, he would not go back
to Glen Corril. Back to the miseries of his life there? Back to be
a slave amongst savages for perhaps the rest of his life? Never!
Better die first.

Most of the new-comers had gathered round the
fire, where they now stood streaming from head to foot like seals.
Several of the men flung themselves down stark naked upon the hot
sand by the fire, rolling over and over, so as to warm themselves
while their clothes were drying. Seeing them occupied, Hugh looked
cautiously around in search of a hiding-place. If they were about
to start at once, his only chance of escape was to hide himself
before the general muster came. He soon perceived where that chance
lay.

The curaghs had been pulled right up on the
sand. Brandon Bay is famous for its sands, but it happened that
just at this point there were a good many loose rocks stretching
out in all directions into the sea. Watching his opportunity, when
all were otherwise occupied, Hugh slipped down to the edge, ran a
little way out into the water, got behind one of these rocks and
waited eagerly. Muredagh was not far off, talking to some of the
older men, his face scowling under its grizzled thatch. He was
pointing to the north and gesticulating, evidently issuing his
orders. Sweeping his arms round him with a scornful gesture, he
pointed to where they had just been, next to the boats, and finally
again due north. Clearly his orders were being given for an
immediate start.

Crouched behind his boulder in the water, Hugh
kept close and watched what was to happen. At a call from their
leader, he saw the younger men leave the fire and come up.
Apparently an order was given to launch the boats, for thereupon
there ensued a violent outbreak of tongues. Furious voices rose in
the air; arms were brandished; fists clenched. They were overborne,
however, as usual, by the stony immovability of Muredagh. He stood
stock-still amongst them, frowning impassively, his glance turned
now upon one and now upon another. Their voices faltered by
degrees, till at last, with an air of sulky acquiescence, they all
turned to the sea and began to prepare for an immediate start.

Hugh kept close. He was up to his waist now and
ready at any moment to duck underneath if there seemed a chance of
his being seen. He was chilled to the bone, but that was nothing.
Go back he would not. He would drown where he stood first.

It was now past seven o'clock, and the rain had
quite ceased, a dazzling gleam of sunlight, as often happens in the
south and south-west, having come to crown a wet day. The sun was
going down, naked and gorgeous, towards an horizon, coloured red to
receive it; the wet edges of the sand were faithfully repeating
every tint overhead. The line of loose rocks, behind one of which
Hugh lay concealed, stood out like a succession of small craggy
mountains, each with an ink-black shadow behind it. The O'Flahertys
were now collected upon the edge of the shore and beginning to push
the curaghs seaward, for the tide was nearly full. If they were
going to take advantage of it, there was no time to be lost.

Peeping from behind his rock, Hugh watched the
work going forwards. When the boats were nearly all launched, the
men once more gathered round the fire and began to eat a hasty
meal, grumbling to one another. The water rose higher and higher;
it was up to Hugh's neck now, but he never budged an inch. He knew
that it was not until when they were starting that he would be
missed, and that his perilous time was therefore still to come.
Cautiously, he peered round to see what his chances of escape were.
They were not good. It was only along the edge nearest to him that
the shore was much littered with rocks. Further on the bare
stretches of sand began again, flat at the edge, rising inland into
low mounds or hillocks covered with thin bent. To the south, a few
grey peaks of rock showed at Caher Point, but westward he could
again see the smooth sweep of the bay, with the islands they had
passed the day before at its mouth.

At last, the men had finished their food and,
still growling, began to get into the curaghs in the same order as
before. Then, and not till then, as Hugh had guessed, he was
missed. He heard his name uttered by Muredagh in a brief angry tone
of inquiry. The young fellow, Eonach, in whose charge he had been
left, looked about him, at first merely with an air of blank
surprise, then with a sudden expression of abject terror. Next, at
a brief order from Muredagh, there was a general scattering of the
groups gathered at the edge of the sand, and a score of figures
began to race here and thither, evidently in search of him.

Hugh was by this time clinging to the seaweeds
which grew on the rock and only just able with the tips of his toes
to touch the bottom. Beyond his own rock was another, not quite so
large, already submerged, and further on, another and another, some
still high, but most of them only showing their tops above the
water, the green waves curling over them and leaving them streaked
with foam. All, like his own, were fringed with a fringe of
seaweed.

Suddenly, he ducked his head, for steps sounded
close at hand. When he lifted it up again, the steps had passed on,
but a curagh was now right in front of him, and the men in it, by
Muredagh's orders, were striking the rocks and water in all
directions with their oars. A second curagh followed the first, and
in this stood Muredagh himself. Hugh caught a glimpse of his
scowling face and of the ashen one of his nephew Eonach beside him.
Then he ducked again quickly, and only just in time, for an oar
came with a crash upon the water, so near to him that had his head
been a few inches higher, it must have been shattered like an
eggshell.

The oar passed and came crash down again a few
yards further to the left. Hugh got his nose a little above the
surface, took a gulp of air and went down again. The other men who
had not got into the boats were gathered now upon the beach, which
was covered with loose stones. Choked and dazed, the water filling
his nose, eyes, and ears, Hugh dimly heard an order shouted. What
the words were he did not hear, but the meaning was plain enough,
for the next minute it seemed to him as if the sky were raining
stones on top of him. One big lump struck him under the water, then
another and another. He was bruised and battered all over. Plainly,
if this was to go on, the game was over; he was sped.

He had not been seen, however, and his
assailants were evidently stoning blindly, for the rain of stones
passed on, and the next rock beyond him was now the target.
Standing up in the curagh, Muredagh directed the proceedings,
scanning the water closely in all directions. Luckily for Hugh,
there was quite a line of rocks at this point, and it was against
the further of these that the rain of stones was now chiefly
directed. By this time, too, it was rapidly getting dark, so that
only the shapes of the masses were defined, and his chance of
escape was bettering every minute. He made shift to crawl a little
nearer to the shore, hoping to find some ridge upon which he could
perch. But he was presently carried right off his feet and swept
away on the current, clinging desperately to the weeds with his
hands, but his whole body being drawn up to the surface, so that,
had there been more light, he must infallibly have been
discovered.

He got back to his former place, but not without
some splashing. Luckily, the chase was now slackening. Muredagh was
bent upon starting without delay, and at another shout from him,
the men left the upper beach and got into the remaining curaghs.
After a little more delay, the whole fleet of forty-five mustered
in the bay and began to move towards its mouth.

Once more, Hugh heard Muredagh's voice, and this
time it was followed by a loud cry, and after the cry by a groan —
a groan that could have, he knew, but one significance. The sound
lent wings to his feet, as he staggered blindly through the shallow
water towards the shore and flung himself face downwards upon the
sand. Peering up a minute later, though without daring to lift his
head, he could see that the whole fleet of curaghs had drawn
together and were rowing rapidly away towards the north-west. From
where he lay, they were so massed together as to seem like one
object, a large, dark object in the middle of the wide, grey-satin
paleness. About a hundred yards behind the last of the curaghs,
another equally dark but very much smaller object was to be seen
tossing about upon the water — an object which bobbed helplessly to
and fro like a strand of seaweed and appeared to be floating
momentarily nearer to the land.

Chapter X.

Hugh looked west. Here St. Brandon's great
headland rose, sucking up all that was left of the daylight. At his
feet, the long low waves swept sulkily in, and the shingle turned
and rumbled dully. The black lump beyond also turned over once or
twice, rolling in upon the top of the waves and approaching not far
from where he stood. With a very sick sensation gnawing at his
stomach, Hugh turned and began tramping on along the seashore.

He was so numb from his long bath, that he could
hardly keep upon his legs. His feet felt dead, so that the ground
might equally well have been sand, rock, snow, or cotton-wool for
anything he could tell to the contrary. How was he to find this
Geraldine camp, and what chance was there of his being well
received if he did find it? Would it not be better, he wondered,
for him to strike across the mountains to Dingle upon the other
side of the peninsula? No, he felt a tolerable conviction that he
should fare even worse there; that he would be knocked down in all
probability and killed as a “foreigner” before he could get a
hearing, so he kept on along the same side of the coast as
before.

All night, he walked along the cliffs, stopping
now and then from sheer exhaustion. Once, when he had stumbled over
an invisible tussock and fallen at full length, he lay there for a
while and so snatched a few miserable mouthfuls of broken sleep. It
was still quite dark, perhaps two o'clock in the morning, when he
came to a halt on the side of a very abrupt ridge which ran right
across the way in which he was going, cutting his path in two and
obliging him to climb it. It seemed a terrible height, and he was
so tired, but he got to the top of it at last, and from there
looked over at what lay beyond. Around him now upon three sides
towered the mountains. A sickly crescent moon had risen, but it was
so smothered in clouds, that it gave hardly any light, and it was
only after looking closely for some time that he could make out the
shape of anything that lay below him.

What helped him most to do so was a smouldering
glow, apparently that of a fire at the last point of extinction,
which shone dimly upon the ground a few hundred yards below where
he stood. An odd feature about it was that it took a crescent-like
shape, almost exactly the same as that of the moon above his head.
He was still staring at it and wondering what it could mean, when a
fragment of uncharred wood suddenly flared up. He distinctly saw a
number of feet and legs, mostly naked ones, which appeared to be
strewn about in all directions between him and the fire. Hugh
stared again, wondering still more profoundly. That there were
bodies in connection with the legs seemed probable, but whose
bodies were they, and what were they doing there in the heart of
the mountains?

He ventured after a while to creep a little way
down the ridge, following a sort of heathery trough, the side of
which would conceal him from those below. Apparently no watch of
any kind was kept by the people that lay around the fire, for he
was able to creep on and on, inch by inch, until now he could see
quite plainly that a crowd of people, including not a few women,
lay in a circle, all with their feet turned towards the fire, like
the spokes of some gigantic cart-wheel. Beyond these, he could make
out what was no doubt a herd of cattle, some lying down, others
moving to and fro, but all bulking so large and shapeless in the
moonlight, that but for their movements he would have taken them
for rocks.

A dull regular noise, as regular as the thud of
surge upon a beach, rose from about the fire. It was the snoring.
It seemed odd to stand there and look down upon all those human
creatures lying so exposed and helpless at his feet. He might have
cut all their throats, he reflected, and walked away, and no one
would have been a bit the wiser. By this time he had guessed that
he was looking at one of the great peripatetic herds of cattle or
“bodies” which, with the herdsmen belonging to them, wandered
habitually to and fro the country, seeking fresh grass wherever
they could find it and for the most part camping in a new place
every night. To make that guess a certainty, he presently stumbled
upon a great keg, bound about with leathern thongs and full to the
top of sweet new milk, the result evidently of the last two or
three milkings. This was indeed a godsend, and he put his head down
to it as he might have done to a pool and drank deeply again and
again, the delicious, sustaining stuff seeming to penetrate every
vein in his body and to fill him with a new sense of life and
encouragement.

After he had drunk as much as he could, he crept
a little nearer to the fire and, not meaning to stay more than a
few minutes, presently fell despite himself into a heavy doze, the
result of his weariness, combined with all the milk he had just
swallowed. He opened his eyes once or twice, believing that he was
walking on and fully intending to do so. The moon overhead seemed
to be blinking at him, and the pale crescent of fire, with all the
naked feet pointing inwards, to be shifting and floating along with
him as he went.

Suddenly breaking through his dreams came loud
shouting and a rushing of feet, which was a real rushing of real
feet. The whole silent circle suddenly sprang into life, shrieking
and yelling at the utmost power of their lungs, the men seeking
hastily in the dark for sticks and other weapons with which to
defend themselves. And Hugh heard the bellowing of cattle and loud
thumps of sticks, now upon men's heads, now upon the backs of
beasts. An immensely big man, a giant seemingly, in a long green
cloak, the leader doubtless of this new band, rushed towards him,
brandishing something. And either that something or some other
something came crash down upon his skull, and he fell like a log
beside the fire and lay there.

Chapter XI.

When he came to himself, he was still lying on
the ground and still near a fire. It was not the same fire,
however, as he soon saw, neither was it the same place. Indeed,
though stupefied by the blow on his head, he had been dimly
conscious that he had been lifted up and carried away somewhere,
though by whom or where he did not know. Now as he came to himself,
he discovered that the long night — the longest he had ever spent —
was at last over, and that the daylight had returned again.

The fire near him was a newly-lit one, and a man
sat beside it tending it with pieces of stick which he took from a
stack at his side. Presently, this man rose in search of some logs,
of which he brought back several in his arms. As he crossed the
space between Hugh and the fire, Hugh saw that he was enormously
tall, several inches over six feet high, and that he wore a green
cloak which covered him from head to foot. At once flashed across
his mind that it must be the same man he had seen in the night, and
who had appeared to be the leader of the band that had carried off
the cattle.

After depositing the logs, the man came over to
where he lay and stood looking down at him. Then, muttering
something under his breath, he suddenly whipped out a knife from a
sheath at his side and cut the rope that bound Hugh's arms and
legs. This done, he picked him up as he might have done a baby and
laid him down again on the ground, a little nearer to where he had
been sitting. Having examined the hurt on his head, he put a sop of
something wet and soothing to it and then returned to his
attendance upon the fire. Hugh lay still and tried to remember what
had befallen him, but his brain still swam, and his head caused him
so much pain, that the mere attempt to think seemed like a new
hurt.

Gradually, however, as the wet rag soothed the
pain, he began to get better. One by one, the incidents of the
night rose up and detached themselves till they grew into a
connected whole. He remembered his long wait in the water, while
the O'Flahertys were preparing to depart; their search for him; the
shouts, the blows of the oars, the rain of stones, the drawing off
of the curaghs; Muredagh's murder of his nephew Eonach; the single
stifled death-scream of the latter; the look of his body as it
floated blackly upon the waves, one hand white above the surface;
his own night-long wanderings; the spokes of naked feet converging
round the fire. At this point, he had fallen asleep, so that his
impressions became rather mixed. In the end, he once more gave up
the effort of remembrance and lay still, waiting to see what the
next stage of his adventures might have to show him.

Meanwhile, the light was growing stronger every
minute, the shadows stretching out and becoming lost. Lifting
himself upon his elbow, he was able to observe that he was once
more surrounded in all directions with yellow sand, spreading in a
gentle slope to the sea and upwards again on either side until it
rose into low cliffs to right and to left of him. At first, he
could distinguish nothing very clearly, except what lay in the
immediate foreground — the fire with the big man in the green cloak
tending it. Little by little, he perceived that this was no
solitary stretch of sand upon which he lay, but, on the contrary, a
densely populated one. In every hollow and comparatively sheltered
spot, men were lying thick as pilchards in a barrel, each with a
cloak about him, and, for the most part, with some sort of bundle
rolled pillow-fashion under his head. These men were not barefooted
herdsmen either, but soldiers, for he could see the gleam of the
weapons that lay beside them. Moreover, as he looked closer, he
could perceive clearly that they were not even Irishmen. Not only
were their clothes cut quite differently from any clothes he had
ever seen before, but their faces, too, were different — browner,
longer, with something hard and emphatic about them, which even
sleep could not entirely wipe out. Then, as his eyes travelled
round the space before him, he saw that in the deepest, and
therefore the most sheltered, of all the hollows, a small leather
tent had been erected, a tent originally apparently yellow in
colour, but now weather-stained to the utmost point of weathering.
Just inside the door of this tent, a pair of brown legs and
sandalled feet stuck out — feet and legs which could belong to no
one, Hugh thought, but a monk. Lest there should be any doubt on
this point, a ray of sunlight at that moment lit up the interior,
and he caught sight of the frocked form of their owner, lying
doubled up and drugged with sleep in the inside, his feet, which
had not found room there, lolling helplessly over the sand. Another
monk, equally fast asleep, was just visible behind him, with the
toes of another pair of brown sandalled feet showing at the
entrance.

These were all odd sights, and Hugh rubbed his
eyes as he gazed from one thing to another — from the tent to the
armed men, and from the armed men back to the sleeping monks —
wondering what it might mean. Suddenly, his brain cleared, and he
remembered everything. It was all natural enough, only he had
forgotten. He must have been brought, of course, into the very
place he had been trying all night to reach, into the camp of the
Geraldines.* Those figures tumbled about together upon the sand
before him, who could they be but the famous Italian and Spanish
soldiers of Sir James Fitzmaurice, who had come to rescue Ireland
and to sweep all the English into the sea? That tent, with its
advanced guard of brown sandalled feet, whose, again, could it be
but the tent of the illustrious doctor, the Pope's Legate? The
illustrious doctor's name Hugh had forgotten for the moment, but it
was the same, no doubt, about whom the begging friars had come to
preach in western Connacht. The thing was all clear enough. What
was not at all clear, and what still remained to be seen, was what
sort of treatment he himself was likely to experience at their
hands. There was nothing to be done, therefore, but to sit still
and await events.

(* The FitzGeralds are an Hiberno-Norman dynasty
and Peers of Ireland.)

While he had been making these discoveries, the
man in the green cloak had been busily mixing up a mess of
something that looked like stirabout* in a small pot over the fire,
stirring it from time to time and tasting it, with all the airs of
a professional cook. It was not made of oatmeal, Hugh perceived,
but of some round brown objects which the man took from a bag
beside him. Looking at him more closely, Hugh saw that below his
green cloak he wore the usual long-sleeved Irish shirt, with kilt
and trews, over the latter of which a pair of big Spanish boots
were pulled, which, wrinkling round his knees, added not a little
to his bulk. His face seemed to have been once upon a time fair,
but was now so darkened by sun and so beaten about by weather, as
to be almost black, or rather chocolate colour — the colour of a
peat bog. Out of this peat-coloured face a pair of extremely light
and extremely prominent eyes shone in a dancing, glittering
fashion, much as two pools might have shone out of a dark bog. For
the rest, the man's face was chiefly noticeable for the largeness
and looseness of his lips, which seemed to be never for an instant
at rest. At that moment, he was talking to himself, or rather to
the wood, which, being damp, refused to light properly. The words
Hugh caught were in Irish, but even without that indication he
would not have had the slightest doubt as to his nationality.

(* A kind of porridge.)

This man was the famous Maelcho! His
unmistakable insanity; his fidelity, sane or insane, to his master;
his tale-telling, by which be could chain the wildest audiences
hour after hour spell-bound upon his lips — all these various gifts
and achievements had made up such a body of tradition as no other
man of that generation, perhaps for several preceding ones, had
attained to. Feats which not Goliath could have accomplished
single-handed — prodigious slaughters, whole armies put to flight,
herds of cattle captured, towns and villages carried by storm —
were gravely related of him, and believed, moreover, from one end
of Ireland to the other. Even the doings of his master, Sir James
Fitzmaurice, paled beside those of his still more notable seanchaí.
When, ten years earlier, Sir James had stood out single-handed
against the whole power of the Government of the day, it was always
Maelcho who was popularly believed to have made the feat possible;
Maelcho who had outwitted the foe, covered their own retreat, made
good their biding-places, and, moreover, by his spells had brought
ruin and confusion amongst their pursuers. In his native forests of
South Waterford, these legends especially had grown up and had
spread thence, little by little, over the whole surrounding
country, swelling and drawing to themselves a crowd of
half-forgotten tales, in which the deeds of men centuries dead and
gone were confounded with those of the hero of the hour. These
tales, or a hasty mental selection of them, flew now through Hugh's
mind, quite enough to scare him as he realised that he was in the
power, literally under the very shadow, of this same terrible
Maelcho! Aghast, he remained gazing upwards, too terrified to speak
or move. Maelcho, the son of Murglas! Maelcho, the scourge of the
Sassenach! Maelcho, with whose name every colonist woman throughout
Munster scared her children! If this were he, then indeed was his
own doom fixed beyond reprieve!

To his surprise, finding him dumb, the big man
presently retired with a placid nod to his cooking. A still clearer
proof of his amiable intentions was given a minute later.

“Then it is not sorry you will be to be eating
something, I am thinking, young stranger?” came to Hugh's ears in
tones like distant thunder. “Not at all sorry, I am thinking. And
it is these you may eat, so it is, therefore take them!”

A dozen of the brown objects he was cooking were
here flung at Hugh, one after the other, in a shower. They were hot
from the embers and burnt his hands shrewdly, but he accepted them
as he would have accepted cockatrices or red-hot fire-balls coming
from such a quarter. Inside he found they were full of a white
flouriness, which smelt deliciously, and which he promptly
proceeded to convey to his mouth. The man in the green cloak nodded
his head approvingly, grinning from ear to ear with a smile which
was upon the same scale as the rest of him, and which had the
effect of wrinkling his brown face into a succession of
chocolate-coloured puckers.

“Then it is good food, so it is, very good and
sweet,” he remarked complacently. “And it is the right food and the
best in the world for growing girls, little girls, that cannot eat
hard food, hard, tough beef food, only fit for fighting men's
gizzards!”

This statement, remote as it seemed from
anything he could see or imagine around him, Hugh received with the
same reverence that he had received the recent shower of hot food.
If submission would mollify this giant, he was quite ready to be as
submissive as heart could desire.

Suddenly his fears revived, for his captor had
again scrambled to his feet, with more agility than might have been
expected from his bulk, and now stood staring apparently right at
him. He was not, however, really looking at him, as Hugh, to his
relief, presently perceived, but at some object a little way above
his head. Glancing in the same direction to see what that object
was, he perceived that close to one of the cliffs or banks of sand
a second brown leather tent had been pitched, and that beside it,
against the very bank itself, a cloak or piece of cloth had been
pegged down, covering apparently some hollow or recess dug out of
the bank. With another sudden bound, the big man snatched up the
pot he had been mixing and motioning Hugh to take up a keg of milk,
which stood on the ground between them, started across the sand for
this point.

Hugh obeyed, though his head still swam and his
limbs hardly seemed to belong to him. Keeping close at his leader's
heels, he presently found himself stopping in front of the cloth
pegged against the bank. Here the big man squatted down upon his
heels on the sand and with his fingers began gently scratching upon
the cloth. Then, having waited a moment or two, he began chirping
softly, in a wheedling, sing-song fashion, such as a man might use
to a child or to some very favourite animal.

Apparently, the signal was understood, for the
next minute a corner of the cloth was let down, and two little
heads appeared at the opening, just as a pair of birds' heads might
have come out of a cage or nest. They were not birds' heads,
though, but children's heads — a fair one and a dark one — two
little girls' heads, with round daisy faces, sweet half-closed eyes
and sleep-ruffled hair; two small red mouths being promptly opened,
and four small hands being equally promptly stretched out to take
the food extended to them.

Hugh opened his own mouth and stared his
hardest. Children! Girls! — as the big man had just said! What
could have brought them to such a place and at such a time? Who in
the world had buried them there like sand martens in the bank? With
his head full of the tales about Maelcho the seanchaí, he suddenly
remembered that accusation of ogre-like doings which was one of
those most frequently brought against him. Was it true? Was he
really an ogre? And if so, was he keeping these children there in
the sand to devour them at his leisure? Hugh's sturdy sense of
probabilities recoiled instinctively before the notion, and he
hesitated about believing it without a little further evidence.

Certainly the ogre, if ogre he were, was at
present looking after his victims with remarkable assiduity.
Squatted on his big heels beside the bank, he was feeding them with
the best mixed bits of the stirabout, imploring them, almost with
tears, to go on eating. When he could induce them to eat no more,
with his huge brown hands, which looked like a pair of seal's
flippers, he busied himself in straightening their sleeping
quarters, arranging their clothes and even smoothing down their
hair, tumbled as it was by sleep and the various accidents of their
very singular hiding-place.

Under these circumstances, Hugh's first ideas of
cannibalism began to subside. The big man appeared to regard these
two little creatures in the hole with a perfectly abject and
idiotic devotion. When his ministrations were at last over, he
remained squatting before them like a dog, gazing at them with all
the worship of a savage before two life-sized idols of his tribe;
his eyes glistening, his loose lips quivering, his whole face
creased and wrinkled into puckers of absolute adoration. Upon so
practical minded a young man as Hugh Gaynard, such an unreasonable
exhibition of devotion had the effect of producing a comfortable
sense of superiority, which went far to diminish the terror which
the name of the formidable seanchaí had at first awakened. Could
this really be the man of whom he had heard so much?

Chapter XII.

Meanwhile, it was now broad daylight, and the
whole camp was stirring and humming like a bee-hive. The sun had
swung out clear and bright, hanging suspended seemingly between
white balloon-like clouds, peering one above the other, as if to
see what lay below them. The huddled-up figures, some finishing
their last snatches of sleep, some rousing themselves, yawning,
blinking, and grumbling — these Spaniards, Italians, Portuguese —
these groups of desperadoes, drawn together almost at haphazard,
wearers of half a dozen uniforms, speakers of as many tongues;
mercenaries, adventurers, bandits, irregulars of all sorts and
kinds; unused to act together, unable in many cases even to
communicate; tossed out here upon the sand; their retreat cut off —
for already their ships had been destroyed — without commissariat,
without proper preparations for defending themselves, without
organised arrangements of any sort! A dozen unlucky English sailors
might have been seen in one of these puckers of sand, who had been
caught at sea and brought ashore with ropes round their necks, by
way of hint of what awaited them, when their captors had done with
them. Another group was made up of the townsfolk of Dingle,
retained as pledges for the good behaviour of their fellows. There
were also camp followers, and local idlers of all sorts from the
country round. There were Dr. Saunders and his monks in their own
particular tent. There was Sir James's wife, who had accompanied
her husband and was lying sick from exposure and the miseries of
the voyage, without a creature of her own sex to look after her.
There were his two little daisy-faced daughters in their sandy
hole, under the charge of their big, brown-faced nursery-maid.
Altogether, a more varied and a more unlooked-for combination of
humanity has rarely perhaps greeted a sun upon its uprising!

Meanwhile, no matter how uncomfortable or
disturbing may be their prospects, people must get up, and people
must eat their breakfasts. It was now nearly seven o'clock, and Sir
James Fitzmaurice and the Legate had come out of their respective
quarters and were standing together upon a little knoll, with the
sea behind them, the land they had come so far to deliver
stretching in all its faint greys and greens before them. The
knight's face was exceedingly long as he gazed, but the churchman's
face was longer still. This Irish enterprise of theirs looked
bigger, there was no doubt of that, now that it was upon them —
staring down into their very eyes — than it had done in Rome,
Madrid, or elsewhere; bigger, grimmer, more formidable altogether.
Details, which had been comfortably slurred over then, rose up now,
one by one, in all their nakedness.

Saunders was in one respect the happier man of
the two, for he had a grievance, and he was a man to whom a
grievance under all circumstances was very dear. It had been made
clear to him, or so he maintained, by all who professed to be
acquainted with Ireland, and especially by Sir James himself, that
many things would go well, which it was now quite clear were likely
to go very ill indeed. That the Earl of Desmond,* to begin with,
would receive them upon their arrival with open arms, would shelter
them in his castles, would minister to their necessities, above
all, would lend them that tower of strength which the mere name of
Desmond was known to afford in Munster. Now it appeared that, on
the contrary, the Earl of Desmond had by no means made up his mind
what he was going to do in the matter. At first, he had absolutely
refused to see them, and even when he had at last done so, it had
been with immeasurable precautions, lest Henry Davells, the
Commissioner of Munster, or, worse still, Sir William Pelham, its
President, might hear of his having done so, and his own safety
become compromised. Nor had the interview been the least productive
of any satisfactory result. That the Earl was intensely jealous of
his cousin, Sir James, was clear from the first moment and showed
in every word and gesture. This in itself Saunders would have cared
little about, as his own policy had always been to set his
associates one against the other, that so his own influence might
be paramount. But the yellow, peevish face, the helpless talk, the
whole aspect and bearing of the great Earl and Palatine had filled
him with nothing short of consternation. So crippled was this
Desmond, as to be unable to sit upon a horse; so broken in courage,
that his wife appeared the better man and more valiant soldier of
the two; so filled with dread of England and her terrible mistress,
that his tongue seemed to cleave to his jaw, and his lips to be
literally incapable of utterance when he spoke of them; so blind to
the irrevocableness of the steps already taken, that he exhausted
himself in appeals to his allies to go away, only go away at once,
and leave him and the country in peace. Yet, in spite of all this
and through all this miserable irresolution, the inordinate pride
of the Desmond — the belief in himself as the great hereditary
chieftain, beside whom even kings and princes were but as equals —
rose up visibly at every word. It was not a combination likely to
impress favourably so keen a judge of men and leaders as was the
Legate Saunders.

(* Gerald FitzGerald, 15th Earl of Desmond /c.
1533 – 1583/.)

Again, there was the younger brother. Sir John
of Desmond — Sir John of the Pikes, as he was affectionately called
by his followers — after the Earl, the most powerful member of that
famous house. Well, Sir John was hardly a satisfactory ally to deal
with either. If the craven-heartedness of the elder brother
promised to be embarrassing, the courage of the younger one seemed
to be at present of the mad-dog order, considerably more dangerous
to allies than to enemies. He had rushed to meet them on their
arrival, followed by two or three hundred half-armed galloglasses.*
Although it was quite early in the morning, he appeared to be
already drunk. His demeanour, at any rate, was not merely that of a
drunkard but of a raying maniac. He had shouted, had flung up his
arms in the air, had embraced the perplexed Spaniards, assuring
them in alternate English and Irish that they were glorious
fellows, dear fellows, splendid fellows; that he loved them like
his own heart, his own soul, his own blood! Blood, indeed, had
filled the greater part of his talk. Blood, he told his cousin and
the Legate, was all that was needed. Let enough of it be shed, and
all would go well. His brother, the Earl, would be forced to join
in the rising! Munster would join; all Ireland would join! Blood
was all that was wanted, all that anyone cared about, all that he
himself cared about!

(* Heavily armed retainers or mercenaries in the
service of an Irish chieftain.)

The Legate wrapped his cloak more closely around
him and coughed with an accent of displeasure. A bitter expression
came into his face, as he looked round at the melancholy scene and
mentally surveyed his own hardly less chilling and discouraging
prospects. With nose disdainfully sniffing the sharp salt breeze,
with robe gathered about him to escape the unpleasant
contaminations of the shore, there was about his whole appearance
an air, not merely of pedantic displeasure, but of a sort of
pedantic foppishness, perfectly natural to the man, but at the same
time exceedingly curious when we consider for a moment what he was
— one of a desperate band, the associate of rebels, of outlaws, of
desperadoes; absolutely certain, like them, to be himself hung
whenever and wherever he might be caught. A man of books, a man
accustomed to a certain share of leisurely ease and comfort, loving
the sharpest of dialectical weapons, detesting all weapons of a
more tangible and carnal sort.

Meanwhile, the leader of the expedition, Sir
James Fitzmaurice, was bent upon expounding his plan for the
fortification of a small rocky promontory not far from where they
were then standing. Before he had had time to get far in his
explanations, they were joined by a second priest, who came out of
one of the tents and walked over to where he and the Legate were
standing. This was a Jesuit, Father Allen by name, an
Anglo-Irishman of the Pale and a very old friend of Sir James,
whose outlaw hospitality amid the Waterford forests he had often in
earlier years tasted. He was a tall, gaunt man, with a clear,
well-opened grey eye and an eager, indomitable face. It was the
face of an enthusiast, but not at all the face of a Jesuit, as the
word is commonly understood. A patriot of the same vehemently
Quixotic type as his friend, a singularly faithful man, an
extraordinarily brave one, a good friend, a furious enemy, an
indifferent politician. Such was Allen the Jesuit.

The two churchmen stood and listened while the
knight laid his plan before them. It was an odd one for a man, not
devoid of military sagacity, to have hit upon and would have stood
instantly condemned in the ears of any hearers less absolutely
ignorant of military science than the two whom he was addressing.
The bay of Smerwick is closed in to the south by a tall, irregular
peninsula, on the inner or sheltered side of which rises a small
rocky point, barely four hundred feet long and one hundred wide,
known to the Irish as Dun-an-oir, or the Fort of Gold, though
whether from the colour of the sand or from vague reports of secret
hordes seems still undecided. An ancient Cyclopean fort, of the
usual mortarless pattern familiar to archaeologists, already
crowned this rock, and there were traces here and there of a former
dry stone circumvallation used by the early inhabitants as an outer
defence.

Sir James was bent upon holding and fortifying
this point. There had been great talk in Rome and elsewhere that
spring of an Irish Calais, and this was the Irish Calais he had set
his mind upon. It was a small beginning, he admitted frankly, but
if he could fortify the place so as to make it tenable — and he had
no doubt upon that head — it would serve as a starting point, and a
starting point was really all that was wanted. Beside it, the next
consignment of Spanish troops, so ardently expected, would be able
to encamp upon their embarkation; around it, the wild levies of the
neighbourhood could be drilled into something like proper shape and
discipline; in it, objects of value, especially bullion, might
safely be stored and guarded. The upper part of the neck of sand
connecting it with the mainland he proposed to cut away, and in its
place to erect a withdrawing bridge, over which the defenders could
pass to and from the shore, and by the lifting or lowering of
which, the rock would become an island or peninsula at will. This
done, with proper military curtains, with a ditch and a couple of
bastions, he had no doubt of being able to render it defensible
against any force likely to be brought against it. It was work,
moreover, that his Italians were particularly expert at. And it was
highly desirable, as he pointed out to his hearers, that some
immediate occupation should be found for them, before idleness and
the contaminating influences of the place began to rust their
courage and eat into their discipline. Already, they were beginning
to grumble, to complain of the hardships to which they were
exposed, to curse the country and the climate, from which they
would probably presently pass to cursing those who had brought them
into both. The sooner they were got to work and the closer they
were kept at work, the less time would be left to them for any such
unprofitable exercises.

To all this and a good deal more the two
ecclesiastics listened, Allen with a friendly air of acquiescence,
the Legate with one of ill-concealed impatience and irritation. Had
his military knowledge been equal to his other attainments, he
might at least have had the satisfaction of picking holes in his
coadjutor's project, which was only too patently open to many
objections. Unfortunately, from this enjoyment he was cut off, by
lack of the necessary technicalities, and had to fall back upon
silence. It was a silence, however, so chill and discouraging, that
Fitzmaurice after a while became affected by it and brought his
discourse to an end:

“That under God and with His omnipotent help we
should endeavour to depend upon ourselves, rather than upon either
the allies we have left behind or those others whom we hope to win
to our side in this country, I need hardly, I am sure, point out to
your Reverences. And touching that man who ought to be chief of the
latter, 'twere useless for me to conceal that my cousin, the Earl
of Desmond, is not at present such an ally as we can lean on with
any comfort or satisfaction to ourselves, nor will be until time
and the necessities of the case bring him, with God's grace, to a
better judgment. That either his many imprisonments or the
cruelties of that tyranny under which this land groans has broken
down his spirit, I seek not to deny. Nay, my belief is that, sooner
than lend us a single horseman at the present time, he were capable
— I blush to have to admit it — openly to betray us to our enemies
and thereby bring down their accursed soldiery suddenly upon our
backs.”

“All this, sir, and more even than you have
stated, I am only too well aware of now,” Saunders replied,
breaking silence at last and speaking in a tone of acrid
displeasure. “But may the blessed hosts of Heaven be my witness if
one word or one hint of any such meaning ever reached me ere I set
sail from Spain. Had it done so …” He stopped, and his angry glance
sought the distant horizon.

Fitzmaurice looked at him for a moment, then
glanced aside at Allen as if for sympathy. Finally, having waited
for the Legate to finish his sentence and finding that he did not
do so, he presently himself resumed, speaking in a tone of gravity,
which was not without its dignity:

“That your Reverence was misinformed upon these
points, I deeply regret to learn,” he said, with a low bow. “It may
well be so, for such was the hurry of our departure, and so little
time was there for any lengthened discourse, that much must
necessarily have remained both misapprehended and unexplained.
Moreover, that our enterprise savours of rashness, especially in
the eyes of those who judge by the appearance of things rather than
by their inner reality, 'twere foolishness for me to deny.
Nevertheless, that enterprises so begun have before now prospered
better than others undertaken in a more cautious and niggardly
spirit, history, I feel sure, will avouch. Does it not seem better
that we proceed upon our road with a good though modest confidence,
trusting in the favour of Almighty God for the result? And, above
all, does it not seem unwise of us now to repine, or still more to
reproach one another, seeing that it will take all our strength to
oppose the enemy before us? And that this is no vain or foolish
hope, however dark and untoward may be the present hour, I
fervently believe. I can in no wise believe that an enterprise
undertaken solely for the glory of God, under the direct guidance
of His Holy Pontiff, and in simple faith and dependence upon His
mercy, will ever be allowed utterly to miscarry and to come to
nothing!”

To such an expression of opinion there could be
but one reply. The Legate in his turn bowed — outwardly
acquiescent, inwardly in a fume of irritation. After a few minutes,
the three leaders returned to the neighbourhood of the tents, there
to prepare for the start about to take place.

Chapter XIII.

While the higher powers of the expedition were
thus engaged in council, the inferior ones squatted about in groups
upon the sand, waiting to know what they were to do next. Some of
the soldiers were cooking their food, others occupied in cleaning
their arms, but the greater number were doing nothing — sunning
themselves, that is to say, in the momentary gleam of sunshine,
tossing pebbles into the sea, or from sheer wantonness ill-using
the prisoners nearest to them, while not a few, wrapped in their
cloaks, were snatching a few last delicious moments of sleep.

Hugh Gaynard kept as close as he could to the
side of the big seanchaí, guessing that no one would care to meddle
with any person whom Maelcho, the son of Murglas, had taken under
his protection. He was not the least in love with his protector. On
the contrary, now that his first terror was over, he felt towards
him exactly as he had done towards all of the O'Flahertys — as
towards a being utterly foreign from himself, whose words were not
his words, whose ideas were not his ideas, whose whole ways and
notions were to him either mere folly or else riddles impossible to
guess at. He was not so dangerous apparently as Muredagh, not quite
so revoltingly ugly as Flann of the Mouth, but that was all.

It was nine o'clock before the word was given to
start, and the whole party began to move round the bay to the point
where the rock ran out to sea which Sir James Fitzmaurice had
decided to fortify. Sir James himself directed the proceedings,
and, the new camping-ground reached, he at once set his men to
work. Some were ordered to collect firewood, others to run up
temporary huts, with the aid of loose spars and sod cut from the
nearest turf. But the greater number were at once started upon the
important business of fortification, each of the English prisoners
having his bonds loosened for this purpose, a shovel or pickaxe
thrust into his hands, and himself thrust between a couple of
Spaniards, whose congenial task it was to prod him on, should he
show any signs of laziness.

Maelcho the seanchaí alone took no part in all
this activity. He had carried the two little girls round from their
nest upon the other side of the bay. Having set them down upon a
dry tussock at some distance from the sea, he stood scratching his
big head and twisting it from side to side, as he scanned the scene
about him with an air of intense dissatisfaction.

Certainly, whatever its merit as an Irish
Calais, it was not the spot one would have selected by preference
to sleep in. A yet barer bit of the coast than the one they had
left, there were no sandy cliffs even to cut the force of the wind,
which whistled over the naked shingle and threw up small flurries
of sand, in a manner that was far from encouraging. Beyond the rock
which was destined to be the coming citadel lay another smaller
sweep of loose sand and shingle, while beyond that, again the
cliffs rose above the waves, not perpendicularly, but in a
succession of more or less broken slopes.

Suddenly Maelcho uttered a loud snort of
satisfaction and started at a quick trot towards this point,
pausing after he had gone a few yards to turn and, with a jerk of
his head, signalling to Hugh Gaynard to follow him. Hugh obeyed.
Pending the arrival of some more comfortable patron, he was bound
on peril of his life to obey him without protest.

They made for the nearest piece of cliff and
climbed it nearly to the top. Following at the heels of his leader,
Hugh presently found himself embarking at a breakneck pace down a
track which ran at a steep incline along the face of it. Suddenly,
his leader stopped and stood looking downwards with an air of
perplexity. Then, with another loud yelp of satisfaction, he set
off again at the same headlong pace. Hugh followed, but this time
less closely. But before doing so, he too paused and looked down to
see what it was that had so suddenly attracted the seanchaí's
attention. He saw that immediately before him, some fifty or
perhaps sixty feet lower down, a small ledge or shelf of rock
jutted out from the face of the cliff, and that upon this shelf,
which was covered with a thin growth of weeds, stood a tiny
tumble-down shanty or hovel, with stone sides and a roof evidently
of sods, for it was nearly as green as the ground below. Above this
shelf, a loose shingly slope stretched up to the top of the cliff
and was covered like it with flowering weeds, tufts of lesser
celandine and campion predominating. Lower down, it dipped in an
ugly treacherous slope to where the rocks began, and the grey teeth
of a low reef of limestone ran out far into the foam.

By the time he had followed him, his leader had
already reached this shelf, had kicked open the door of the hut and
gone inside. There were no windows, Hugh found, on entering it, but
there was a chimney, down which the light came in a cold white
trickle. It smelt abominably of damp, but it was solid. As the
seanchaí looked about, him his big brown face expanded with an air
of satisfaction.

“Then it is better, a great deal better, so it
is,” he muttered to himself. “But it is a fire, a red, roaring
fire, it wants. And it is much wood you will have to go down and
fetch, so you will, young stranger,” he added, turning to Hugh and
speaking in a tone of command. “Much wood, good wood, old ship's
wood, you will have to fetch. And it is the driest pieces you will
have to bring and set them ready to burn, so you will. Yes, and it
is the floor you will have to clean and to stop up the holes in the
wall. See, there is moss upon the top of the rock; get it and pack
it in tight — tight, tight, tight, I say!” He was away, before Hugh
had even begun to realize these various tasks he was to
perform.

He had only had time to carry out the first of
them and had brought up a single armful of wood from the shore,
before his task-master was back again, this time with the two
little girls shouting and laughing delightedly upon his shoulders.
Their mother next appeared, carried on a rude litter by a couple of
men, their various possessions, tied in bundles, bringing up the
rear.

The unfortunate Lady Fitzmaurice looked woefully
ill. She was coughing violently, and her face was drawn, yellow,
and sickly. Maelcho seemed to take comparatively little heed of
her, beyond seeing that she was laid upon a heap of cloaks behind a
sort of rude wall of sods which ran across the hut and to some
degree cut off the draught from the door. There she lay, just as
she was put down, utterly supine, unable seemingly to take any part
in the direction of her own affairs or even to notice what was
going on around her. The children, on the contrary, ran about,
chattering like a pair of puffins from the rocks, scrambling in and
out of the shanty, helping to push the moss into the cracks, then
pulling it out so as to be able to peep through at the sea, which
twinkled up into their eyes — proceedings which were all alike
hailed with rapturous admiration by their huge bearded
nursery-maid, over whose brown face ripples of adoration seemed to
flit as steadily and unremittingly as the ripples of light over the
grey sea-face below.

Once the fire was lit, and the scanty goods
unpacked; once the children had begun to play in the red glow about
the hearth; once the floor was swept, and the chinks stopped, the
metamorphosis had become complete. By the time night fell, the
forlorn, rain-saturated little shanty had begun to wear all the
semblance of a home and might have been believed to have been
inhabited for ages.

Just before this, a sudden increase of noise and
the tramp of many horses' hoofs upon the sands below showed that a
fresh addition had been made to the camp of the invaders. Hugh
Gaynard, who was at the top of the cliff at the moment, where he
had been sent in search of more moss, was able to look directly
down upon the beach. On doing so, he saw that a considerable number
of horsemen, mounted upon long-tailed garrons,* had come into sight
and were careering across the sands, shouting to one another,
thrashing their horses and waving pikes in the air as they
advanced. He waited where he was till he saw them ride into the
camp; saw two figures, presumably those of Sir James and the
Legate, come out to meet them; saw the leader of the new band
dismount, and the three stand together upon the shore. After a
while, they went into one of the tents, while the rest of the band
dispersed and, going a little way back into the sand hills, began
to light fires, the noise of their shouting coming up to where he
stood, mixed with the neighing of horses and the loud clashing of
weapons in an unending din.

(* Highland pony.)

Puzzled as to what it all meant, Hugh descended
the cliff, resolved, if he found the seanchaí in a communicative
mood, to get some information from him with regard to various
points about which he himself was still utterly in the dark. By the
time he once more reached the shelf, the two little girls had been
settled for the night and lay tucked up in a nest of cloaks a
little to the left of the fire. Apparently, they were asleep too,
for their chattering voices had at last ceased, and silence had
fallen upon the shanty, broken only by occasional coughs or moans
from the poor lady on the further side of the partition.

Maelcho was not there. After searching for him a
little while, Hugh discovered that he had climbed on to another
projecting spur or knob of rock, smaller than the one upon which
the hut was built and almost directly above it. Here he was half
standing, half leaning against the cliff, his huge frame wrapped in
its cloak and sprawled out against the rock like some sort of Irish
Prometheus.

Hugh climbed to the spot, intending to question
him about what he had seen. He found the seanchaí staring intently
ahead of him — too intently to be safe to interrupt him. It was not
at the shore he was staring, but right up over his head at a line
of dark clouds which lay one beyond the other above the horizon.
Apparently there was something about those clouds which displeased
or alarmed him, for twice Hugh heard him utter an ejaculation of
dismay, looking as he did so at the line overhead with an
expression of intense and puzzled consternation. His own curiosity
was aroused, and after hesitating a little, he ventured to ask what
had happened, and why he was looking up at the sky like that.

“It is something I do not like that I see up
there, so it is, young stranger — something that I do not like at
all, so I do not,” Maelcho answered, his eyes still on the sky. “It
is the Wild Hunt, that is what it is,” he added, sinking his voice
and glancing round as if afraid of being overheard. “Yes, up there,
above the sea.” He lifted his hand and pointed to the line of
clouds. “It is the worst thing a man can see, and this is the worst
time of month to see it in, the worst and bad always. And it is in
a strange place, a place I have never seen it in before, that it
is; and we only just landed, and the moon a new one Tuesday last,
and the little lady-girls with us and all!”

Hugh stared up at the particular point indicated
in astonishment. There was nothing to be seen there but clouds, and
surely there were always clouds in the sky? What could the man
mean? He remembered hearing of the Wild Hunt amongst the
O'Flahertys, but had not attached any special meaning to the word.
Looking closely at the line of clouds indicated, he then perceived
that one portion of it was larger and darker than the rest, and
that a number of smaller fragments seemed to be following it, one
after the other, in a sort of procession. It really was rather like
a hunt now that he came to look at it attentively. That big grey
cloud in front might be a bull, say, or a lion — possibly a whale
or a dragon. Those smaller detached clouds after it might be dogs
or wolves, according as one liked to imagine. These last seemed to
be hurrying fiercely along over the sky, as if trying with all
their might to overtake the big one in front, stretching out
bodiless limbs and opening bodiless mouths as they did so.

Possibly, it was the excitement of his companion
which impressed him, but certainly the whole thing seemed to have
more semblance of reality about it than usual. It appeared to Hugh
to be unlike anything he had ever seen before in the sky, to be, if
not real, at least more like a painting than a mere accidental
resemblance created out of mist and nothingness. He soon tired,
however, of such an impractical subject of contemplation and was
about to recur to the question of the new arrivals. He observed a
peculiar gleam in the seanchaí's curious, greenish eyes, an odd,
distracted, irresponsible air about his whole demeanour that made
him feel that it would be wiser to forbear and put off his
inquiries to a more convenient opportunity. People who looked like
that were quite capable, he was aware, of suddenly seizing some
inoffensive person, who disturbed them, by the shoulders and
pitching them over head foremost into the sea.

The sky had grown quite dark, and the whole
phantom hunt had long melted into the ordinary meaninglessness of
things celestial, before the seanchaí had left his perch or ceased
to stare in the same eager, concentrated fashion at the space
before him. At last, he went down and, squatting suddenly upon the
floor, put his arms about his big knees and remained silent, if not
asleep. Hugh, who had before this gone down and found some food,
was now curled up in the most comfortable corner he could find and
was beginning to drowse. The two little girls breathed softly in
unison, wrapped in one another's arms. Their mother apparently
slept, too, waking now and then to cough or moan. Little by little,
as the night grew deeper, nearly all sounds ceased or rather melted
into that general monotone of sound, which for want of a better
word we call silence. The sea kept repeating over and over the same
monotonous, old-world stories which it had been telling to the
rocks and the sands ever since they first began to keep company
together. As for the motley company of the invaders — Spaniards,
Italians, Portuguese, and the rest — they, too, were by this time
mostly asleep, rolled in their cloaks and beginning to dream that
they were back in Naples, Granada, or Lisbon with their fortunes
made, their pockets full of English gold, and their detestable
Irish campaign a thing of the past.

Chapter XIV.

A fortnight had passed. Sir James's Calais was
steadily growing. The innocent little thyme-covered promontory,
with its archaic circle of moss-grown stones, was assuming quite a
military and responsible air. One ditch was already cut, another
was in process of cutting; the bastions were half made; the
drawbridge would be made whenever Heaven sent wood from Tralee or
elsewhere. No supply of fresh water — not an unimportant matter for
a fortress — had been found nearer or better than the scanty
driblet which trickled over the cliff above Maelcho's shanty. A few
other equally elemental drawbacks had presented themselves. Still,
the Irish Calais was certainly growing. There was no question about
that. The enemy, if he doubted it, had only to come and look.

One difficulty, not provided for by any received
treatises on fortification, was that the original heathen fort,
which lay within and formed the nucleus of the newer one, was found
to be badly “haunted.” So seriously was this the case, that after
dusk began to fall, no one, by any threats or persuasions, could be
got to approach the place, so appalling were the shrieks, so
heart-rending the cries, as of creatures in the very article of
death, which then issued from its enclosure. Even the Spaniards and
Italians, who, whatever respect they might hold their own ghosts
in, could scarcely be expected to care much about alien ones — to
whom the wails of Irish spirits or the plaints of murdered Irishmen
could hardly seem to be any great matter — even they complained
quite as loudly as the rest. Indeed, the most singular feature of
the visitation was that each man upon being questioned declared
positively that the cries he heard were always uttered in his own
tongue; that these were not Irish or English ghosts, but Spanish or
Italian ones; that the shrieks were the shrieks of dying Spaniards,
the appeals for pity the appeals of Italians in the act of being
murdered. This was what so rang in their ears and was what made it
perfectly impossible for any Christian man to approach the
place.

Whatever the nationality of the ghosts may have
been, they were clearly very persistent ones. In vain, the Legate,
with bell, book, and candle, twice made the entire circuit of the
enclosure, commanding the demons in sonorous Latin to withdraw upon
pain of his displeasure. In vain, the sacred banner was fastened to
the top of the fort and remained there for a day and a night,
flapping its sanctified folds against those pagan stones. Nothing
proved of the slightest avail. No sooner did dusk fall than the
shrieks and yells began afresh, dying away into groans and moans,
of a nature to scare the very souls of all who heard them and in
the end obliging the whole camp to be shifted back several hundred
yards, so as to be a little beyond the infliction.

Can ghosts, not yet made, but about to be made,
project themselves forwards on to the scene of their own creation?
The question might have been asked with some pertinence a short
thirteen months later, when some forty score or more of Spaniards
and Italians were slaughtered here by English hands in the very
coldest of cold blood and laid out in two rows like newly-gaffed
salmon upon the sands below.

Ghostly shrieks by night and day and night alike
the shouts and yells of Sir John of Desmond and his disorderly band
of followers made the neighbourhood of the Fort of Gold anything
but a pleasure-resort just then for peace-loving people! That
energetic son of slaughter rode perpetually to and fro, and up, and
down the country, harassing its inhabitants in all directions,
sometimes in his brother's name, sometimes in his own name and
against his brother, sometimes in the name of both of them
together. He entirely declined to regard himself as under Sir
James's orders. As a matter of course, his men equally refused to
submit to any such unworthy constraint, and the reports of their
eternal depredations made the reputation of the camp to stink even
in the nostrils of those least liable to be accused of any sordid
stint of loyalty.

Sir James did what one man could do, but the
part was almost too big for one man's filling, even had that man
been a Napoleon or an Alexander of Macedon. He had little or no
support, either. Not only were his Spaniards few in number, but
already they were beginning to get out of hand. Worse still, the
Legate — who was supposed to be his especial sword, shield, and
buckler, whose presence was held to shed a lustre as of St. Peter
himself upon the camp — the Legate Saunders chose to throw all his
weight into the opposite scale. Partly from personal irritation
against Sir James, partly from an innate preference for the more
unruly, he had vigorously espoused the side of Sir John of the
Pikes' side and in all disputes gave his support to him rather than
to the comparatively practical cousin. As for that hero's own
views, to make ghosts of all whom he even suspected of being his
enemies was to him the be-all and the end-all of the political
campaign. Like the Mac-an-Iarlas in the West, so to him in the
South, the rising presented itself simply as the proper occasion
for wreaking old vengeances, washing clean old wrongs in newly
spilt blood and generally making things uncomfortable for those he
disliked.

So passed the warm, moist days of July 1579, and
the year began to get a trifle older and colder, and with every day
that passed the deadly months of the winter and spring of 1579-1580
stole nearer and nearer — the worst, bloodiest, most disastrous
months that Ireland in her already long history had perhaps yet
been called upon to face.

On the whole, the country just then was rather
quiet than otherwise. The Shan O'Neill rising had been stamped out,
with much effusion of blood, thirteen years before, and its
leader's head might still with a little careful scrutiny have been
discovered upon a remote spike of Dublin Castle, looking something
like a mop, something like the last joint of a winter-worn bulrush,
as you scanned it from below. Sir Henry Sidney, the strongest
deputy England had sent to Ireland for a generation, had, at his
own entreaty, recently been allowed to return home, where arrest
for debt, slights of various kinds, and his sovereign's studied
disfavour had proved his natural and appropriate reward for having
served her only too energetically and very much too
exclusively.

In England, the news of this new invasion had so
far produced singularly little commotion. Her Grace's ministers
were accustomed to being told that a Spanish descent either just
had or just was about to take place and were able to accept the
intelligence with a fair show of philosophy. The Anjou marriage was
just then the topic of the hour. Even in Ireland, the official mind
seems to have at first been only very slightly perturbed over the
matter. The President of Munster was away, and Henry Davells,
recently appointed Commissioner to the province, was an easy-going
man and an old friend of the Desmonds, who was inclined to take
even the turbulent Sir John under his protection.

Accompanied by Arthur Garter, the
Provost-Marshal* of the province, he did ride in person to visit
the elder Desmond for the purpose of pointing out to him that it
was neither becoming nor desirable that a portion, however small,
of her Grace's territory should be allowed to be seized by the
troops of another monarch. No aid was forthcoming, although if
expressions of loyalty and of abhorrence for his brother and
cousin's proceedings would have satisfied Davells, those he was
ready to produce to the utmost point of prodigality.

(* Head of the military police.)

Hugh Gaynard had been sent that particular
afternoon to some little distance from the rebel camp in search of
wild strawberries, wood-sorrel, water-cresses — possibly of roe's
eggs or other undiscoverable dainties, which the imagination of the
seanchaí had conjured up as likely to please his charges. He was on
his way back to his taskmaster when his attention was arrested by
the sound of horses' hoofs, which were clearly not those of Sir
John's shoeless garrons. Looking behind him, he saw two riders
approaching him at a dignified trot over the sands.

They were riders of such an utterly different
type from any that he had seen since the almost forgotten days of
his boyhood, that involuntarily he stood still and remained eagerly
waiting till they should pass by. One of them was a broad elderly
man, with a square-clipped grey beard, an aspect at once genial and
authoritative, and a suit of riding-clothes a good deal the worse
for wear. The other was a much younger man, with a modishly-trimmed
beard cut to an acute point; high boots, trunk hose, and a
riding-coat of cinnabar-coloured cloth, over which rose an
elaborately-pleated ruff, such as might have come straight from the
hands of a Hampton Court or Whitehall washerwoman. Half a score of
well-mounted serving men followed these two, their own horses'
shining with the excess of grooming.

A great outcry arose inside the rebel camp the
instant they were perceived. Swords were drawn, the Spaniards
rushing to pick up their guns. A small shower of bullets began to
pepper the sand and to scatter the petals of the pansies. The
visitors, however, kept just beyond range of fire. For overtaking
them with the sorry garrons, which were all the horses the camp
afforded, the invaders might just as well have tried to overtake
one of the white-bosomed clouds which were at that moment sailing
seaward before a brisk south-easterly breeze. The elder of the two
leaders turned round in his saddle once or twice with an air of
exasperating calm. Hugh, who had remained all the time at the same
spot, long remembered that vision of stout dignity and easy,
unquestioning self-importance, riding its well-groomed horse over
the golden carpeting of pansies.

Chapter XV.

Hardly had the visitors disappeared round the
nearest headland before Sir John of the Pikes and his men came
galloping up from the opposite side, with all those curvetings and
arm-wavings, those shoutings and yellings, those fascinating
pike-brandishings and tail-switchings, which were apt to make that
warrior's arrivals and departures so singularly effective. When he
learned who had been there and had departed again without let or
hindrance, fire, thunder, and fury flowed from his lips in a
mingled torrent of objurgations. The unhappy garrons, were rapidly
set right upon that point. Spurs were stuck remorselessly into
their sides; whips brandished over their heads; pikes flashed; bare
arms waved in the air. In another five minutes, away went Sir John
and his tatterdemalions in full cry, helter-skelter, across the
sands in the direction of Tralee.

Then peace fell upon the camp.

The little girls argued with Maelcho.

“If you do not tell us a story at once, it is
beaten you are going to be,” the elder one exclaimed indignantly.
“Yes, beaten hard by both of us, hard, honey-man!” they cried
simultaneously, whereupon four small fists began pummelling
vigorously at his chest, a punishment which, to judge by the
expression of his face, gave the most exquisite satisfaction to the
victim.

“All the tales are done and told, lady-girls;
all the good tales are done and told! There are no more left! All
over! all over!” and the seanchaí threw up his hands
impressively.

“Then it is a lie you are telling us, a big,
black lie! yes, a lie as big as yourself, honey-man! How can the
tales be all done, when we can say a number of them ourselves —
when we know all about the good giant King Finn, who slept with his
head on one bank of the Shannon, and his feet on the other, and who
caught the big trout and salmon as they ran past him in his mouth;
only he let the little trout, and the little red and blue pinkeens
escape because they were still so young! Tell us that tale,
Maelcho, honey-man.”

“Lady-girls, the good giants have all gone away
from poor old Ireland. There are none left now but wicked giants;
giants that yawn in the darkness and make the caves; giants as big
and as black as the bogs; wicked black giants, and Féar Gortach,
the big white Hunger-man, who comes when the little children have
nothing to eat. The lady-girls do not want to hear about Féar
Gortach — no, no, I am sure they don't! It is he that sleeps across
the top of the dead fir-trees, and when he dreams, his bones
rattle, and when he wakes up, he reaches down a long white hand,
like a fork out of the trees, and picks up everything he sees — the
poor men and the poor women, and the little little children, and
the young rabbits out of their holes, and the small unfledged
wood-pigeons from their nests, and eats them all up there on the
top of the trees, and drops their bones about the wood, so that it
seems as if the sky was raining white sticks. No, no, the
lady-girls would never like to hear about such things as
those.”

In spite of this discouraging assurance, over
which the children began to look extremely grave, Maelcho presently
embarked upon a long meandering recital about three good young men,
who went forth to seek their fortunes and in process of time
conquered the whole world.

From his nook beside the fire, Hugh Gaynard
listened to all this dreamily, his comfort rather enhanced by the
big booming voice, also by that sense of his own superiority which
such exhibitions were apt to awaken in his mind. Sir James
Fitzmaurice had come into the hut while the tale was going on and
was talking on the other side of the partition in a low voice to
his wife. It had grown nearly dusk by this time, the sides of the
cliff shutting out what little light was left, so that the ledge
was chiefly lit by the reflections striking up from the sea. A play
of interlaced light and shade kept flitting over the camomile
flowers and small fat torts of samphire and sea-pink; the thud from
below came up in a lazy comfortable boom. The drift-fire crackled;
the gusts of wind examined each of the crevices carefully; the
children and their big bearded nursery-maid chattered comfortably
together in the dimness.

Suddenly, a succession of yells, as if all the
witches of Endor and demons of Tophet had met and were making
arrangements for a Sabbath, sounded from the sands below, yells
which grew louder and louder, too, every moment and were evidently
coming nearer. Sir James went hastily to the door of the hut and
stood looking out from there, his brow puckered into folds of acute
disturbance. Like a shot, he started forward and ran down the steep
path leading to the shore. He had not gone many yards before he was
met, and nearly driven backwards, by a charge from below. In front
of the crowd towered a tall dark figure, with a couple of daggers
held out at arm's length and brandished one in each hand. Behind
him came other figures, equally melodramatic and equally pleasing;
grinning faces, which seemed to be all teeth, filled the pathway
from side to side. Face behind face, head behind head, arm over
arm, tipped here and there with pikes and other appropriate
finishes. The whole pathway was choked with the rash and the
tumult. In another moment they would have been upon the ledge. Sir
James, however, hemmed the way resolutely and after a short but
violent struggle succeeded in diverting the rush into another path,
and thence once more to the sands below.

Maelcho, who had left his charges for a moment,
imploring them not to stir, and had run down the path, was seen
exchanging brief inquiries with a couple of shock-headed figures,
followers of Sir James's, who had come up from the beach with Sir
John of Desmond's party and had since been yelling rather more
vigorously than the rest. He came back a minute later and stood
leaning against the doorway, his body stretched across it as if to
bar the entrance, hie face working violently. Expressions now of
rage, now of satisfaction, now of a mixture of both, flitted across
it; the big lips twitched, the prominent eyes seemed to be
literally starting from his head. His whole aspect was that of a
man driven nearly mad by some sudden and exciting piece of
news.

This time Hugh Gaynard's curiosity was not to be
restrained. He was not half as much afraid of the big seanchaí now
as he had been a fortnight before. In any case, he must know what
was going on. If he died for it, he must know.

“What is it, Maelcho? What has happened? Who was
that?” he inquired, edging towards him and speaking eagerly.

The seanchaí's eyes turned slowly upon him.
“Who?” he repeated, scornfully. “Who, who would it be but Sir John
of Desmond, Sir John of Desmond, the greatest man in Ireland,
barring the Earl and Sir James himself, who is the very first of
all, yes, the very first, and the greatest anywhere in the whole
wide world. Oh, but it is not unawares he would have taken them, so
he would not, though it is unawares they have always wanted to take
him, yes indeed, always, always!”

“But what is it? What has happened? What has Sir
John been doing?” Hugh persisted.

Again, Maelcho glanced at him slowly for a
minute out of the comers of his eyes and then turned away to the
sea. His chest was heaving up and down as if he were being
suffocated.

“It is not such a very great thing after all
that he has been doing, so it is not, not such a very great thing
at all,” he said in a thick, suppressed voice, like a man half
choked. “It is only the two great Englishmen that he has been
killing, that is what it is; only the two great Englishmen that he
has been killing, nothing more than that! Oh, but it is the Queen
of England that will be frightened when she hears that they are
killed! My God! Yes, sorry and frightened, both one and the other,
so she will!”

“The two great Englishmen? Do you mean the two
who were here this afternoon? Have they been killed? Killed by Sir
John of Desmond? How did he kill them? Has there been a fight?”

Again, Maelcho turned his eyes slowly and half
suspiciously upon his questioner. “It was in their beds he killed
them; in their beds at Tralee that he killed the two of them, both
in the one bed,” he said, solemnly. “Oh, it is a great man is Sir
John of Desmond — a great man and a very good man — very good! very
good! There is no better man in all Ireland than Sir John of
Desmond!”

All this was said in the same dull, muffed
undertone, with the same look of repression rather than of
exultation. Suddenly, a rush of blood flew to the seanchaí's face,
outdying its ordinary brown. The wild eyes flashed, as
phosphorescence flashes under the sudden stroke of an oar. Leaping
to his feet and stretching himself to his whole gigantic height, he
snatched off his green cloak from his shoulders and whirled it like
a gonfalon* round and round his head. “Abbu-boo! Abbu-boo! Desmond
aboo! aboo! aboo! aboo!” The whole shore rang with the noise; a
flock of gulls rising into the air like a shoot of spray, as the
clamour reached them. Relapsing suddenly into his former attitude
and speaking with the same thick, repressed utterance as before,
“But it is not Sir James that would have done it so, not Sir James!
No, no, not Sir James!” he added, shaking his head
remorsefully.

(* A banner hanging from a crossbar.)

Chapter XVI.

A rock of common-sense was Hugh Gaynard from the
first. — with a clear, though by no means an exaggerated, view of
his own merits and an equally clear determination to get those
merits realised in a world far too stupid to perceive them. Not
that Hugh was a boaster. He left that to seanchaís and such-like
beings — big talkers and little doers. The innate superiority of
his blood was perhaps in nothing more shown than the absolute
non-effect which his surroundings had practically had upon him. His
long stay amongst the O'Flahertys had not Celtified him even in the
faintest degree. If anything, it had un-Celtified him, fostered and
hardened the original, anti-Celtic qualities which were his by
nature. The sense of being apart from all those people and not
belonging to them in any way had grown more and more definite with
every hour he stayed. Driven inwards by force of circumstances, it
had settled there and become bone of his bone, the one superstition
of an otherwise distinctly the reverse of superstitious mind. Hugh
Gaynard was ready to thank God in his prayers that he was not born
a Celt. Wastes of sea and of unprofitable bog; dripping forests,
and such-like barren places, decked here and there with a little
haggard beauty, might be the natural heritage of the Celt, but
anything of value, anything that meant power, money, or prosperity,
anything that tended to a good position and repute in the world at
large was meant, he knew, to belong to the clearer-sighted, more
efficient race; had been set out by Providence as its heritage.

Sir James Fitzmaurice was just then rather in
need of someone at his elbow in whom the anti-Celtic virtues were a
little more developed than was the case with most of those about
him. If a long line of Irish mothers had made him three-fourths of
a Celt himself, the remaining fourth retained something of the old
Norman grip and tenacity. If two and two were not to him
necessarily four, at least he had no prejudice against that
number.

As he looked about him at Smerwick, he failed
just then to discern a single being, with the doubtful exception of
Dr. Allen, in whom the typical and hereditary traits did not so
predominate as to extinguish all others. Maelcho, for instance!
Maelcho had been his henchman for more years than either of them
would have found it easy to reckon in a hurry. Taken into his
service as horse-boy, he had trotted untiringly at his rein,
through fair weather and foul — chiefly foul — had run for him,
fought for him, risked hanging and starving a hundred times a year
for him, not merely without question, but without so much as the
possibility of there being a question. Come to man's, or rather
giant's, estate, his reputation as seer, seanchaí, and the rest had
not touched by one thread this fidelity. It was dog-fidelity, not
man-fidelity — a fidelity which would have caused him to let
himself be cut in pieces, not only without any adequate cause, but
probably by preference for a cause that was not in the least
adequate.

Unfortunately, Sir James did not just then want
anyone to be cut in pieces for him. He did want someone who could
carry a message accurately, someone with a discreet head upon his
shoulders, someone who possessed a silent tongue and an observant
eye, someone who could do what he was told, and no more than
exactly what he was told. In all these respects, Maelcho was
impracticable — impracticable to a degree that it needs some little
acquaintance with the type fully to believe in or realise. He could
have carried a letter tied round his neck as a dog can and would
have died no doubt many deaths and have slain any number of foes
before that letter would have been taken away from him; but as to
understanding its contents, as to fulfilling in any degree the
ordinary functions of a messenger or confidential agent, strange
indeed would have been the developments that resulted from his
ministrations!

The result of this was that Sir James began
about this time to make use of the rather stolid but evidently
capable young fellow, who called himself an Englishman, and who had
fallen into his camp, apparently out of the skies. From asking Hugh
who he was and listening to his story, he took to employing him in
various minor capacities. Then finding that he did his errands
intelligently, began to make use of him regularly as his messenger,
especially where a knowledge of English and Irish were both needed.
In this way, not a little to his own satisfaction, the wandering
young man came by degrees to be attached directly to the leader's
side and henceforward had to take his orders from him and only from
him, was numbered amongst his retainers, and in all respects stood
in quite a new position from the friendless waif of a few weeks
back. If it was not all that he sighed for. At least, it was a
great improvement upon the various queer roles that it had of late
been his lot to fill. It gave him a horse to ride and a weapon to
wear, and in a hundred ways modified his position immeasurably for
the better. There was one drawback to these advantages, and that
was that it also committed him much more clearly to the side of the
rebels. This was a drawback which he himself was quick enough to
perceive and by no means liked. He was able to comfort himself,
however by reflecting that he really had no choice in the matter.
He had been brought into the rebel camp as a prisoner, and a
prisoner to all intents and purposes he still was.

Hugh's conscience objected in the abstract to
his being a rebel. Fortunately, it was not such an unreasonable
conscience as to insist upon its owner becoming a martyr,
especially a martyr of whom nobody would know anything. If a decent
opportunity arose for ceasing to be a rebel and becoming the other
thing, why, he would become the other thing, that was clear.
Meantime, to decline such alleviations as came in one's way, simply
because they carried a certain taint of disloyalty about them,
would be the act, he told himself, of a fool. As he was not at all
a fool, he quickly struck out a compromise with himself. The
rational thing in life, as he had already fully grasped, was to
make the best of such circumstances as arose, pending the arrival
of others, which it was to be hoped would prove better.

Chapter XVII.

Ii was six o'clock upon the morning of the 17th
of August, 1579. Sir James Fitzmaurice and Dr. Allen, followed by
Hugh Gaynard and some two dozen mounted and unmounted followers,
were just setting forth from Smerwick to ride across Ireland. The
conditions of the struggle had changed a good deal lately. The
murder of the two Englishmen and the circumstances under which that
murder had been committed had precipitated matters by a leap. After
this all idea of compromise, all suggestions of pity upon either
side became not so much impossible as ridiculous. Henry Davells was
a man of exceptional qualities, a man liked by both sides and by
both creeds. Very kindly, very honest, and without reservations, a
great housekeeper — i. e. hospitable — he was not a man the news of
whose slaughter could bring a pleasant thrill to the mind of anyone
who knew him personally. This much Sir John of the Pikes had
certainly achieved by his act. The situation stood out now
undisguised and sharply defined. On both sides, it was to be a war
of extermination.

One man alone failed to realise this. The
wretched Desmond still vacillated, still continued to believe in
the possibility of at once racing with hares and hunting with
hounds; still continued to try and sit on two stools and to ride
two horses at the same time; still secretly supported his brother's
side, while at the same time writing to the authorities to express
his horror of their proceedings and especially of this last
crowning atrocity. If he was blind, he was the only man on either
side that was blind. The very day after Davells' and Carter's
murder, three thousand of the Desmond clansmen joined the standard
at Smerwick — O'Sullivan Beara and O'Sullivan More, MacDonoughs,
O'Keefes, O'Callaghans, MacAuliffes, O'Donoghues. The whole
province was buzzing and bristling ominously. All the Celtic, all
the anti-progressive, all the anti-Protestant, anti-utilitarian
elements in the county rose suddenly to their full strength. The
sense that for once the detested self-righteous race might be
taught to bite the dust and fall into its proper place was working
like a leaven in every Irish breast. That profound, never
sufficiently recognised contempt, stronger perhaps really upon the
conquered than the conquerors' side, was never stronger than at
that moment. As for the death or ruin involved in failure, well,
they must come if they must.

This was something more than a mere local
struggle. It possessed that delicious conspicuousness which an
Irishman has always needed to warm him thoroughly to any
undertaking. All Europe was held to be looking on; every Catholic
power known to have its sympathy, if not its practical support,
upon the side of the rebels. Let a single genuine victory be
announced, and that passive sympathy might any day become an active
one. The sea would swarm with ships; the faithful elsewhere would
flock to the aid of the faithful here.

In England, too, apathy had suddenly changed to
something like panic. Elizabeth herself was aroused to the
seriousness of the emergency, and for the moment, her ministers had
their hands free to deal as they chose with Ireland. Fresh troops
were being hastily enrolled, extraordinary posts laid, gentlemen
adventurers encouraged to offer their services, vessels desired to
be in readiness at Bristol, Workington, and elsewhere. A grim
desire to punish burned hotly in every loyal breast. Every man upon
the loyal side rode as to a servile war, with the sword in his
hand, but the whip and the halter never out of reach and always
close to his thoughts.

Between the rival leaders of the rising, the
situation, too, had sharpened. Sir James Fitzmaurice was before
everything else a soldier, and as a soldier he objected strongly to
his cousin's recent performance and made no scruple of expressing
his objections openly. In this, he was vehemently opposed by
Saunders, that single-hearted partisan not only declaring Davells'
murder to be a “sweet sacrifice before God,” but going out of the
way to shower the approval of the Church upon its perpetrator. Such
a state of affairs could not last. It only needed the proverbial
spark. An act of rather extra brutality upon the part of one of Sir
John's followers brought matters to a crisis. Sir James insisted
that the culprit should receive exemplary punishment. Sir John
swore that the rascal, being his rascal, should go scot free
whatever he did. The situation could hardly have been clearer.
Fitzmaurice was not the man to put up with a half or a quarter
authority. He made up his mind to quit not only Smerwick but Kerry;
to start afresh, to break new ground and see if less hopeless
materials might not be discoverable elsewhere.

His plan was to ride into Connacht, there to
persuade the Burkes, O'Flahertys, and others to lay aside their
immemorial quarrels and rally to a common standard. Time was
everything. Sir Nicholas Malby, the present Governor of Connacht,
was away, and Sir Nicholas Malby's absence counted for a good
thousand men at least upon the rebel side. Fitzmaurice's only
confidant in the matter was Dr. Allen, who for friendship's sake
had insisted upon accompanying him. It was agreed between them that
they should give out that they were about to visit Holycross,*
there to fulfil a vow made in Spain. From Holycross, or if
necessary before reaching Holycross, it was easy to strike across
the country into Galway.

(* Holy Cross Abbey on the River Suir was a a
place of pilgrimage with a relic of the true cross.)

The top of the first bit of rising ground
reached, Sir James drew his rein and looked back towards the spot
they had just quitted. The little rock on which the fort stood rose
clearly against the water, which lapped it round on three sides.
Behind it the cliffs rose steeply, catching the light in an opaque
wash upon their terraced edges. The sea-gulls wheeled and squalled;
the great grey waste of water stretched away westward, vacant, as
the very sky above it. The ledge upon which Maelcho's hut stood
showed as a thin grey streak, almost lost in the haze which spread
evenly up from the sea. Sir James looked hard at this point of the
landscape for a moment, then, with a sudden jerk of his head,
turned and looked steadily away in the opposite direction. There
were unthinkable things to be thought of in connection with that
small ledge and its helpless occupants, things which a man with his
work to do and a desperately hard day's riding ahead of him had
better avoid thinking of as long as possible.

They rode on, across the camomile- and
thrift-covered turf, sitting easily down on their pad saddles, with
their heavy brass bits jingling. As a measure of precaution, and
also because the ride was to be such an exceptionally hard one, Dr.
Allen wore ordinary lay clothes, which indeed suited the fighting
Jesuit a good deal better than his own clerical attire. Otherwise
no disguise was attempted. Sir James wore the usual Irish riding
dress of the day. He was further distinguished by a bright yellow
doublet, which has become historic. Behind them came the little
clump of Geraldine followers, the horsemen carrying spears or
pikes; the running kern* and horse-boys armed only with “slegs” or
light throwing javelins.

(* Irish foot soldier.)

It was still so early that the opalescent hues
of sunrise had not yet faded off the stone-littered landscape, nor
the rosy glints from the little lakes which lay here and there
amongst the stones. It was a day that breathed somehow of hope and
of enticing promises. Sir James especially was conscious of it. As
he galloped along, the touch of that friendly earth, the look of
those familiar skies, brought a sense of indescribable comfort to
his breast. The hunger of the exile, keen in all Irishmen,
exceptionally keen in him, was assuaged for the time being. He had
suffered acutely from it for years past. Yonder ill-tempered
mist-laden Atlantic — so detested of Saunders and the other
strangers — was like home and the face of a friend to him. In the
direction too in which he was then going, the whole South of
Ireland — in its length and in its breadth, in its greenness and in
its greyness— rose up bit by bit before him. He knew it intimately;
knew it as only a wolf or a fox, a tramp or an outlaw probably ever
knows a country in its details. The entire province, with its
leagues of dripping forest, its interminable stretches of bog, its
lowering clouds, its spots of wild and gleaming beauty, was as
familiar to him as the insides of most men's houses are to
them.

After skirting the neighbourhood of Dingle, they
had to ride nearly the whole length of the peninsula so as to get
past that sea-infested area which surrounds Castlemaine Harbour.
This done, they struck rapidly away along the left bank of the
Maine in the direction of Castle Island. Not that they meant to
sleep there, although, as the chief home and stronghold of the
Desmonds in those parts, it would have seemed the most natural
place. Fitzmaurice's mistrust of his cousins had of late been too
deeply aroused for that, and he preferred to give the castle the
widest possible berth and to seek the hospitality of the rocks and
the woods in preference.

Up and down, they went, over saddle-backed
ridges and along stone-scattered slopes; racing across waste
pastures, dark with companies of rushes, or gilded with shabby
flaunting regiments of yellow rag-weed. Here the horses were able
to cover the ground at the best pace of their legs, but there were
many places where they could only crawl — between black,
horse-and-man-devouring abysses of bog, places where the riders had
to tail away, until they looked like a string of black ants, each
man creeping at the heels of his neighbour, and which gave great
satisfaction to the running horse-boys and unmounted kern, who
bounded from tussock to tussock, active as goats.

The highlands of Kerry were all behind them now,
so that they had no great heights to climb, only a few low hills,
either bristling with oak and birch, between which streams had
scratched long puckered ravines. The horses' hoofs crunched
uncomfortably, and they must needs go slowly. That need was very
great, and the sense of it was like a spur in Fitzmaurice's side,
urging him to push on at a pace. The distance which he had made up
his mind to cover that day was enormous. It was the only day, on
which he could push on, without other delays than the ordinary
obstacles of the country. By tomorrow, it would be necessary to go
much more cautiously, for by tomorrow they would be getting well
within the zone of danger. Kerry once left behind and the borders
of Limerick crossed, that zone would be definitely entered upon.
Secrecy, too, in an expedition of this kind, was everything. If
they could not contrive to get past Limerick and Kilmallock
unrecognised and unsuspected, they might almost as well never have
started at all.

Sir James's information with regard to the
movements of the enemy had so far been scandalously defective, and
he had not even known that Sir Nicholas Malby had left Connacht
until days after he had done so. By this time, Malby was already
somewhere between the towns of Limerick and Kilmallock, which last
was for garrison purposes the metropolis just then of the entire
South of Ireland. With Malby were not only the soldiers he had
brought with him from Connacht, but probably also the new levies,
hastily got together in England and hurried down from Dublin to
fill the gaps which sickness and hard work had made in the ordinary
garrisons of the South and West. Sir William Drury — Lord Justice
and acting Deputy of Ireland — was also known to be on the march.
In a few days, the two commanders would have touched hands, and the
difficulties for the rebels would be simply doubled.

It was everything, therefore, for Sir James to
get behind Malby without loss of time. If Connacht took fire
promptly, Malby must needs turn back, and the juncture in the South
would be avoided for the present. Malby, too, he regarded as his
own destined antagonist. That distinguished officer's fashion of
pacifying his district, his peculiarly cold-headed, not to say
cold-blooded arrangements had bred a singular loathing of him in
the minds of men. Sir James thirsted to be at the sword's point
with him. Since his arrival in Ireland, his own proceedings had so
far all been confined to one obscure corner of the island. It was
not for this that he had come from Spain. It was high time, he said
to himself, that such hole-and-corner hostilities should cease;
high time that the war should become a real war, openly waged and
openly carried on. The congenial hopefulness of the man whispered,
moreover, that he had only to show himself, and the country would
rise to meet him.

They halted at midday, but only for half an
hour, munching a hasty meal, with their hands on their bridle
reins, then up and off again, keeping always steadily north-east.
The promise of the morning had lasted right through the day. All
day, the same indescribable serenity had brooded full and fair upon
the dreamy landscape. All day long, the sky and earth seemed to be
holding a conference together, a parliament of peace and goodwill
to all below.

It was not until sunset time that a change came
over the spirit of the skies. Then the mild wistfulness of the
Earlier hours gave place suddenly to a dazzling radiance, a
radiance which seemed to fill the whole air. Sir James responded to
the touch and pointed to the sky with a wave of his hand and a
gallant smile of greeting. It was a good hour for him, as well as a
good omen, but it faded all too soon, and there were many hours of
hard riding still before them. The horses were limping, with
down-drooping necks, the riders were sitting with bent backs, the
horse-boys, tireless though they were, had nearly all dropped
behind, and only a few still clung desperately.

They were close now to the confines of the great
forest — the forest emphatically of South Ireland, which from this
point stretched away ahead of them for more than forty miles,
untouched as yet by hatchet, intact in all its virgin savagery; the
forest which was adored with such passion by its inhabitants, which
was detested with equal passion and at least equal reason by their
assailants; the forest which was destined within a short space of
time to be cleared off completely.

Supper that night was a very perfunctory affair.
The men were literally too tired to care for food. Sleep, and sleep
only, was all they craved. Horse and foot followers alike fell down
upon the ground and lay there like logs, weariness, irresistible
and deathlike, overcoming them, and sleep catching hold of them
almost before their heads had touched the earth.

Sir James alone seemed impervious to fatigue.
While the rest slept, he watched, his face turned to the forest,
his eyes still keen and alive as they had been at the sunset hour.
Once Hugh Gaynard — happening to awake in the night and to lift his
head blinkingly from his bed of leaves — saw the leader standing
not far from him upon the bank of the stream, distinguishable even
in the darkness by his yellow doublet, his head raised and alert,
as though he were trying to pierce the obscurity before him. The
little stream babbled and repeated foolish rhythms to its pebbles
at his feet. Sir James never changed his attitude, never relaxed
for a moment from that air of alert and eager anticipation, the air
of a man who at last sees his way, who has at last reached firm
ground. This forest, it must be remembered, was in a sense his own;
he had made it his and had written his name broadly across it. A
good friend to him in the old time, it seemed only natural that it
should prove a good friend to him now. “At last!” his expression
seemed to say, “at last!” After endless disappointment, after all
but unendurable hindrances and humiliations, the good time was
coming, the promised time, the time for which he had waited so
faithfully, the time which was to make amends for everything.

Chapter XVIII.

Next morning by the first streak of dawn, the
riders had to drag themselves to their feet, find their weapons,
feed themselves, gird the pads upon their wretched horses and be
off again. Sir James was pitiless. A fire seemed to burn in his
veins and to urge him forward at any cost, recklessly and almost
like a man bereft of reason.

As it turned out, he would have done very much
better had he listened to their remonstrances and put off the start
for a few hours longer. A mist had come up with the dawn, choking
the forest and rendering the narrow track all but
indistinguishable. Even in broad daylight it was not the best of
countries to ride over. Practically, all South Limerick was at that
time one great forest, streaked with a few stray clearings here and
there. The part they were then passing through was chiefly given
over to wind-beaten oaks, low-crowned but wide-armed, which the
ship-carpenters of Cork were in the habit of visiting yearly with
trains of pack horses to carry off for their trade. There was thus
a well-known riding track through it, which ought to have been
discernible enough, but somehow in the dimness they managed to
overlook it. To miss your path in such a wood meant a matter of
many hours' delay, and Sir James could not afford delay. He tried
to mend matters by making a new track for himself, but this proved
hopeless. After struggling in vain for hours through the
undergrowth, he was forced to turn back. By the time they once more
hit upon the right track, it was already midday; the horses, tired
when they started, were now utterly exhausted, the one Dr. Allen
was riding being dead lame besides, having staked itself badly upon
a stump.

What was to be done? The fate of the whole
rising hung upon the next few hours. Fresh horses Sir James must by
some means obtain.

Chance seemed suddenly to favour him. It was a
blind chance and a brutal one, as it turned out, but that he could
not know. Passing through a somewhat thinner portion of the forest,
a group of men were perceived to be at work ahead of them, upon a
bit of arable land, which lay like a doormat in the middle of that
all but untouched realm of forestry. Four or five garrons were also
at work upon the doormat, yoked by their tails. The agricultural
operation seemed to require an inordinate amount of discussion,
judging by the chorus of guttural voices which filled the air. At
sight of the party of riders, a lull set in. The tongues all
stopped wagging, the unfortunate garrons were allowed to rest in
the middle of the furrows, and every shock head was lifted to
examine the new-comers.

Sir James rode up to the man nearest him — a big
grizzled peasant, with a twist of red rags tied turban-fashion over
the top of his tangled glibbe.

“Whose churls are you?” he inquired peremptorily
in Irish.

The old fellow scratched his head, pushing his
red turban back for the purpose, looked about him at the others for
support, then back at the speaker. “Sir William Burke's of
Clanwilliam,” he said at last.

“God be thanked! I thought we must have struck
Burke land” — this was in English to Dr. Allen. “Here, two of you
men, take the best of yonder garrons and fit the pads on to them,
ours can stay till we return. And you, fellow, tell your master
that one whom he knows well has taken the beasts and will be surety
for the value of them or for a hundred such as they.”

But the old peasant in the red turban showed no
disposition to be satisfied with so vague an assurance.

“Then it is not to Sir William Burke I will go
with any such errand, so I will not!” he exclaimed, plucking his
crown of rags off as he spoke, flinging it down upon the ground and
executing a sort of war dance upon it. “Is it the head of me you
want knocked off? Then I will not have my head knocked off for you,
or for any man, so I will not. It is neither to Sir William, nor to
one of his sons I will go with such a word, not to the youngest and
the mildest of them. It is not any man's life in Munster that would
be safe.”

Sir James turned sharply away. “Make haste, men.
Every moment is worth gold,” he said to his own followers.

But at the first hand laid upon the garrons, a
roar arose from the field, as if every throat in Munster was being
cut simultaneously. There was a rush upon the serving men, which
stopped at sight of their pikes, lowered suggestively in the
direction of the rags. None of the peasants were armed with
anything but sticks, so that after the first rush, the riding pads
were changed without further active interference. The yells,
however, with which the operation was accompanied rose to the sky
and seemed calculated to bring to the spot every human being within
forty miles. Instead of dying off, they rose louder too, and
louder. The small field seemed to swarm with peasants. Big,
half-naked fellows came running up from all directions whooping and
halloing like maniacs. The noise was deafening; the yells loud
enough to awaken the very dead.

“On, in God's name!” Sir James said hurriedly.
“Allen, do you mount yonder jade. 'Tis the least broken-kneed of
the two.”

They rode hastily across the field, the peasants
dispersing in all directions before them and hurrying off evidently
to carry the news of the outrage to their masters. Unhappily, speed
proved to be as little attainable as ever. The new garrons clearly
were in league with their owners, for no spurring would induce
either of them to go beyond a miserable jolting amble.

Sir James's point was now the ford at Clonkeen,
then and for years to come the only means of getting across the
Molkearn, in dry weather an amiable trout stream enough, but given
in wet weather to developing into a yellow frothy torrent. The
water was low, and they got across it safely, and up the rising
ground beyond. The forest was much less dense here than before.
They could see the country stretching out before them for a
considerable distance. They passed the little church of Clonkeen,
to which the barefooted friars still occasionally resorted from the
Abbey of Abbington, a few miles up the river. It looked deserted
and forlorn, but Sir James and Dr. Allen, despite their desperate
haste, paused for a moment to say a prayer and cross themselves
before the door.

Before them stretched now a long, low line of
hills reaching nearly to the town of Limerick. To the east rose a
steeper and more tree-covered one, while north-east again, between
his fellows of the Slieve Phelim, the friendly face of the big
Keeper showed faintly, his flanks laced with torrents.

The horses were maddening; centuries of
tail-ploughing had clearly not improved the breed. The amble
degenerated into a knock-kneed trot, the trot into a halting walk.
In the middle of a small heath-covered clearing, the riders drew
rein for a moment's consultation. Hardly had they done so, before a
sound of galloping was carried down to them upon the wind. A party
of horsemen came tearing up the track, most of them mounted
galloglasses, armed with spears or axes. In front rode three men
evidently of higher station than the rest — Burkes, all three of
them, as Sir James perceived at a glance. The sons of old Sir
William Burke, tall, broad-shouldered men, as all the Burkes of
that house were, their height increased too by the immense leathern
helmets crossed with iron bars. Two of the galloglasses carried
calivers of the ordinary English military pattern. The whole troop
having halted within gunshot of the Geraldines, at a word from one
of the leaders these two deliberately lowered their weapons, blew
upon the matches and prepared to fire.

Sir James, who at first sight of the party had
waved his hand in friendly greeting, sat watching these latter
proceedings with a gaze of stupefaction. “By the bones of St.
Bridget, they mean attacking us!” he suddenly exclaimed. “Now, as I
am a gentleman and an Irishman, this passes a jest! Theobald!
Shaun! Dick! What fool's trick is this? Since when have the Burkes
of Clanwilliam grown blind, that they need to be told that it is I,
James Fitzmaurice of Desmond?”

The calivers were lowered, but the attitude of
hostility was not abandoned. There was a touch of discipline, an
air of precision and military formality amongst the group of
followers drawn up in line behind their masters which caught Sir
James's eye at once. He was not accustomed to see Burke
galloglasses standing in such an exemplary fashion as that. The
symptom was good in itself doubtless, but what did it mean?

The eldest and tallest of the brothers, Theobald
Burke by name, had meanwhile ridden forward a few paces and was now
scanning the group opposed to him with an air of curiosity.

“James Fitzmaurice? James Fitzmaurice of
Desmond?” he said in a tone of astonishment.

“James Fitzmaurice of Desmond; no better, and no
worse. 'Tis a name and a face too with which you, Cousin Theobald,
were fairly familiar. 'Tis one whose owner, for that matter, ought
by now to be some twenty miles west of this and would have been,
had the ways been fairer and horseflesh somewhat less perverse than
both have proved. No time have I therefore, good cousin, for
bandying words with you. Listen while I make you a fair offer, and
only one. Fall in behind me — you, your brothers, and your men — as
you have often done before. Strike a good blow in the best cause
and with the fairest hopes that Ireland has seen for fifty years
back. If not, then stand away from my path and remain here till I
return in a month's time with every spear in Connacht and Leinster
at my back! 'Twill be a brave tale for the Burkes to tell how they
alone sat at home during that time! That, however, is a matter for
you and yours to settle!”

Theobald Burke's broad, stupid face had reddened
slowly while he listened to all this. He had no love for James
Fitzmaurice and never had had any. Latent hostility between the two
houses apart, he had always disliked his authority and submitted to
it sulkily. If for a good many years he and the other Burkes had
ridden at his back, been his men and obeyed his behests, it had
been from hate of the common enemy far more than for any love of
the Geraldine. Now, it happened that of late this common enemy had
come out in quite a new light. The commendable, if late-found
loyalty of old Sir William, the peculiar graces and merits of his
three stalwart sons had by no means escaped the notice of the
Queen, nor yet of her representatives in Ireland. Let them only
persevere in the path they had entered upon, let them avoid any
fresh tampering with rebels — above all, with that arch-fiend and
devil incarnate of treason, James Fitzmaurice of Desmond — and no
man could say what advancement might not yet be theirs. Suddenly,
on the top of these new-born hopes, to be confronted by that very
James Fitzmaurice of Desmond in person, to be called upon by him in
the tone of one who has a right to dispose of you, to be reminded
of old ties and bound by the pressure of old obligations — it was
extremely trying! Theobald Burke tightened his courage, for James
Fitzmaurice's voice — Pope's mandate and official command
altogether apart — was not an easy one for any Irishman of that day
to say nay to. If not exceptionally brave, the young man was at
least exceptionally obstinate. He was not going, he said to
himself, to lose his life to please any Geraldines. He braced
himself to resist the voice of the charmer.

“Then it is just what you always were, so you
are, James Fitzmaurice!” he said in a sulky voice, half-smothered
by his big helmet. “A promiser! Yes, by God! Just a promiser, no
better! And I will tell you what else you are, James Fitzmaurice.
It is a disturber of the world — yes, of the whole world, and of
Ireland, and of Munster, that is what you are! Is it more trouble
you want to bring upon us nowadays? Then it is enough trouble, God
knows, you have brought upon us Burkes already. And why must you be
taking our horses that are wanted to plough our own lands and not
to be killed, and spurred, and destroyed, and dragged over the
country to please other men? If it is more horses you are wanting,
you can go back to Desmond and find Desmond horses for yourself,
for it is no Burke horses you will have this day. So get down this
minute from our horses and go away upon your own two feet, which is
good travelling enough for any proud Geraldine, even the very best
of them, so it is, God knows!”

These were brave words, almost too brave, as it
proved, for they were hardly out of his mouth before James
Fitzmaurice rose in his stirrups. He was rather a short man and
already growing elderly, while the Burkes were a trio of young
giants. The wretched beast he bestrode was broken down and lame of
three legs, while theirs were still fresh and unjaded. He was
travel-soiled, he was desperately weary, and his only followers
were a priest, a youth of no account, Hugh Gaynard by name, and a
dozen or so of ordinary Kerry followers. If all the best picked
spears of France and Spain had been at his back, he could not have
advanced more boldly, could not have looked more emphatically the
leader.

“Out of my path! Out of my path! Curs, drones
that ye are,” he thundered. “Hide yourselves quick, lest I smite ye
with the flat of my sword! Out of my path while I ride on to tell
all Ireland that the Burkes of Clanwilliam have grown into old
women, and slugs, and peasants!”

He rode straight at the three Burkes, not to
fight, but to sweep contemptuously past them. It was rather an
impressive sight in its way, as he came sweeping along, the low sun
shining upon his famous yellow doublet, but the two calivers had by
this time been again lowered and were pointing directly towards him
as he advanced. They were in hands unused to handling them, and it
may well have happened that they went off before those who held
them had clearly determined what they were about to do. There was
an almost simultaneous “crack, crack!” and in a minute, the place
was full of smoke and the smell of gunpowder. When this had cleared
away, Sir James Fitzmaurice was still advancing alone on horseback
down the middle of the path. He was reeling back in the saddle,
however, and one of his hands was clutching desperately at his
yellow doublet.

A spasm of consternation ran along the entire
track. The Burkes turned, as if to flee, seized by sudden terror,
like culprits unable to face what they had done. Before Theobald
Burke, who was still the nearest, could get his horse round, Sir
James, however, was upon him. Not one word this time, good or bad,
did he say, but rode at him with lips shut and sword uplifted. The
young man hardly attempted to defend himself. He sat staring, like
some dummy warrior, upon his horse, and the point of his kinsman's
sword was at his very throat before he even remembered to put up
his shield.

When he did so, he might as well have tried to
pat it up against the lightning. Before the lookers-on could draw
two breaths, Sir James's sword had cut down his guard. Once, twice,
the blade had descended, first upon the mitre-like helmet, next
upon the leather jerkin. Another minute, and the big fellow had
rolled from his saddle, had fallen heavily to the ground and lay
there, bleeding like an ox, while Sir James's sword was threatening
the next brother.

By this time, the mess had grown general. Both
sides rode madly at one another. On both sides there was a general
slashing of swords, a general stamping and rearing of horses, a
general yelling of undistinguishable war-cries without order or
sequence. The Burkes gave way, retreating down the track; the
Geraldines followed them, but not far. Sir James's remaining
strength had all gone in that one wild burst. He was bleeding
desperately from the wound in his chest. When his assailants once
more faced about, they saw that he, too, in his turn had fallen
from his horse and lay upon the ground. Dr. Allen, who had slashed
away for the moment with the best of the Geraldines, had also
dismounted and was kneeling beside him upon the heather.

A sudden lull seemed to set in. The Burkes
looked back, the Geraldines looked forward, but neither thought of
renewing the struggle. After a momentary examination of the wound,
the Jesuit lifted a white face and, bending his head again, began
praying fast and low for his friend's soul.

No one moved; all stood staring blankly at those
two figures upon the heather, at those two white faces so close
together. It was one of those events which seem impossible to
believe in until they actually come to pass, which seem to paralyse
by their suddenness. In its inconsequence, in its tragic absurdity,
it might have stood as a sort of embodiment of all Irish disasters.
That the blow should have come from a friendly hand, from a hand
that, at any rate, had always hitherto been reckoned friendly,
seemed to add the just needed touch of monstrousness to the entire
incident.

That something of this sort was Sir James's own
feeling was clear, for the confession, which he was in the act of
painfully murmuring into his friend's ear, was suddenly interrupted
by a cry, torn seemingly from his very heart, it broke out so
suddenly and so violently.

“By a Burke, Allen! Think of it, father! By a
Burke! My God, that it should be by a Burke! Why, my own wife is a
Burke! Man! man! think of it!” and he clutched at the Jesuit's arm
in a spasm of agony.

The Geraldines looked at one another,
awe-stricken, with the eyes of men who ask themselves whether they
are awake or dreaming. Then they turned and looked hard at the
Burkes, but no one lifted a hand. Father Allen's voice rose again
in a rapid Latin murmur. Once again, Sir James's voice rose audibly
in the absolute stillness.

“No, no, father! Not for me, for Ireland, for
Ireland, father!” he said, in a whisper, made sharp by pain.

Whether he meant that the Jesuit was to pray for
Ireland, he did not explain. His face had changed extraordinarily
in the last few minutes. All the energy and bronzed vigour had gone
out of it, and it had grown suddenly wrinkled and very old.

“Madmen! Madmen!” he presently muttered.
“Priests and madmen! Nothing but priests and madmen left! No luck
for Ireland! No luck, my God!”

The Burkes had at last made up their minds what
to do and had simply ridden away. Theobald's body had been picked
up from the ground and laid in front of one of the galloglasses,
the second brother, who was also badly wounded, being at the same
time supported on his horse by a follower on either side. Whether
they went for additional aid, or whether mere shame and a sense of
discomfort drove them from the spot, there was no explanation. They
went, leaving the wretched garrons, which had been the cause of the
whole affray, quietly nibbling at the blades of grass that sprouted
here and there between the heather.

It was growing late now, but the light seemed to
have rather quickened than grown duller. Another sunset was
preparing to light up the land with its reds and its yellows.
Another sunset glowing with promises for the morrow; another
background, fit for the march of conquerors and heroes.

Sir James had finished his confession and now
lay back, half-supported by Dr. Allen. It needed but a glance at
his face to see that not this only, but every other task of his,
everything that he might have been sent into the world to do, was
over and done with also. His toils, his conspiracies, his
adventures, his treasons, his heroisms, they were all over; the
whole game was played out, and nothing remained but to say
good-night as speedily and as modestly as might be.

A new thought seemed to strike him, for he
pulled Dr. Allen's head down and spoke a few words peremptorily in
his ear. They were too low for even Hugh Gaynard, who happened to
be nearest to him, to hear, but the Jesuit's answer reached him
clearly.

“No, James, no! They shall not. I swear it to
you. I will cut it off with my own hands sooner.”

Satisfied apparently by this assurance, Sir
James once more lay back. His face had by this time grown so
ghastly that Hugh instinctively averted his eyes from it. Suddenly,
the dying man's own eyes, which had been closed, opened, and he
glanced round him quickly and inquiringly.

“The children! Listen, father! Tell Maelcho!
Tell him …” he muttered.

But the message got no further. A violent
rattling tore his chest. Twice, the last time with a terrible
strain and struggle of his whole body, he tried to rise from the
heather, stretching out his arms as if to reach something just
beyond their grasp. Then came a sharp quiver, such a quiver as a
boat gives when a wave strikes it. His hands opened and shut
spasmodically, his body seemed to collapse, and he fell suddenly
backwards into Dr. Allen's outstretched arms. The next minute, the
only Desmond Geraldine worthy of the name, the only leader who
could even hope to make an Irish rising anything but a ghastly
failure, the only Irishman whose name carried the slightest weight
outside of Ireland, the only man upon the rebel side with a head to
plan, a hand to execute had gone to his account. From that moment,
the rising of 1579 stood doomed.

Chapter XIX.

The breath was hardly out of James Fitzmaurice's
body before his little company had become scattered to all the
points of the compass, each man escaping as best he could without
regard to the rest. One point had been attended to: his last wishes
had been carried out; the ugly butcherly job duly accomplished, and
Dr. Allen carried away under his cloak a ghastly trophy — all that
remained of his friend which he could save from inevitable outrage.
With this in his charge, his plan was to ride direct to Holycross,
where he proposed to deposit it. Taking with him accordingly half a
dozen of the best armed and best mounted of the Geraldines, he
dismissed the rest, the result being that in an incredibly short
space of time the whole of the party had become what a string of
beads is when its thread breaks. In less than half an hour after
Sir James's death, Hugh Gaynard found himself with a single running
kern at his heels, having got back, he hardly knew how, into the
forest, the rest of his party having in the meantime melted away
and disappeared.

Suddenly, as he rode along, a sound like the
distant blowing of a horn reached him through the trees. At that
sound, the kern behind him stopped and squatting beside the trunk
of a tree, put his ear down to the ground. Turning to look at him,
Hugh perceived his eyes to be rolling wildly, evidently under the
influence of some fresh alarm. Before there was time to ask what it
was or what the sound they heard meant, the fellow had suddenly
glided through the underwood like a stoat, had wriggled through an
apparently impassable mass of bushes, dired head foremost into a
coppice of oaks and was rapidly disappearing from sight. With a
shout, Hugh sprang from his horse and tried to stop him, but soon
found the task a hopeless one. Art as well as Nature had apparently
been at work to make that bit of the wood as impenetrable to
ordinary heads and limbs as a stone wall. In two minutes, the kern
had disappeared, and even the sounds of his footsteps and the swish
of the boughs over his head had become inaudible.

What was Hugh to do now? He had never been in
this part of the country before and had not a notion in what
direction the various all but invisible tracks he saw led to. That
Sir James had been making his way through the county Limerick and
intended crossing the Shannon somewhere below Lough Derg and thence
proceeding to Connacht, he knew well enough, but there was no
guidance in that. Sir James was dead, and all that he had intended
to do had died with him. The Desmonds and their affairs were
nothing to Hugh; that point was quite clear to his mind. He was
once more upon his own account, once more his own man and must make
his own way as he best could. As for returning to Kerry, nothing
could be further from his thoughts. From the whole of this native
plotting and scheming, he stood entirely aloof; he wanted to have
nothing to say to it and to know nothing about it. What he did want
to know was how to find some new opening for himself, as well as,
in the first instance, to escape from this detestable forest, which
seemed only to get deeper and more entangled with every step he
took. Neither desire was to be satisfied evidently in a hurry, and
the end of his deliberations was, that, after wandering about for
some time, and getting more and more entangled as the darkness
deepened, he at last gave up the matter in despair and, tying his
horse to a tree, flung himself down upon the ground, and so,
foodless, fireless, and disconsolate, he presently fell asleep.

He was awakened some hours later by a distant
noise and by a light striking across his eyes. The night was
coal-black; not a star twinkled; not a hint of moonlight showed
anywhere; but away to the east, there shone a red glow, which
seemed to be rising steadily and getting brighter. What was it? The
trees threw their branches across it, and now and then a startled
bird rose for an instant. The whole forest seemed to be starting
and creeping. There was that sort of stir and movement in it, that
sense of sudden unrest, which, coming in the deep dark night, stirs
the senses eerily.

Hugh got up and, leaving his horse behind him,
walked towards the glow. Before he had gone many yards, he was
entangled afresh in the undergrowth; briars, invisible in the
darkness, stretching out at every inch a long detaining claw. He
was held by them, clutched at by thorns, struck at by branches,
almost throttled by clogging leafage of all sorts, still he managed
by patience and much wriggling to make a little way.

Presently, as he got nearer, the meaning of the
glow began to reveal itself. It was not in the wood, he found, but
in some clearing of which he had not even suspected the existence
before he fell asleep. The clearing must have contained houses,
too, for it was not trees that were burning, but something lower,
something also very much more inflammable. Now and then, a red
spray of fire would fly into the air like a rocket. Above the
crackling of the flames and above the brushing sound of his own
footsteps, he could hear other sounds; shouts and shuffling of
feet, bursts of laughter, occasional firing of guns, mixed with
groans, and now and then a sharply uttered word of command.

Suddenly, high above the rest there arose a
woman's scream. It was not a wailing, pleading scream, but a sharp,
incisive one — a scream wrung from the very soul. Only sheer
physical anguish of some sort could have drawn forth that cry. Hugh
came to a pause. Should he push on, or should he turn back? To push
on seemed the only hope of escaping from the forest, the only hope,
too, of finding food. Curiosity also impelled him. Upon the other
hand, that long, wailing shriek had a remarkably deterring sound.
What could be going on over there? he wondered. Murder of some
sort, clearly, but murder of whom and by whom?

He decided at last to advance, but to advance
very cautiously, keeping under cover of the trees and getting near
enough to be able to ascertain what was going on before he let
himself be seen. The wood was evidently growing thinner, for the
network of sticks let more and more of the red illumination pierce
through; the noises, too, seemed to be getting louder. He came to a
place where a long low tunnel of underwood made a space along which
he could pass more rapidly. Stooping nearly on to his hands and
knees and peering upwards along it, he was able to make out in some
degree what was happening ahead of him. It was not a reassuring
sight.

A crowd of figures, black apparently as ebony,
were rushing to and fro across the mouth of the tunnel, becoming
visible as they passed against the flames, but invisible again as
they got into the darkness beyond. Some of these figures were
flying, others were in pursuit. Long-handled pikes shone, and now
and then the crack of a caliver rang out, discharged evidently at
some fugitive who had got beyond pike-thrust. With these
indications there could at least be no doubt in Hugh's mind as to
who the pursuers were. They were regular soldiers, probably part of
the garrison either of Kilmallock or Limerick, then known to be
scattered on duty all along the edge of the forest. He went on a
little way and again stopped short. The blaze grew stronger; the
noise loader. It was now a perfect roar, made up of shrieks and
screams, mixed with shouts, oaths, yells; with the falling of wood
and the crackling of flames; a roar in which the voices of women,
and even as it seemed of children, now and then pierced by reason
of their greater shrillness.

Hugh stood irresolute. He would turn back, he
thought. Better stay in the wood, better do anything than face what
lay out there. As it happened, he was not given the chance.
Suddenly, he heard fresh sounds, this time at his back, a sound of
rapid steps and of voices speaking English within a few hundred
yards of him. Another party of soldiers were clearly advancing
directly towards him, along the same tunnel as he stood in. He
turned sharp to the left and tried to double back into the wood,
but it was thicker here than ever, thick as a quick-set hedge.
After struggling to penetrate it, he gave up the attempt and fled
along the tunnel, hoping to get out of it at the end and so back
into the wood before he could be seen. He was close to its mouth
when again voices sounded, this time ahead of him. Evidently, other
soldiers had been posted at the mouth of the passage, and he was
therefore caught between two fires. He drew his sword in despair,
but got no chance to use it. Whether those before or those behind
reached him first, he could not have told, but in a trice he found
himself overpowered. No questions were asked; no quarter offered. A
dozen pikes and bills were struck at him simultaneously. He was
stabbed, prodded, struck at, as it seemed to him, all over and from
all sides at once. Fortunately, being still inside the tunnel, half
the blows aimed at him were intercepted by the branches. Enough
reached him, however, to cover him with blood and to convince his
captors that he was disposed of. Bleeding and stunned, he was
dragged out of the tunnel, pulled a short way across a red dazzling
space and tossed on to a heap of something which gave way below him
with a dull, sliding movement.

Coming to himself after a quarter of an hour, he
managed to lift his head a little so as to look about him. He was
lying, he found, upon quite a large heap of corpses, two or three
dozen at least. He stretched his hand out gropingly and presently
encountered another hand. It was warm still, but limp, unmistakably
a dead man's hand. That all in the heap were not yet dead was
clear, however, from the heart-rending groans which reached him
from the bottom of the pile. He tried to free himself a little and
was beginning to get his arms and head clear when two more bodies
were suddenly tossed on top of him, flinging him back with their
weight and nearly suffocating him. With immense difficulty and a
horrible sense of loathing, he managed once more to crawl a little
to one side of the heap, so as to be able to breathe. Further than
this he dared not go, for the fire had made the whole clearing at
this point nearly as light as day. He could see the soldiers
running busily to and fro, dragging prostrate figures, tossing the
burning logs together, shouting, stumbling against one another in
the darkness. One figure especially he noticed, that of a huge
brawny man, looking perfectly gigantic in the red light, who seemed
to be for ever in the foreground — running, stabbing, howling,
leaping, roaring. He might have been the presiding genius of some
cannibal war-dance.

By this time, the work of extermination seemed
to be nearly over. The village was a mere red heap; its inhabitants
were either dead or had run away. About half of the soldiers were
being drawn together and marched off through the forest; the rest
having collected some of the wood still unburnt and made up a fire,
had settled themselves about it, a few being told off to guard the
few prisoners or to keep together the cattle, of which a
considerable number had been secured.

Hugh lay upon the pile of dead, his head resting
against the corpses. In the course of his not very long life he had
been in a good many awkward straits, but never in one quite so bad
as this. The suddenness too, with which it had come about, was
stunning. Oddly enough, although weak, wounded, and prostrate with
pain, his chief feeling was less despair, fear, or anything of that
sort, than sheer overmastering rage. Rage burned in his breast to a
degree that seemed to overpower every other feeling, rage and a
desire for revenge. Wild schemes of impracticable revenge flew one
after the other across his mind, to be accomplished he did not know
how, but somehow. He would punish them, these wretches, these
brutes of soldiers, worse than the worst of Sir John's desperadoes,
worse even than the O'Flahertys themselves. They should suffer for
ill-using him, him, an Englishman and a Gaynard! The next moment,
he would remember that he was to all practical purposes neither an
Englishman not yet a Gaynard; that visibly and outwardly he was
only one of a crew of rebels and wood-kerns, individually as of
little importance as so many foxes or wild cats. When daylight
came, he would simply be finished off by the first soldier who
happened to discover that he was still alive. Then, before the
breath was fairly out of his body, his head would be hacked off and
either tossed into the head bag or else stuck upon a pike or slung
to a saddle-tree, as his uncle's men had slung the heads of the
hill villagers they had killed. It seemed hardly worth while to
have lived if this was to be the end of it! As well have been
killed by Cormac Cas or Muredagh, as well have perished in any of
the various adventures that had befallen him since his uncle's
castle was burnt, if he were only reserved for this. To be killed
as a wood-kern! The ignominy of the idea rankled. It was worse,
unmistakably worse, than even the pang of death itself.

Chapter XX.

Day was whitening the tree trunks and gleaming
coldly upon blackened walls and many corpses, when a fresh body of
soldiers were seen marching down towards the clearing, whose
business it was to relieve those left in charge, to count over the
dead, to examine the prisoners if any, above all, to see that the
cattle were forthwith driven into camp. They were a shabby-looking
set, ill clothed and worse armed; many of them little more than raw
recruits; all of them the worse for hard weather and much roughing.
For all that, they looked gallant enough as they marched up, fresh
from their night's sleep, their morions gleaming, their blue and
red uniforms brightening the wood paths, brushing off the dew as
they passed, startling the birds out of their coverts, finally
drawing up with a cheerful clatter of swords and calivers in the
middle of the little blood-stained clearing.

At their head rode a young officer, Lieutenant
Henry Fenwick by name. He had only arrived in Ireland a few weeks
before, and this was his first campaign there. A rather noticeable
young man was Lieutenant Henry Fenwick. If new to Ireland and Irish
ways, he was far from being a raw or inexpert soldier. A few years'
service, first in the Low Countries, then amongst the Berwick bands
upon the Scotch border, had given him an insight into the art of
soldiery which duller men are sometimes many times as long in
acquiring. At the latter place, he had attracted the notice of Sir
William Drury, the Governor of Berwick, since become Lord Justice
of Ireland, and, in the absence of a Deputy, practically its head.
Coming to Ireland at Drury's suggestion, Fenwick had found himself
under the orders of Sir Nicholas Malby, the deservedly dreaded
Governor, or “Colonel,” as it was then called, of Connacht. Like
Drury, Malby was one of those commanders who know when good
material comes in their way. In the young officer who had joined
from Berwick, he found exactly the material, which he particularly
appreciated. Slight, unnecessarily handsome, with fine, rather
sparse auburn hair, of the shade then most admired, with the dawn
of a moustache of the same or even a lighter hue and checks of a
clear, porcelain-like pallor, Henry Fenwick looked at first sight
absurdly fragile for such remarkably rough work as he was then
engaged on. There was energy, however, behind that fragility, as
those who were acquainted with him soon found; energy and a cold,
keen tenacity of purpose which allowed nothing to turn or distract
it. At the present moment, he was under the nominal command of a
certain Captain Peters, a grizzled veteran, grown gruff with a
sense of unrecognised merit. Military rank, however, was a much
more fluctuating matter in the spacious days of Great Elizabeth
than it is now. A brilliant youngster, endowed with just the right
qualities for success, might speedily over-top and even come to
command a nominal superior.

Riding into the centre of the charred clearing,
Lieutenant Fenwick dismounted, with a leisurely pat to his horse,
glanced round him swiftly and gave his orders in a clear, rather
peculiarly low-pitched voice. Any of the men of the doomed village
that had crept away were to be looked for and killed, any of the
houses not yet burned, to be pulled down and destroyed. The corpses
were to be counted; the heads severed, collected and bagged, for
Sir Nicholas was a man of method and liked that all things should
be done properly and in order. These matters arranged for, the
young officer addressed himself to the duty of examining such
prisoners as might happen to have been made. The last was a simple
enough proceeding, not quite so simple, perhaps, as if they had
been killed in the first instance, but fully as effectual in the
end. Glancing carefully round at the charred circle, the
Lieutenant's eye was arrested by Hugh Gaynard, who had raised
himself on to one elbow and was looking directly towards him.
Something about him different from the rest seemed to strike his
attention, for he beckoned to a sergeant who stood near.

“Look to yonder tall kern, upon the top of yon
heap of carrion. See if he has any information to give. He looks as
if he might. If he speaks English, ask his name, and whose man he
is. If he answers, report to me what he says; if not, hang him. No
delay!”

Lieutenant Fenwick turned away, yawning slightly
as he did so, for this early morning duty was severe, particularly
to a man who at all times was a light sleeper. Hugh Gaynard caught
the words. He had resolved to die silently; these bloodhounds, he
said to himself, should have no satisfaction out of him. As for
death, the worst of it was over already surely! Now at the sound of
that clear, incisive English voice, at the sight of that brilliant,
authoritative youth — almost his own contemporary — something
within him, something that was stronger than himself, that was
stronger than apathy or even rage, awoke. Die! yes, he was ready to
die, that was a matter of course, but he was not going to die like
that, not as one of a hardly counted list of rebels. He was not
going to be killed as a wood-kern. Without waiting for the
sergeant's approach or for the arousing prick of his pike, he
lifted himself a little higher and spoke out distinctly in
English:

“I am no kern. I am an Englishman. I only came
here last night. My name is Gaynard.”

An Englishman! It was as if he had announced
that he was a seraph! There was a general pause of astonishment,
almost of consternation. Even the common soldiers, stolid by habit
and inured to slaughter as a matter of business, were startled, nay
shocked. To kill an Englishman ignorantly, unwittingly, amongst a
crowd of uncounted natives! It was a crime — worse than a crime, it
was a profanation. Picture to yourself a group of American officers
engaged upon frontier duty suddenly hearing an Indian in war paint
and moccasins declare himself in good nasal English to be a citizen
and a brother!

The sergeant, who had advanced a few steps,
stood and stared aghast, first at the audacious speaker, then back
at his superior for orders. Lieutenant Fenwick alone appeared
unimpressed. He glanced for an instant at the blackened bleeding
figure upon the heap, then away again with an air of
indifference.

“An Englishman!” he said. “Pooh! Some runaway
churl or farm-hilding rather, who has picked up a few words of his
master's talk. See if he have any information to give, Sergeant. If
not, away with him with the rest!”

But Sergeant Bunce was apparently not equally
ready. He stood stock still, the picture of indecision, his round
eyes wide open and fixed in astonishment upon the prisoner. A
burly, good-natured man from the East Riding of Yorkshire, this
name of Gaynard, as it happened, was as familiar to him as his own.
Duty was duty, but still old associations were also old
associations, and he shook his bullet head slowly, with an air of
disapprobation.

Oddly enough, the other men around seemed to
have caught the same sentiment, though without the same reason. Had
the mere spell of the word Englishman worked miracles, or had some
unlooked-for wave of compunction really set in? Probably, the
uncomfortable hour of the day had a good deal to say to the matter.
Dawn is a moment when ugly deeds look their very ugliest. The
square space, with its blackened beams and half-dried reddish
pools, was not an agreeable sight just then for anybody.

Glancing quickly around him, Lieutenant Fenwick
read all this plainly; read distinct aversion in several eyes, and
no very ardent willingness in any. The younger recruits especially
wore a sullen, even a slightly shamefaced air. They were remarkably
poor material — country yokels, the best of them — as often as not
mere sweeping of the highways, “sturdy rogues and vagrants,” human
rags, scorned immeasurably by all the older and more seasoned
soldiers. Humanity lingered, however, in those rags and had an
inconvenient way of now and then putting in an appearance. The
young Lieutenant took in all this and was far too astute a man and
too good an officer to force matters, especially at a moment when a
little extra discontent might any day ripen into mutiny. The men
had undergone not a little hardship in their late rapid marches.
The “country's fever” had laid hands on a good many of them;
rations were short; quarters uncomfortable; pay already overdue.
After all, what did it signify? he reflected. One prisoner more or
less was no great matter; might even prove useful; in any case, the
fellow could as easily be disposed of in one place as another.

“Take the rascal off that heap of carrion and
tie him to one of yonder trees. We will see to his matter
presently,” he said in his tone of low-voiced peremptoriness. “As
for the rest, away with them. Despatch, men! Despatch! Sergeant
Bunce, let the tucket be sounded in an hour from now.”

This time the orders were carried out with
praiseworthy celerity. The women and children, some of whom had
strayed back to the spot, were hunted away like so many trespassing
sheep and lambs. The corpses upon the ground were put beyond all
doubt in this respect; the prisoners, with the exception of Hugh,
were either hung or piked.

Sergeant Bunce, who had been superintending the
tying up of Hugh to one of the trees, lingered a little after that
operation had been completed, perplexity still written out large
upon his broad goggle-eyed face.

“Listen, prisoner!” he said, coming back and
speaking in a slow Yorkshire drawl. “Wha are ye? Spaak truth, mon,
spaak truth, an' shame tha deil. Wha are ye, to talk o' English,
an' Gaynard? Gaynard! the word is raank felony in t' mouth o' such
as you, you bein', as may be seen by the cloathes o' yours, as
roynish a faitor as any this laand has bred.”

“I am an Englishman, and my name is Gaynard,”
Hugh answered sullenly. Community of interest makes a man
extraordinarily tender-hearted, and those shrieks, the echo of
which still filled the air, seemed to ring in his ears and to
curdle his very blood. He was horribly cold, sick, and miserable,
and his wounds hurt atrociously. Moreover, the man's speech was
nearly unintelligible to him. If they were going to hang him, let
them hang him he thought and have done with it. He was not going to
whine for mercy.

Sergeant Bunce scratched his big bullet-head and
continued to stare at him for a few minutes longer, then went off
muttering to himself:

Chapter XXI.

He had walked on some little way while thus
mattering to himself and had now come to a clearer piece of the
wood, a few hundred yards beyond the village, where most of the
soldiers who had been left on duty over night had by this time
collected. Half of them were asleep upon the ground, others were
preparing their breakfast or cleaning their weapons, while two or
three had collected in a little knot and were listening to the
observations of a tall man with a red face, a bald head, who was
discoursing upon some subject with an immensity of gesture and in
language which exhibited a remarkable wealth of words with which to
clothe his ideas.

“'May 't please your Lordship,' says I to him,
capping him this way, becoming wise; 'may 't please your honourable
Lordship to confine the matter to my hands extraditionally,' says
I, ' I can promise your Lordship, I will not miscarry, I being, as
your Lordship knows, a man besotted in Irish matters; no child or
whiffler, or wide-chopped braggarter, but a plain man, a soluble
man, a man used to affairs and trusted of those whom — Sir
reverence for your honourable Lordship — are for the most part no
better than so many blown blebbers in such matters.' 'Faith, that's
true, Bots,' says his Lordship, all rough and affable like, as his
manner is, 'faith, that's very true, my excellent Bots,' says he;
'I know your dutifulnesses and your diligences,' says he, 'I know
your sufferings and your sufficiencies, Bots, and your sophistries
and your sapiencies, Bots, I know them all,' says his Lordship,
'and will not be unmindful of them when the right time comes; you
may take my fragility for that, Bots,' says he.”

“What lord was yon?” interrupted a
round-shouldered man, one of the new recruits, with whom it was
easy to see that a pitchfork was a more familiar weapon than either
sword or caliver.

The oratorical person cast a glance of withering
contempt in his direction.

“You are an ignoramerist and a rustical no
account, my man,” he said indignantly. “What lord should it be but
the most noble the Earl of Ormond, Thomas, Lord Treasurer of this
Kingdom, tenth of that illustrious name?”*

(* Thomas Butler, 10th Earl of Ormonde and 3rd
Earl of Ossory /1531 - 1614/. He was Lord Treasurer of Ireland,
cousin of Elizabeth I, and hereditary foe to the Earl of
Desmond.)

“Put an Oirishman all the same, friend Pots, an
Oirishman all the same,” exclaimed another soldier, a wiry-looking
little man from the Welsh borders, with a ferret-like face, small
black eyes, a torn-up nose, and a crop of unusually thick black
hair. An old soldier and a good one, he was a favourite with his
commanders, but was a peppery little man, apt to fall foul of his
brother-soldiers, by whom he was continually twitted with being a
Welshman and therefore a remote cousin of these wretches, whom it
was his business to hunt out and destroy.

“It is a good shentleman, is my Lord of Ormond,
and it is my ferry good lord it is,” he went on with a cock of his
rusty morion. “And there is no man I wish petter to serve under.
And for his plackness, so that men call him Plack Thomas, I like
plack men myself, and it is not the plackness of a man's hair that
will hinder him from peing a good soldier; and if any shentleman
thinks that it is I shall be pleased to peat that shentleman into a
petter opeenion and be tamned to him! Put for all that, he is an
Oirishman, friend Pots, you will not get peyond that! an Oirishman
porn and pred.”

The man with the red nose struck a fresh
attitude, holding up at the same time an extremely dirty hand, as
if to enforce attention.

“Touching the words Irish and Irishry, they be
words that admit of no little variosity of expression, as I have
before now exploded to you, friend Price,” he said pompously.
“Argal, there is the Irishry which is the worst Irishry, which is
the real Irishry, which is the damnable Irishry, which is the hell
and devil-begotten Irishry, which is the Irishry that must be shot,
hanged, burned, and otherwise obliterated and renovated till there
be none of it left. And next, there is the less perditious Irishry,
argal the harmless or noxious Irishry, argal the Irishry which by
due disciplination may in time be corrupted out of its Irishry. And
lastly, there is the Irishry that is accurately and tropically not
Irishry, but plain Englishry, save for that accident of birth,
which is primordinally a man's misfortune, one which might have
befallen myself or any other English gentleman, who by the
co-ordination of the planets chanced to be born in this country,
and of which the blame ought properly to be laid upon his parents,
especially upon his mother, rather than upon himself. And of such a
harmless and noxious Irishry, or rather no Irishry at all, is the
Irishry of my Lord Ormond, seeing that in all his ways, plots,
habits and the rest he has ever shown himself to be purely and
pragmatically a right loyal God-fearing English gentleman.”

“Now, by the pig pell of Cardiff,” broke in the
Welshman — “By the pig pell of Cardiff, if he is such a right loyal
English gentleman, it is a fine plack prood of Irish rebels he has
got for his prethren! And I can prove to you, Peter Pots — and I
will prove to you, and moreover pring witnesses to prove to you —
that there has never been a Putler yet, save my Lord himself, and
my Lord's father, and perchance my Lord's grandfather, that has not
peen one pig plack rebel! And, what is more, it is the pig plack
Papists they are, friend Pots, you cannot deny that, as plack
Papists as the Pope of Rome himself, every pit as plack or
placker.”

“Spawn o' Satan! Spawn o' Satan! Where are they?
Show 'em me! Show 'em me! Where are the mass mongers? and the
whore-mongers? and the idolaters? and the devil worshippers? Show
'em me! Show 'em me!”

A man who had apparently been fast asleep upon
the ground suddenly sprang to his feet and stood looking about him,
like a Jack-in-the-box whose spring had been inadvertently touched.
It was the same man that Hugh Gaynard had noticed in the night, and
whose activity had arrested his attention. Even now in broad
daylight, he was a sufficiently formidable-looking object. An
immensely broad man, evidently of great muscular strength, he
possessed an unwholesome-looking, tallow-coloured face, with lank
hair which fell in heavy black clots on either side of a pair of
huge bat-like ears. A tinker by trade and by choice an itinerant
preacher, he had been arrested as a schismatic, flogged and, as an
alternative to gaol, sent to serve in the Irish wars. Thither he
had carried his genius for preaching and his detestation of
Papists. That madness of some sort gleamed in his eyes, no one
could look at him at that moment and doubt. It was a madness which
since his coming to Ireland had taken the form of a blood crusade,
so that the task of exterminating Papists, to the other soldiers a
mere matter of duty, in some cases even a distasteful one, was to
him at once a religious obligation and a passionate enjoyment, one
to which he gave himself up with all the single-hearted ecstasy of
a devotee. Dan'l Drax, he called himself.

He suddenly toppled over backwards upon the
grass and in another minute was soundly and quite harmlessly asleep
again.

Chapter XXII.

Half-an-hour later, the tucket had sounded, and
the soldiers, having all been collected together, were being
marched away through the forest, with their pikes trailing and
calivers primed. Lieutenant Fenwick was ambling along a side track,
where there was a little more room for his horse, the rest of the
party having to force their way as best they could through brake
and briar under the charge of Sergeant Bunce, while a few had been
told off to take charge of the captured cattle.

Hugh Gaynard, upon being unfastened from his
tree, had been tied to a soldier, by whom he was dragged along over
rough and smooth with remarkably little ceremony. Though not any of
them deep, his wounds hurt uncommonly, a cold wind which was
blowing through the trees causing shoots of pain to fly over his
whole body. His narrow escape from death — a death which seemed
probably still ahead of him — had produced a sort of sick,
distracted condition of mind, which was not fear, but a sort of
horror and loathing of the daylight. He felt as if he were walking
in his sleep, sometimes as if he were dead already. The green
landscape flitted to and fro before his eyes, like the background
of a bad dream; the endless tree-trunks seemed to be nodding and
moving along with him. The soldiers in their red and blue coats
looked odd and phantasmal, and their voices reached his ears in a
confused painful buzz.

They were engaged at that moment in their usual
occupation of grumbling against the trees and briars, which kept
entangling themselves in their clothes. But soon the steps went
quicker, the sulky looks cleared like magic. The reason for
satisfaction was that their labours for the moment were nearing an
end. They were coming to a fresh clearing. Lieutenant Fenwick had
reined in his horse at a point where two paths met and was waiting
for the stragglers to collect, so that the whole party might march
into camp together in a little more regular order.

Opening his miserable eyes to see what was going
to happen to him next, Hugh Gaynard perceived that they had come to
a new clearing, a good deal larger than the one they had left
behind — a black puddled space, on either side of which ran a row
of cabins, smoke-stained and windowless, with roofs in every stage
of dilapidation, yet plainly inhabited, for smoke was at that
moment coming out of the tops of several of them.

A number of soldiers in stained jerkins were
standing about in front of these cabins, engaged in cleaning their
weapons. At the end of the street or road, if either street or road
it could be called, stood a cabin a trifle larger and more solidly
built than the rest, where a couple of sentries were pacing to and
fro. A large red and white silk flag, a good deal bedraggled
towards its edge, but still gorgeous in the middle, waved from its
staff and was reflected gaily in all the filthy little paddles
below. A middle-aged officer was sitting in front of this cabin,
with a piece of board before him supported on a couple of trestles.
This was all Hugh Gaynard had time to see, for with as little
ceremony as before he was shaken loose by the man he had been tied
to, tumbled on to the ground, his legs fastened together and
himself half dragged, half shoved into one of the empty cabins.
Then, observing that there was no means of securing the door, the
man went off for a staple and, having hammered it into the wall,
passed a rope through it, made the other end fast to his prisoner's
cords and pulled the whole so tight that Hugh could hardly breathe.
Then, with a satisfied glance around him, he went whistling away to
join his comrades.

Lieutenant Fenwick had meanwhile got down from
his horse and walked along the village street towards his
commanding officer, standing before whom, in an attitude of
attention, he was giving in his clear, low-pitched voice, through
which there pierced somehow an indefinable shade of mockery, an
account of the morning's proceedings.

Captain Peters, who was in charge of the
detachment, was a stout, bull-necked Englishman, of a type which
has changed little probably from century to century. Like a good
many of the men he commanded, he was originally from Yorkshire, but
had been so long soldiering and had returned home so seldom, that
the camp, wherever it might happen to be, had become to all intents
and purposes home to him, and he had almost forgotten that he had
ever had any other. His morion was laid aside, showing a head
rapidly getting bald and a forehead creased with a multitude of
small transverse creases. A kindly enough pair of eyes looked out
under the shaggy eyebrows, and the whole face wore an aspect of
dull honesty and well-meaning irascibility. But alike in age,
looks, and above all in distinction, he certainly presented a
marked contrast to the brilliant impersonation of youth, good
looks, and intelligence who stood before him. It was a contrast of
which both men were thoroughly aware.

“What do you say the rascal called himself?” he
inquired, when his subordinate had ended by giving an account of
the reasons which had induced him on this occasion to spare a
prisoner's life.

Then when Fenwick had repeated the name —
“Gaynard,” he exclaimed in a tone of surprise, “Gaynard! I know
that name perfectly. Gaynard! 'Tis no Irish name. 'Tis plain
Yorkshire, an' I mistake not. Call here Sergeant Bunce. That fellow
is a regular pocket table of the whole county. Faith, I believe he
holds himself to be gossip, if not own father, to every Jack fool
that ever was born in it!”

“Names are easily assumed,” Lieutenant Fenwick
suggested in a tone of deference, but without moving to obey.

“Assumed? Why the devil assume 'tis assumed?”
the Captain asked testily.

“For safety, plainly.”

“Safety? What a' God's name should a naked Irish
wood-kern, or such savage, know of Yorkshire or Yorkshiremen?”

“As to what naked Irish savages are like to know
I were loath to put my own acquaintance with them against yours,
Captain, you being both the older soldier and more accustomed to
the ways of this country than I am,” Fenwick replied in that tone
of precise, somewhat exaggerated deference which he was fond of
assuming. “Nevertheless, unless I have been greatly misinformed,
these runagates are specially expert in picking up something that
is like to be of advantage to them, nay, I have been assured that
they will often hang about a camp undiscovered for days, secure of
being able at any moment to get away into their woods.”

Captain Peters looked perplexed and rubbed his
hand once or twice irascibly over his bald head.

“What would you do with him, then?” he
inquired.

“Surely hang him, what else?” Fenwick replied in
a tone of mild astonishment.

Had Lieutenant Fenwick shown any special desire
to respite the prisoner, it is quite possible that Captain Peters,
from sheer contradictoriness and by way of vindicating his own
authority, would have felt it his duty to have him hanged at once.
Now the Captain was all for mercy.

“God's body! There is hanging enough, meseems,
in this land to content you or any man,” he exclaimed, pushing the
board in front of him petulantly away with his foot. “What harm can
it do you an' one poor devil escape the rope awhile? Answer me.
Lieutenant Fenwick. What harm, I ask, can it do you?”

Lieutenant Fenwick merely smiled, lifting his
brows slightly at the same time, as if in appeal against this
uncalled-for vehemence and did not even trouble himself to point
out that he had never said or suggested that it could do him
personally any harm. Either the look, the smile, the silence, the
air of superiority — something, at any rate, about the younger
officer's bearing — decided the elder one finally upon the side of
mercy.

“Well, I will not hang him, strike me dead if I
will, therefore, content you, Lieutenant Fenwick,” he said
irritably. “Bid Bunce see that the fellow escape not. I will
examine into his case myself when a fitting time comes.”

Lieutenant Fenwick bowed. “Be it so,” he said.
“You will bear me witness that I have surrendered the fellow alive
and bound into your hands. Should after this harm come by his
means, or should it displeasure Sir Nicholas that the army be
cumbered with him, you will do me the justice to say that 'twas by
no contrivance nor yet recommendation of mine.”

“Justice! Curse me, there is small fear of any
man on this earth failing to do you justice, Lieutenant Fenwick,”
retorted his superior.

The young man's expression seemed to say that he
regarded this assurance as a compliment, for he continued to smile
with the utmost amiability. The mention of Malby's name, on the
other hand, had produced upon Captain Peters a sudden doubt of his
own discretion, for Sir Nicholas was not a man whoso orders could
be disregarded safely, and his directions about the non-retaining
of prisoners had certainly been precise to a degree. There was the
annoyance, moreover, of feeling that this exasperating youngster
had come best out of the encounter.

Fortunately, his wrath was able at that moment
to find a new channel. Sergeant Bunce had come along the road and
was standing at the end of the double line of cabins, looking out
over the country beyond, scanning it up and down and to right and
left, evidently in search of some straggler who had failed to come
in at the recently sounded bugle-call.

“Here, Bunce!” Captain Peters shouted at the top
of his voice. “What now, Bunce? what now?” he went on in a tone of
vehement anger, as the Sergeant came up saluting. “Another of yon
pack of runagates strayed? Who is't now? Name the rascal, Bunce?
God's body, but I will make such an example of him that his back
shall rue his dilatoriness for the next month to come!”

While all this wrath was being fired at him,
Sergeant Bunce had been standing in an attitude of attention,
glancing alternately at the irate Captain and past him at the
smiling and impassive Lieutenant with an air of mute
deprecation.

“'Tis young Gregory Gibbs, that coom wi' the
last East Ridin' baatch, your anner,” he said in a voice like the
mildest and most distant thunder. “Daacent folk, hoome-keeping
folk, your anner. A gude lad so a' was, was pore young Gregory
Gibbs!”

He was moving away and had begun to retrace his
steps towards the village, when, turning back for one last look,
his face suddenly lit up.

“Noo, by the mortal man!” he exclaimed with a
complete change of voice. “There a' be, comin' oop o' the way! A
bairn? To bring a bairn into camp! Why, a wolf cub' 'ud ha been a
reasonabler sort o' thing!”

Up the green slope in front of them, a big
though evidently only half-grown, young soldier was coming along,
with exactly the air of a young Newfoundland dog, or other big
puppy, which expects a whipping. As he came nearer, a pair of
honest blue eyes might have been seen looking sheepishly out of a
ridiculously youthful, freckled face, which at the present moment
was red as fire, partly from the haste with which he had returned,
but still more from the fact of having to make his entry into camp
under the awful eyes of his superiors sitting there in judgment
upon him. At his side, clinging tightly on to his leather jerkin',
ran a small boy apparently not more than six or seven years old, a
brown-limbed, agile little creature, stark naked, save for a pinch
of red flannel, somewhat of the shape of a petticoat, which was
tied about his middle, and which dangled in ragged points over his
little stomach and thighs. His head was covered with a bleached mop
of hair, evidently meant by nature to have been flaxen, but tanned
by sun and wind to hay colour. Under this tangled thatch, a pair of
bold blue eyes looked up through curling black lashes; the rest of
the face consisting of a little turned-up nose and a round, red,
confident mouth, furnished with small pointed teeth, which gleamed,
as a dog's do, whenever he opened his lips. The child did not
appear to be frightened, good reason as he had to be so. A reckless
dare-devil sort of jollity seemed to exude from his whole tiny
person.

Another of the soldiers — it was the Welshman
Price — happened to be passing along the same way with some
firewood and stopped and stared open-eyed at this importation.

“In ta devil's name what art you pringing
there?” he exclaimed, in a tone kept low by the neighbourhood of
the officers. “'Tis one of they little peastly devils of Oirish,”
he went on, wrinkling his ugly face into a grimace of immeasurable
disgust. “In ta name of ta devil, what made you pring him here?
Send him ta join ta rest of ta prood!”

He lifted up the heavy log he was carrying,
apparently with the intention of bringing it down on the child's
head, who, on his side, looked up at his assailant with a snarl,
the snarl of a small fox cub that is resolved to leave the impress
of its teeth upon whoever attempts to molest it.

But the young Yorkshireman's face had grown even
redder than before, impossible as the feat might have seemed, and
he struck the log up with such a jerk, that it took the little
Welshman right off the ground, so that he hopped perforce several
feet into the air like a grass cricket.

“Laave be, laave be, Tarn Taavy,” he muttered,
half angrily, half apologetically, as he passed on to confront the
two terrible superiors, who, with Bunce still in the background,
sat awaiting him.

“Here, you rascal! Here, you dunghill-reared,
pitchfork-carrying young oaf you!” shouted the Captain, as soon as
he was within speaking distance. “How comes it that, contrary to
orders, you are not here at the sound of the tucket? Answer me, you
puddle-headed son of a sow. Answer this minute, or the lash shall
teach you the use of your tongue.”

“'Twar the cony, your Riverence; the cony, your
Warship,” stammered the culprit.

“The cony, sir? What cony? I see no cony. I see
a brat, though, a filthy little rebel brat, a dangerous devil's imp
of a brat! Who gave you leave, sir, to bring rebels' brats into her
Grace's camp? Speak, you goggled-eyed jackass,” thundered the
Captain.

But the unfortunate delinquent only twisted his
head backwards and forwards, rendered speechless evidently by sheer
embarrassment. Bunce, who had got behind him, at that moment
assisted his utterance, however, by a friendly kick of so violent a
character that it seemed to send the words simply flying out of his
mouth as if shot from a catapult.

“'Twar i' yon greeny speckledy saart o' place,
Saargint — your anner — an' aa war f ootin' it baak, best could,
when aa spied a cony — least ways, a baastie, blue like, wi' long
ears to it, an' it sprang from beyont a stone, an' away wi' it oop
th' hillsoide. So aa lets a yawp, an ran arter it, but it got away
oop the hillsoide, when oot o' the ground leapt Bothin in a
pesticoat, an' n'er another rag on 't, an' na bigger nor a Dicky
Dimmock. 'Tis a bogart for sure, thinks aa! But it whoops at me,
an' it whoops at the cony, an' away wi' it, peg-legging oop ta
hillsoide, as croose an' hopperty as a flea. So aa gathers both
arms full o' staanes, an' when it had coomed tha cony, aa lets
droive, and happen we moight ha' killed it 'tween the two o' us,
only there was a bit o' broken plaace in the groand thar, yer
anner, and it gat in, an' aa saw na more o' it. Then this wan, in
t' pesticoat, comes oop, wi' its face all sweatin', but as breet as
a bullace, an' catches hold o' me, an' shows plaan as plaan 'twas
wi' me 'twas meanin' to go. So aa gives it a cloot on t' head, an'
bad it ga hame, but it wud na. An' aa ran away from it, but it coom
arter me, an' aa cud get shut o' it no ways, no ways at all, 'cept
a'd twisted t' neck o' it round or dinged oot tha brains o' it agin
a stane.”

And the big clumsy lad rubbed the back of his
hand across his mouth and looked down at his protegee with the air
of a schoolboy caught with an unauthorised apple in his
possession.

Captain Peters turned away with an indignant
grunt. His anger had, however, by this time subsided.

“Take the fool away with you, Bunce,” he said
testily. “And, listen! touching yon Irish kern, keep him safe till
I have time to see to his matter; on your life keep him safe,
Bunce!”

Too thankful to get his charge safely away from
under the eyes of his superiors, Bunce hastily pushed the young
recruit before him up the road, the small boy still clinging
tightly on to his protector's jerkin, with a clutch which nothing
short of violence would have dislodged. Arrived at the top of the
village, all three turned into one of the largest of the hovels,
which had been set apart as the kitchen of the detachment, and
where the preparation for dinner was then in active progress. A
couple of big black pots of the ordinary native make were hanging
over two roaring fires, one upon the hearth, the other in the
middle of the floor, the smoke of both of them escaping without the
slightest difficulty through the multitude of holes with which the
thatch was riddled.

Soldiers, in every variety of disarray, were
sitting around upon their heels, watching the progress of the
cooking with an air of intense absorption. Of solid raw meat there
was seldom any great lack, the very village they had just burned,
for instance, having afforded not fewer than three hundred head of
cattle. Bread, green stuffs, and malt were eternally in demand and
never forthcoming. The victuallers were unscrupulous rascals,
thieves who starved her Grace's troops and filled their own
pockets. At the present moment, the “right furniture” had been
promised from Bristol weeks and weeks before, but so far none had
appeared, and the soldiers in consequence had only bread enough for
one day in six.

A howl of mingled satisfaction and derision
greeted the safe appearance of Gregory Gibbs, the young recruit
from the East Riding being at once the butt and the spoilt child of
the whole detachment. Dinner, however, was just then the one
absorbing interest of the moment. Upon the two pots being lifted
off the fires, every soldier present claimed his share, and nothing
was heard but the sound of many jaws munching and chewing at the
tough meat. Thanks to the care of Sergeant Bunce, Hugh Gaynard, the
prisoner, got his fair share of the rations. The “Dicky Dimmock,”
as his protector called him, before the dinner was fairly
swallowed, he had become in a fashion the pet animal and plaything
of every soldier present. The agility with which he caught the
scraps thrown to him awakened especially perfect yells of delight
and approval. Even Price, the Welshman, became one of the very
foremost in picking out bits of meat and tossing them, first to one
and then another corner of the cabin for the “Dicky Dimmock” to
race after and devour.

Chapter XXIII.

Ireland is a remarkable country for the
transmission of news. Good news, bad news — it flies by no process
palpable to sense and doubtless by some peculiar connivance of the
friendly gods. Hardly had the fatal scuffle taken place near the
ford of Clonkeen, hardly had James Fitzmaurice's head been removed
from its shoulders by his own friends, before all Munster had heard
of it. The news was carried in the air; it was repeated by the
birds; it was whispered about amongst the reeds and rushes upon the
bogs.

To say that Dr. Saunders and the Desmond
brothers rejoiced over the dismal intelligence would be to lay
oneself open to a charge of historical libelling. To say that it
was a fact not without consolation for them is to keep strictly
within the mark. To the Legate, Fitzmaurice had his faults. He was
very obstinate — extremely obstinate, for instance, in his views
about the treatment of prisoners; his dealings with declared
heretics were not at all what they ought to have been. He had
expressed great disapproval of his cousin's recent feat at Tralee,
a sentiment no doubt inspired by unworthy jealousy; he had shown
great discourtesy to the Seneschal* of Imokilly; he was capable of
even treating the representative of his Holiness himself with a
cool indifference which was not merely insulting but impious.

(* Chief steward in a great noble
household.)

The Desmond brothers had no need of such refined
elaborations to prove to them that James Fitzmaurice could
perfectly well be spared. Whatever he might be as patriot, soldier,
or churchman, as a kinsman his loss was one that they could endure
with a remarkable amount of philosophy. Sir John of the Pikes
especially was aware of this. He leaped into the vacant saddle and
looked about him with the air of a man who asks, “Who now shall
contradict me?” By way of first taste of liberty and as a pledge of
what he would do if time and opportunity were allowed him, he began
by killing the prisoners — harmless pilots for the most part, whom
Sir James had left behind under protection — informing the world
that he did so in revenge for the said James's death. His next
proceeding was to look around and see which of his cousin's
immediate retainers it would be well as opportunity arose to get
rid of. Amongst these — they were not, after all, very numerous —
Maelcho was perhaps the most conspicuous. As a rival, Maelcho was
naturally nowhere. But all Munster knew that for the seanchaí there
was and could be but one master in the world, quite irrespective of
the fact of whether that master was alive or dead. Now, Sir John of
the Pikes did not care to be reminded that there had ever been
greater and more God-like leaders than himself. He had no intention
of killing Maelcho, for that would have been dangerous, as well as
extremely unlucky, but it would be a satisfaction, he felt, if he
could be got away from Smerwick for a time. There was a good friend
of his own not far off, whom he felt sure would keep him safely, if
only he could once be got into his hands.

The difficulty was how to get him away in the
first instance. As to inducing him to leave the children and their
mother of his own accord, that would have required wild horses.
Unluckily, poor Lady Fitzmaurice was persuaded without any great
difficulty to lend her own aid to the little manoeuvre. She was
pining to get away from the place herself, and it was suggested to
her that if she could send word by a safe messenger to her kinsmen
in the north of the county, they would doubtless be ready to give
harbourage to her and her children before the troubles grew still
bigger than they were at present. The bait was too tempting to be
resisted. It was only a two days' ride there and back, and she
decided, therefore, to send letters by some trusty hand, and
Maelcho's were the only hands that answered that description.

When he understood what he was to do, his own
objections to going were both loud and deep, but then they hardly
counted. What could he do? He was only a clansman. An Irish
clansman of that day had about as much power of saying “No,” when
his masters said “Go,” as a gun has today of refusing to go off
when its owner touches the trigger. Not only was he to go, but he
was to go at once. Sir John of the Pikes was thoughtful enough to
provide him with a horse, one of the many superfluous garrons of
the troop, a certain old white mare, good at carrying burdens, but
not much to be relied upon in the matter of pace.

It was still only four o'clock of the morning of
the day on which he was to start, when Maelcho awoke in his own
particular lair close to the door of the shanty upon the cliff. The
letter he was to carry had been given to him overnight, and, as
dressing was not an elaborate affair with him, there was nothing to
hinder his starting at once. He looked out from his corner towards
the sea, yawning, his brown face still on a level with the stones,
his mind still hazy, not having as yet bethought himself of what
lay before him. Below him, the Atlantic rollers swept to the foot
of the cliff — long, green, lazy waves, which broke with a hollow
resonance upon the beach. The horizon was still muffled with
vapour, but higher up, the sky was pearly-tinted and transparent
looking. The seanchaí's brain was more or less in a cloud, for he
was a great dreamer and his dreams had a sort of sharp-cut
distinctness. He had been dreaming a few minutes before that he and
Sir James were back in Rome, and that the Pope had suddenly come
upon them in his white robes and had told them that Ireland had
been given up by the English, and that Stukely was to be its king.
And he had not known whether to be glad or sorry at this news,
until, looking at Sir James, he had seen that his face was
contracted with a spasm of anger, a spasm so violent that it seemed
to change him, as if he was melting into some other man. And with
that queer, noises had come, and strange clouds of unknown shapes
overhead, and a hissing like a pot boiling. One of the clouds had
burst suddenly and enveloped the Pope and Sir James and himself,
and they had all gone rolling together down hill. As he looked
back, he had seen a great moving bog behind them, with the church
of St. Peter's set on the top of it, only set slopingly, which made
it look odd. And the church and bog, and he and Sir James and the
Pope, had rolled over and over, first one and then another
uppermost, like porpoises playing in the bay, until he had suddenly
awakened with a start. As his brain began to grow clearer, he
presently remembered that his master was dead, and that he himself
had to leave Smerwick that morning at cock-crow. With this new
thought in his mind he sat up on his haunches like a dog, and, like
a dog with a suddenly remembered grievance, he whimpered a little
to himself, for he disliked his errand greatly. Then he bethought
him of his little lady-girls and crept hastily away on hands and
knees into the interior of the hut to see if they were safe.

They were sleeping side by side in a sort of
improvised crib which he had made for them out of some wreck wood.
One had her hands folded under her little chin and lay sideways
with her mouth close shut, so that she seemed hardly to breathe.
The other was on her back and seemed, like himself, to be busy
dreaming, for she moved her head to and fro and frowned, and her
small red button of a mouth was open, and her hair fell behind her
in a tumbled brownish cloud. To poor Maelcho, they were exactly
what two little blue and pink images in a shrine are to some
exceptionally pious contadino,* only that his little images were
alive and all the more adorable. He crept along, still upon his
hands and knees like a thief, till he was close beside their crib.
Here he squatted down, staring hard at them and wondering how
anything so wonderful and beautiful could ever have come into
existence. The elder child, half awoke, opened her brown eyes and
looked sleepily at him. Whether she took him for her father, come
back at last, or whoever she took him for, she suddenly put up her
rosy little mouth for him to kiss it. A choking sob broke from the
seanchaí's breast. He hesitated; then, with a guilty look all round
him, he stooped and did kiss the little rosebud face, just where
the soft eyebrows sprang out of the milk-white skin. The child's
breath came up warm and sweet to his lips, and his foolish heart
began to thump, and thump, as if it was going to jump out bodily
then and there on to the floor at his feet; his lips quivered, and
next the tears began to start out of his eyes and drop down one by
one upon the ground. He remained squatting there in the same
attitude for some minutes longer. At last, he crept away upon hands
and knees to the entrance; stopped there again and looked back for
a moment, the tears still standing out over his brown cheeks like
drops of water upon a piece of bark. Finally, he left the ledge and
went down the rocky track to the camp, where he found the old white
mare awaiting him, and, having mounted her, he rode away.

(* Italian peasant.)

He went quickly at first, meeting with various
small adventures by the way. His heart still kept thumping
ridiculously up and down in his broad breast, the tears every now
and then starting to his eyes and dropping. The image of these two
little creatures in their crib hung suspended before his eyes like
some beatific vision.

Maelcho's first business was to carry out the
errand that had been entrusted to him. By six o'clock on the
following afternoon, he had finished it, had delivered one letter
and received another, and was returning back to Smerwick, his heart
now light, for his face was set in the right direction. He had got
into rather a choked bit of country just then. As his task was
done, and it was too late to get back to Smerwick that night, he
let the old white mare take her own pace, which was a very sedate
one. Now and then, she would stop altogether in order to catch at
some temptingly succulent morsel, munching it slowly and enjoyingly
in her lean old jaws as she walked on again. Maelcho let her take
her time and munch as she would, for he was in no hurry. The sun
fell sleepily between the branches and lit up the path with a
speckled radiance. Large grey limestone rocks rose here and there,
crowned with patches of pinky ling. Bees explored the hollows and
fussed over what they found with a booming croon of approval. The
trees seemed large and glad. The summer was still strong, and the
joy of it entered into the seanchaí's vagrant soul, so that he,
too, in spite of all that had been and that was to come, felt glad
at heart and at his ease.

It was getting to be time for him to settle upon
some spot to pass the night in. He came to where two paths forked
and after a little consideration, took the left-hand one and rode
on along it, until the old mare's back began to disappear down a
leisurely incline of heather, beset with boulders and fir-trees.
When he had quite disappeared, a very rascally looking face, with a
pair of very rascally looking eyes in it, might have been seen to
push between the branches of one of the firs, look after him
carefully for a minute, then disappear silently in the opposite
direction. The seanchaí rode on, unsuspicious of harm. He came to a
spot which seemed somehow to invite him to stop at it, so got down
and, having turned loose the old mare to find her own supper, made
his bed in the leaves, as he had made it thousands of times before.
After this, he searched in his wallet for some scraps of food,
drank at a stream hard by — the wanderer has happily never far to
go for a stream in Kerry — glanced at the tree tops by way of
orison, settled himself with his back against one of the trunks and
prepared to go to sleep.

He did not sleep, however, for some time, but
remained contemplating the narrow landscape, as it grew gradually
narrower in the darkness. From his lair, his eyes roamed from side
to side — big, prominent, far-seeing eyes, like those of some big
forest beast, only a well-meaning beast, with no present desire to
devour anybody. They were eyes that saw many things. The ears that
went with the eyes were open too, to many things; to the private
stories told in the depths of the forest. The muttering of
half-choked streams escaping through bits of turf; distant
conversations going on amongst the burrows and rabbit runs; the
sudden squeaky remarks of bats, so shrill as to be beyond the reach
of the tympanum; the papery rustle of moths following one another
in ghostly procession, their wings just striking for a second and
then parting. These and thousands of other matters, more intangible
and less obvious, were all open to him; they spoke a language he
knew; they belonged to a plane of existence which he had never
left.

Maelcho went to sleep at last, safe, happy, and
free, a born man of the woods. He awoke two hours later, helpless,
desperate; a man undone: a prisoner! Treacherous feet had stolen
up; treacherous hands had laid hold of him as he slept; had bound
him with new withes. Arms, legs, body, every bit of him was bound,
almost before he had had time to realise what was happening to him.
Plunge as he would, roar as he would, struggle as he would, he was
helpless, he could do nothing. His strength was as useless to him
as the strength of an ox that has been marked for the shambles. He
was laid flat; his bonds were tied still tighter; he was lifted
like a sack and laid across the back of the guiltless white mare.
And then began a long dreary march, he knew not where, he knew not
in what direction, he knew not by whose orders.

His destination was back to the coast, but it
was not back to Smerwick by any means. Kerry has many long brown
arms, which run out into her seas, as well as many long white arms
which run far into her sides, and it was to the end of one of the
former that Maelcho was bound. He was going to prison, but it was
to a very peculiar prison, for it was one with a widely open door.
Prisons have played a considerable part in the history of Ireland.
Now and then, it happened that a man was found inconvenient to his
acquaintances whom it was not expedient to kill off at once. The
O'Neills, for instance, had an excellent prison at the bottom of
their castle. In this prison, a little before this time, the
husband of the lady known as the Countess of Argyll had spent many
years up to his knees in water, while his wife and Shane the Proud
made merry above his head. Sir Morogh O'Flaherty had a good solid
prison twenty feet or so below the level of the lake in his castle
of Aughnanure. The O'Connor, the O'Toole, and most of the other
great chiefs, possessed prisons also, prisons which for filth,
blackness, and the rapid disposal of those confided to them went
far to emulate those at the bottom of the Castle of Dublin
itself.

The Seneschal of Imokilly's prison, to which
Maelcho was bound, was from a prisoner's point of view an
improvement upon most of those, for it was at least thoroughly well
ventilated and even well drained. It was a rather long but not very
lofty cave, set in the side of a perpendicular cliff, a cliff so
perpendicular that no gull had ever tried to set up housekeeping on
it, and so wave-washed that no seaweed — at least none of the
larger sort — could ever find a root-hold at its base. Seventy feet
above the last of the mussels yawned the open mouth of the prison,
having in front of it a broken ledge projecting in much the same
sort of fashion as a doorstep projects before a door. On to this
doorstep, Maelcho on his arrival was carefully lowered by means of
a rope, which must have made him look from below like some very big
spider at the end of a just palpable thread. When he had reached
the ledge, one of the men who had been charged with his capture
went down and carefully cut his bonds, which were no longer wanted,
then escaped to the ledge, was drawn up to the top by his friends,
and Maelcho was left alone.

It was really the most beautifully simple
prison, as well as one of the safest in the world. Besides the
great widely-open door in front, there was a tiny crack at the
inner end of the cave, down which a thread of light sometimes
stole. This, like the former, was of absolutely no avail, however,
for the purpose of escaping, seeing that Maelcho could hardly have
put one of his big fists through it, let alone his whole body. Had
he not been a sacred sort of person in his way, he would infallibly
have been left to starve. That misfortune, however, did not happen
to him. Food was dropped with pretty fair regularity, either on to
his ledge in front, or through the crack at the end. Sometimes,
when it was being brought to him, he could even hear the voices of
those who brought it — ghostly voices they sounded, like those
mysterious voices which sometimes travel down to us through wide
chimneys upon winter evenings.

These ghostly voices overhead and the brown
slanting sails of stealing across the half-circle before his door
were the nearest approach to humanity that for the next seven
months ever came in the poor seanchaí's way. For company and
recreation he had the gulls sweeping and squalling in front, he had
the wet white gleams following one another across the floor of his
prison; he had the small, continuous sound of water dripping down
its walls; he had the much louder, though more intermittent sound
of the roar, throb, tumble, clatter of the waves at its base; above
all, he had his own most lamentable thoughts.

The poor Child-man's brain was not of the sort
to stand out long against such an ordeal. It sank under it, slowly
but steadily, as one solitary interminable month followed another.
The sheer physical suffering inflicted by such imprisonment is
doubtless worse at the beginning, because at the beginning the
nerves and muscles are still laid out for other work and still
crave the work they are used to. It is, however, later, when the
pain is getting less, that the worst sapping and undermining
probably begins, begins and goes on until, given certain
circumstances and certain temperaments, everything — mind, body,
soul, spirit — goes and the suffering man sinks daily nearer and
nearer to the level of the suffering beast.

So it was with Maelcho. In his waking moments, a
little more uncertainty both as to where he was, but also as to who
he was; a little longer extension of the interval, always with him
a long one, between sleep and life; in the interminable afternoons,
a little nearer approximation to the condition of some closely
shut-up dog, craving for a companionship it never gets; in his
recurrent fits of fury, a little more of the self-destructive rage
of the same dog, when it bites and howls and flings itself against
its chain. Maelcho had no chain, but he too flung himself about, he
too howled loudly and frantically, his howls rising upon the breeze
and being carried far away across the headlands into the open
Atlantic. There was no one to hear them, except some passing
cormorant, wandering round in search of garbage. Those who knew he
was there and were sorry for him could do nothing to help him, and
those who could do anything to help him were not in the least
sorry.

They were seven very eventful months during
which he remained shut up in that airy open-doored prison of his —
months in which Ireland for the twentieth time in her history was
once more in the throes of a convulsion, a convulsion of which
Munster was this time the centre. They were months of anxiety for
England, conscious that her enemies were looking eagerly towards
the ever-vulnerable spot in her heel; they were months during which
the star of the Desmonds was beginning to set for ever in blood and
misery unspeakable. Maelcho knew nothing of all this; nothing of
what for him were infinitely more important than any of these
things. His own particular charges might be calling for him; might
be wanting their big, loving nursery-maid; might be crying to their
honey-man to come to them; to carry them about on his strong back;
be their slave, their playfellow, their idolater. Maelcho simply
lay upon the stones of his cave and did not know whether they were
alive or dead. For him everything had narrowed down to those
wearisome gleams, travelling across the floor, to the sough of the
wind, to the roar of the sea, to the dull interminable recurrence
of light and darkness, to his own tortured heart, and to his own
fast maddening brain.

Chapter XXIV.

Those anxious stars, which watch over every man
who is destined to succeed in life, must that year have kept a very
careful eye upon Hugh Gaynard. In spite of the very inauspicious
fashion of his arrival, a few weeks later found him not only still
alive, but actually on the road to becoming quite an acceptable
member of this new community into which he had fallen. His footing
in it could hardly yet be called safe, since it was one which an
incautious word would have endangered, and an incautious act have
brought back within his horizon that halter which he had so
recently escaped. Still, it was a wonderful one, all things
considered.

He was not hung. The respite allowed time for
his story to be heard, and as it turned out, to be believed. Once
it began to be realised that he really was what he professed to be;
that no taint of Irishry rested upon him, everything else fell easy
and comfortably into its place. If he was free of that major sin,
the chances were he was free of all other and comparatively minor
ones. His relationship with the Gaynards of Yorkshire began to be
believed in; his long stay amongst the O'Flahertys, and even his
more recent and less explainable residence amongst the Munster
rebels, all were inclined to be condoned. If he was an Englishman,
the chances were that he could have done nothing very abominable.
If in the end he turned out not to be an Englishman, well, there
were always plenty of trees to hang him to upon.

It was not the dull and estimable Major Peters
who had respited him, but the brilliant Lieutenant Fenwick, who
became Hugh's especial protector, and the person to whom he had to
look for such preferment as was likely to come his way. Hero
worship was not one of Hugh Gaynard's weaknesses. The faculty was
not strong in him by nature, and it had certainly not been drawn
out by any of the company it had of late been his lot to keep. But
Lieutenant Fenwick was a remarkable young man. He possessed all the
mental nimbleness, the personal distinction, the curious,
flower-like grace and attractiveness; he possessed also the
sensitiveness of organisation, verging upon effeminacy; the clear
cold tenacity of purpose; above all, the absolute and truly
magnificent indifference as to the means by which that purpose was
to be carried into effect. Young as he was, he had already mastered
the whole secret of success and knew that it was to be summed up in
the one word: readiness. He was always ready. No task was too hard
for him, no distance too long, no duty too unpleasant, no risk too
great for him to run. It had to be so, for he was strictly his own
architect. The third son of a small country squire, he had found no
patron at his elbow to call him cousin, no great man able and
willing to take him by the hand, yet already, by sheer dint of wit
and persistence, he had set his foot upon a ladder which, unless
some blundering Irish skean interfered to baulk fortune and spoil
so pretty a prospect, was tolerably certain to lead him to the very
top.

For our excellent but somewhat slow-witted Hugh
Gaynard, all this was of the nature of a revelation. Ever since he
could remember, he on his side had been pricked on by a sturdy
English hankering after success; success of the most practical
sort, one that could be measured and felt. Those two twin altar
fires, the altar of Respectability and the altar of Prosperity, had
always gleamed before his eyes, only he had not in the least seen
how he was to get any nearer to them. Now at last, he did begin to
perceive the way. It was a steeper, as well as perhaps in some
respects a more crooked road than he would have thought of finding
out for himself, but he could see that it was the right one, he
could see that it would lead him in the desired direction, and he
was ready therefore to set foot upon it the very first moment that
he got a chance of doing so.

As usual, that first step was the difficulty.
Indeed, any friendly connection between the rebel with the rope
dangling before his nose and the officer who had just condemned him
to it might well have seemed impossible. Happily, it proved not to
be so. Like the rest of the camp, Fenwick soon left off thinking of
Hugh as a rebel. He accordingly began to patronise him; released
him from his bonds; took him in hand; clothed him; made him in a
way his own personal retainer and follower. The human materials in
the camp were not of the choicest, and it was a comfort to find
someone who was neither a yokel, nor a drunkard. Fenwick, moreover,
would not have been the superior man he was if he had not been
shrewd enough to know the value of devotion, one which was based
upon solid grounds, and which therefore could be reckoned upon. It
soon appeared, too, that there were points in which the grateful
mouse could aid the benignant lion. Hugh had not lived for years
amongst the O'Flahertys for nothing. The time that he had so
mourned over as lost had not been so utterly lost as he had
imagined. It had taught him to know the ins and the outs of Irish
life, and as a consequence of Irish warfare, as no man who has not
seen it from the inside possibly could know it. Like Malby, Fenwick
was not one of those bigots who believe that all campaigns are to
be fought in the same fashion. Like Malby again, he had quickly
realised that if you mean to defeat a people, the first thing to do
is to learn in some degree to understand them. This knowledge of
Hugh's lay therefore right in the very path of his own
ambition.

Chapter XXV.

October in Ireland may be one of the best months
in the year, or it may be only November a little antedated. It was
the last variety in 1579. For many weeks, there had hardly been one
moderately dry day, and men and beasts alike were drenched,
miserable, and discouraged.

It was especially bad weather for a sick man,
and Sir William Drury, the Lord Justice and Commander of the
Forces, was a very sick man. The “country's fever,” that mysterious
and happily vanished malady, which throughout the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries annually decimated the troops sent on
outlying service in Ireland, had laid its hands upon him, and there
seemed very little probability that he would ever shake off its
grasp again. What made his plight the more serious, not only for
himself but the whole country, was that every other officer in
Ireland held his commission directly under his hand; the result
being that at his death, the whole machinery of government would
come to an absolute deadlock. The consciousness of this fact was at
the present moment paralysing the campaign. The commander's face
was watched even more anxiously than the face of the skies.

The campaign itself was not exactly child's
play. Kilmallock, until recently the main seat of the Desmonds'
power, had for some years become, for military purposes, the
capital of all that great forest country stretching from Mallow to
near Limerick, between which towns it lay about midway. A rude road
ran from one point to the other, and there were also a few
horse-tracks here and there, but throughout the greater part of its
extent, it was trackless and impenetrable, a jungle utterly
impassable for anyone not absolutely a native of the district. For
garrison purposes, it was indeed a good deal worse than trackless,
for it was full of minute paths, intimately known to those who made
use of them, but invisible to ordinary observation; paths which
branched and re-branched in a complicated network, and the
entrances and exits of which were sedulously concealed by those who
used them.

Throughout all this part of Ireland, the forest
had indeed modified the inhabitants very much more than the
inhabitants had the forest. Their ways, their thoughts, their
habits of locomotion, their very bodies had become adapted to their
environment. Strip them of their leafy sheath, and they would
hardly have known how to exist. A roof might be, and in many cases
was, a mere superfluity, but a sky without some sort of midway
break of twigs and leaves was an object foreign and
inconceivable.

At the present moment, the whole forest was
known to be swarming with the light-footed Kerry kern, under the
leadership of the two younger Geraldines. The Earl of Desmond, on
the other hand, had recently come into camp and there made his
submission to Drury, protesting positively that he had had no share
in his brother's misdoings. That these protestations were not
believed goes without saying, and in the meantime he was retained
in a state of quasi captivity, as a measure of precaution, and
while awaiting the further development of events.

The poor Lord Justice was much to be pitied. He
was consumed with a wild desire to do something, yet it was far
from equally clear to him what that something was to be. With the
sense of growing weakness, there had come upon him a growing desire
to strike some effective blow, one that could be reported at in
high quarters, so that when he retired — as retire he plainly soon
must — he might at least do so with credit and honour.
Unfortunately, there was no very decisive blow that could be struck
just then. As long as the rebels chose to cling to the woods, to
attempt to dislodge them from there by force would only be to court
failure, since all the local conditions were directly in their
favour and against their antagonists. The game to be played was a
waiting game, only Sir William Drury had unfortunately no time to
wait.

With his usual brilliant common, Sir Nicholas
Malby did not fail to perceive this and had no hesitation about
expressing it.

“Methinks our good Lord Justice is afflicted
with the lunes, at the heels of all his other complaints!” he
observed in the ear of his favourite lieutenant, Fenwick. “Does he
think that we can herd these bloody-fingered Desmond galloglasses
as a shepherd herds sheep upon the downs of Kent? That with our
loutish rascals, untrained to footmanship, hot from clay lands and
the slow following of ploughs, we can run down yon nimble-toed
villains, taught from the very breast to keep up with the best
horse foaled! 'Tis frenzy, sir, sheer frenzy, and a right dangerous
frenzy to boot. Our course is plain. Starve them, and we have them.
Starve them, and we drive them out of their retreat into the open.
Once rid of these thrice accursed jungles, we fall upon them, and,
if one of the minching rascals escapes to tell the tale, call me
for the rest of my life counter-caster and not soldier.”

All this was perfectly true. But the poor Lord
Justice continued in his own course, proof against all arguments,
and the utmost that Malby could obtain was that, before attempting
to drive the Geraldines out of their shelter, some effort should be
made to ascertain whereabouts they lay, and in what strength they
were then posted. Here again, however, there were great
difficulties. Malby had under his own command at Kilmallock a
considerable body of Connacht men, whom he believed that he had
reduced by terror to obedience. Some of these he now sent out, but
the reports they brought back were conflicting to the last degree.
Plainly, it was necessary that someone should go whose report could
be trusted.

True to his principle of always volunteering for
any service, no matter how hazardous or unpleasant, Fenwick at once
undertook the mission. With Sir Nicholas's permission, he would
take a small body of soldiers with him, merely as a guard, and for
the rest would depend wholly upon his own observations,
supplemented by those of the young man Hugh Gaynard, who would
supply his own lack of Irish, and upon whom he could, he knew,
absolutely count. This proposal Malby, after some little
hesitation, agreed to, and Fenwick obtained leave to try what he
could do, positive orders being, however, given to him by Drury
himself that he was not to delay; that he was to content himself
with a mere general reconnaissance, and above all, that he was to
return to the camp as rapidly as possible.

Accordingly, he selected about a dozen men out
of his own detachment, consisting of four or five old soldiers,
with a few of the more promising of the recruits. Hugh Gaynard
alone he informed of the purpose of the expedition, the rest being
merely told that they were to leave Kilmallock as rapidly as
possible and, once in the woods, were to avoid straying; an order
which, owing to recent events, was indeed hardly necessary.

They set out about three o'clock in the
afternoon, not by the usual road, but along a narrower track, which
would take them more directly to where the rebels were reported to
be mustered. Almost immediately after passing the gates of
Kilmallock, the forest seemed to open bodily and to swallow them
up. It was still broad daylight outside, but here under the shadow
of the trees twilight appeared to have already arrived. Sometimes,
they came suddenly upon small pitch-black pools, lying half hidden
amongst the tree roots, their edges lost in dense fringes of grass.
Sometimes, they skirted the edges of round bogs, rising like big
brown sponges in the middle of the forest.

The men obeyed orders, walking one behind the
other, almost upon each other's heels, speaking only in husky
whispers and casting uncomfortable glances at the rain-blackened
branches, which crossed and recrossed one another above their
heads. They advanced in this manner for some three or four hours.
The rain had begun again and was falling with a stealthy depressing
“flip,” “flop,” which was repeated in subdued chorus by every leaf
overhead and every bunch of herbage under their feet. It was
impossible to tell whether the thickets and copses through which
their path ran were occupied or empty. The soldiers kept taking
stealthy glances to right and left over their own shoulders. This
creeping along at a foot's pace through a country known to be
swarming with rebels, and believed to be swarming with other
things, worse even than rebels, was a trial of the nerves such as
very few of them were equal to.

Fenwick, meanwhile, was making up his mind to
leave his escort behind him and to go on with only Hugh Gaynard.
Apart from their fears, the soldiers were absolutely useless. They
might do well enough in the open, but here in this deceitful
entanglement they were simply so many hindrances and additional
dangers. They coughed; they grunted; they stumbled against one
another and against everything in their path; their boots creaked;
their leather corselets squeaked; their heavy beef-fed bodies
seemed to be getting bigger and more conspicuous every minute. It
was like trying to achieve some delicate and intricate piece of
stalking with a whole drove of buffaloes at one's heels.

Having arrived at an opening, easily
distinguishable by a single tall fir tree which stood in the centre
of it, Fenwick called a halt. Desiring his men to remain where they
were and strictly forbidding them to light a fire or do anything
that could help to reveal their presence, he covered himself
hastily with an Irish mantle of the ordinary “shag-rug” pattern,
brought for the purpose. Desiring Hugh Gaynard to put on a similar
one and to draw the hood well down over his eyes, they got out
together side by side through the forest.

Chapter XXVI.

The rain fell with a dogged sulky sort of
persistence. As the two young men pushed them aside, the wet
branches swung back in their faces with a dull swishing noise. It
was not cold, but the sense of all-pervading moisture was chilling
and depressing to the last degree. Hugh was now in front, having
been desired by Fenwick to lead the way. With the resumption of his
Irish dress, he had fallen instinctively into the swinging
noiseless step and gait which he had acquired amongst the
O'Flahertys. This Fenwick, with ready adaptability, imitated, and
the two kept close together, swinging along one behind the other as
though to the manner born. In their woollen “shag-rug” mantles,
with the hoods pulled low down over their eyes and with this
noiseless swinging step, their disguise was about as complete as it
well could be.

In spite of the undeniable unpleasantness of the
expedition, Hugh felt in unusually good spirits. A sense of elation
and exhilaration, to which for a long time he had been a stranger,
seemed to pervade his entire frame. The consciousness of being
necessary, of being — if only for the moment — the leader and
director of the expedition, gave him a delightful foretaste of
future hours of leadership, which, it was to be hoped, would not be
equally momentary. Through the openings between the trees, warm
heady gusts of wind smote against his face and awakened a curiously
vivid sense of coming success and triumph. Sober-sided as he was,
he was after all only eighteen, and his youth was still hot within
him, so that there were moments when it could still sweep him along
with it.

Spaces of sky, about the size of a
pocket-handkerchief, became visible here and there overhead. Then
these would close tightly up again, and it would become nearly
pitch dark. The tree-trunks were so saturated with rain, that to
touch them was like touching a sponge, the fingers seeming to get
actually engulfed in them. It was extraordinarily close, too. An
all-pervading smell of rotting vegetation seemed to fill not merely
the nostrils, but the very brain. Where they now were, the
tree-trunks rose straight up, one above the other, for they were
climbing a bit of slope, upon the other side of which, according to
report, the rebels were posted.

Suddenly, Hugh Gaynard stopped and hold up his
hand to Fenwick as a warning to him to keep still. Then, stooping
nearly double, he glided stealthily on a few paces forward, until
he found himself upon a sort of ridge. Lying down here upon his
stomach, he peered steadily over for a few minutes, then lifting
his head very cautiously, he signalled to Fenwick to join him.
Fenwick did so, advancing in the same gliding snake-like fashion
till he was beside him. They were now upon the top of a low hill or
mound, overlooking that peculiarly tangled piece of forest, known
to the garrison as the “Black Wood,” and could see for a
considerable distance ahead of them. All over this part of the
forest, a crowd of red dots, like an overgrown swarm of bees, had
become visible. The swarm was not arranged with any particular
symmetry, but from the number of the red dots visible, as well as
from the space of ground they covered, it was easy to see that they
indicated the whereabouts of a very considerable force. A subdued
murmur of voices reached the ears of the two young men as they
remained there crouching side by side amongst the wet herbage. Now
the sound would become quite loud, rising higher and higher, as the
waves rise upon a seashore, then it would sink and sink, till it
seemed to be a mere elemental murmur.

Putting his mouth close to Hugh's ear, Fenwick
desired him in a whisper to push on, so as to get if possible to
the other side of the force which they saw encamped. Hugh obeyed,
and they again crept stealthily forward, now almost upon hands and
knees; pushing aside the boughs, creeping under dripping
entanglements, forsaking the path entirely and getting coated with
mud and slime from head to foot; wriggling, sliding, clambering, up
hill and down hill, over a thousand invisible obstacles.

When in this way they had advanced with great
difficulty for more than two hours, they again paused, this time
quite close to where the greater number and closeness of the red
dots showed that the headquarters of the rebel force must be
collected. No watch, as far as they could make out, seemed to be
set, and certainly no sentries had challenged them. To all
appearances, the entire rebel camp slept profoundly; even the
sounds they had at first heard having by this time almost
absolutely subsided. After remaining in their new position for
about a quarter of an hour, Fenwick again made a signal to Hugh to
turn, and they once more silently retraced their steps one behind
the other, this time making their way as rapidly as possible across
country in the direction of where they had left the men.

Fenwick had seen quite enough to make him sure
that the number of the rebels was largely in excess of even the
highest number that had been reported to Drury. With this
conviction in his mind, his present object was to return to
Kilmallock as rapidly as possible, feeling certain that for the
royal army to attempt to dislodge the enemy, with all the advantage
of position and local knowledge in the favour of the rebels, would
be an act of nothing short of lunacy. His mind being full of this
conviction, every moment now seemed to him an hour, and he kept
urging Hugh in a whisper to go faster, faster still; regardless of
their own exhaustion and of the all but impassable condition of the
ground they were travelling over.

By dint of good luck, Hugh succeeded in keeping
in the right direction. At the end of three or four hours' hard
walking, they again found themselves at the clump of trees where
they had left the soldiers. Having collected them, the whole
reunited party set off at a brisk pace and about four o'clock in
the morning arrived safely at Kilmallock, so far undisturbed and in
undiminished numbers.

Chapter XXVII.

They found it in all the bustle and confusion of
an early start. Weary of inaction, with a sick man's desperate
longing to do something, Sir William Drury had made up his mind to
lead an expedition himself that very day against the rebels,
although his ghastly face and fever-shaken limbs showed only too
plainly how unfit he was to carry out anything of the sort. He
insisted upon taking the Earl of Desmond with him, so that he might
assist at the defeat of his kindred. In vain, Malby remonstrated
against this last piece of folly. No argument was of the slightest
avail. The Lord Justice would go, and he would take the Earl of
Desmond with him. All that Malby could obtain was that before
actually entering the dreaded and dangerous “Black Wood,” some
attempt should be made to force the rebels to advance out of it
into the less hopelessly entangled portion of the forest.

They got into marching order outside Kilmallock,
where there was a little more space for the troops to deploy. Only
a very meagre garrison was left behind to guard Kilmallock. Even
the soldiers who had just returned being ordered to join their
comrades and retrace the path they had that moment traversed.
Fenwick being now in attendance on Sir Nicholas, Hugh Gaynard found
himself, much to his own disgust, thrust into the ranks and had to
march along, limping and footsore, with the rest. That agreeable
sense of importance and fast coming distinction which had carried
him along so pleasantly while he and Fenwick were alone had by this
time quite evaporated. He was desperately tired for one thing. The
intense fatigue of his long walk, combined with the multitude of
bruises and scratches which he had received in his efforts to
pierce the wood, seemed to be only now making themselves felt. His
sensations were exactly like those of some over-driven cart horse,
whose one wish in the world is to fall down between the shafts and
then and there drop peaceably asleep.

Hugh Gaynard heard a load gasp at his elbow.
Looking round, he saw the veteran Peter Bots, with a ghastly wound
which nearly divided his head in two, rolling over and over on the
ground in the last agonies. He himself was struck in the left arm,
and the wound bleeding fast, added to his sense of confusion as to
what really was going on around him. All he knew was that he was
being pushed back somewhere by force of numbers; next that he had
got off the track and was stumbling about over brakes and briars.
Then for a while, he was alone; then again, he was in the middle of
a crowd; this time a crowd of long-haired, bare-armed men, shouting
“Ubbaboos” in Irish at the very tops of their voices.

For the foe was no longer invisible. Rebels in
parties of twenty, thirty, and fifty were showing themselves now in
all directions. With yells of triumph, they came out of the wood;
springing over the plaited boughs or creeping out from below them;
falling upon the soldiers; killing the fugitives; whooping and
cheering like maniacs. The English officers were in worse case even
than their men. Weighed down in many instances by heavy armour,
they were utterly helpless to resist their light-armed and
nimble-footed antagonists. They were swept apart; they were tripped
up by tree roots; they were entangled amongst boughs and
undergrowths, and once fallen, their fate was scaled. The rebels
fell upon them and poured over them, like some overwhelming human
tide. There was a naked skean at every English throat, and few of
those who got into the fatal “Black Wood” that day ever struggled
out of it alive.

How the scattered and demoralised fragments of
his own detachment straggled back to Kilmallock, Hugh Gaynard would
have been puzzled afterwards to say. At the roll call that night,
the number of the gaps was found to be frightful, nor was there
even the faintest hope that those who failed to present themselves
then would ever again be seen alive. Amongst those who were missing
was poor Sergeant Bunce. He had last been seen trying to rally some
of his lambkins about a quarter of a mile from the edge of the
“Black Wood,” and it was surmised that he must have been killed
during a wild rush of Kerry men which shortly afterwards overflowed
all that part of the forest. Two old and seasoned captains, Captain
Price and Captain Herbert, were found to be amongst the slain, as
well as over three hundred soldiers, officers and non-commissioned
officers. Worse than the actual loss in killed and wounded was the
wholesale demoralisation produced by the affair. Malby's Connacht
men had disappeared bodily and were known to have gone over to the
rebels, while it was more than suspected that many of the other
native troops were only watching their opportunity to do the same.
Upon the English troops, the effect was hardly less disastrous. The
new recruits were dismayed and panic stricken; the older soldiers
sulky and ashamed; both alike grumbled openly and continuously.

Of the many sufferers by that unlucky day's
expedition the greatest sufferer was the man who was undoubtedly
responsible for the whole affair. For poor Lord Justice Drury that
affray in the “Black Wood” was the end, not only of this campaign,
but of all campaigns. A few days later, he was forced to allow
himself to be carried away in a litter to Waterford to die, leaving
the further conduct of the campaign in the hands of Sir Nicholas,
as next in command. The condition of the royal army, indeed of the
entire country, might at that moment have been fairly described as
desperate. Ireland was like nothing so much as some waterlogged and
unmanageable vessel, plunging about in an angry sea, with a more or
less mutinous crew, its only responsible commander just fallen
overboard, and all but a derelict in the trough of the waves.

Chapter XXVIII.

Everything that was planned and done daring the
next few weeks was planned and done by Sir Nicholas Malby, and by
Sir Nicholas Malby alone. Vested with full power by the departing
Deputy, he flung himself like a giant upon the task. His energy was
astonishing. Although large, his authority was in the nature of
things only temporary since it hung upon the life of a man over
whom death was literally hovering, and the chief thing therefore
was to make the most of it. And make the most of it unquestionably
he did. Warned by the recent disaster, he carefully avoided the
woods; out-generalled and out-manoeuvred the younger Desmonds into
meeting him in the open; fell upon them and some two thousand of
their galloglasses at Monastery Nenagh and defeated them with heavy
slaughter, an affair in which amongst a number of other rebels, the
gallant fighting Jesuit, father Allen, fell with his sword in his
hand. Without a moment's loss of time, Malby marched upon Askeaton.
The castle was too strong to be taken without artillery, but he
burnt everything up to its walls — Lord Desmond and the Legate
looking on, it was said, helplessly from the windows — destroyed
the town; spoiled the whole country round about; slew every Desmond
clansman he could lay his hands on and finished off by making a
ruin of the abbey, as well as of all the family effigies in its
churchyard. More he might have done and probably would have done,
but at that moment the expected bolt fell. Drury had died at
Waterford, and every appointment he had made in Ireland died with
him. The soldiers under Malby's orders had accordingly to be
dispersed into villages, there to remain in garrison “upon their
own guard,” and away went Sir Nicholas and his own men to Connacht
to see after his neglected governorship there.

By the end of October, Sir Nicholas was back
again, his quarters being fixed for the time being in one of the
castles upon the bank of the Shannon, which had not long since been
taken from the Desmonds, Captain Peters, Lieutenant Fenwick, Hugh
Gaynard having returned to Munster along with him.

Although his credit stood higher than ever,
Malby's position was much less satisfactory to himself than it had
been a month earlier. A considerable figure had in the meantime
stepped upon the Irish stage, one that for the next few years was
destined to fill it largely. Thomas Earl of Ormond, better known to
his contemporaries as “Black Thomas,” had been three years in
England upon his own affairs, but had now returned, bringing with
him the Queen's commission as Lord General of all her forces in
Munster, consequently of those under Malby as well as others.
Between these two men there was no great liking, they had always
admittedly been “smale friends.” Both were aware however that it
was to their interests to let that fact drop into abeyance for the
moment. Sir William Pelham, the new Lord Justice, was expected
daily down from Dublin, and meantime it devolved upon Ormond and
Malby to keep the rebels moving. The first thing that was necessary
was for them to meet, and it was agreed that Malby's present
quarters should be the scene of that meeting.

The castle was not exactly the sort of place
most men would have selected to give a dinner in! Its basement was
choked with disabled soldiers, the last few weeks having produced
“grate sicknesses.” Its battlements were garnished with the heads
of its late occupants. The country round had been stripped of food
up to the river's bank. There was not a stick of furniture of any
sort in the house, not so much as a bench that anyone could sit
upon. Malby however was not the man to be put off by such trifles
as these. If the thing had to be done, the thing should be done
handsomely. If the Lord General was coming, the Lord General must
have an entertainment, and he took his measures accordingly.

When the Lord General rode up, followed by his
men, all was in readiness. Sir Nicholas's soldiers fired salvoes;
Sir Nicholas himself and his officers stood bowing in a row; the
board smoked with heavy eatables; the Lord General was conducted in
state to the central room of the castle and seated — not as guest,
that would not have been etiquette — but as host at the head of the
board; Sir Nicholas sat beside him, the other officers were ranged
along in due order, according to degree, and the feast began.

Hugh Gaynard, although his position was daily
bettering, had not yet reached a point where he would be privileged
to take his place amid such a company, and his duties were
therefore chiefly confined to handing round the wine-cup and seeing
that the soldiers who carried the trenchers did their work
properly. His principal coadjutor in this task was an
impish-looking lad of some fourteen years of age, who answered,
appropriately enough, to the name of Smolkin, and who was the
Earl's chief page, and as it presently appeared, a prime favourite
of his.

The talk ran upon the impending proclamation,
then hanging over the Earl of Desmond by a thread, and upon the
point of descending. Those five hundred and seventy thousand acres
of solid land, about to be confiscated, whetted the appetite
unspeakably and were gloated over in anticipation by every faithful
subject present. “Black Thomas” seemed to be in an unusually
amiable mood, although the scowl for which he was famous never
entirely left his brow. Suddenly, in the midst of these matters of
grave discourse, the decorum of the table was broken in upon, and
the attention of the entire company diverted to Smolkin the page,
who, in the exercise of his function as cup-bearer, had —
apparently intentionally and out of pure urchin mischief — upset
the greater part of the contents of a flagon he was carrying over
the bald crown of the excellent but irascible Captain Peters. No
little merriment arose amongst the younger officers over this
incident, and no little rage, naturally, on the part of the victim.
The Lord General seemed so little disposed however to take the part
of the captain against the page, that the matter had to be passed
over, and the ill-used Peters was forced to smother down his oaths
and wrath as he best could, while the offender proceeded placidly
to fill up his master's wine-cup.

A little later, possibly by way of explaining
his unaccountable leniency in this matter, Lord Ormond himself led
the conversation back to the delinquent.

“I prize yon graceless imp, gentlemen,” he said,
nodding towards Smolkin, who had prudently remained not far from
his elbow — “because he was the page and, despite his years, the
faithful follower of Henry Davells, the best, bravest, kindliest
gentleman that ever came to this land, and moreover the foulest
murdered.”

“True indeed, my Lord,” replied Sir Nicholas
Malby. “I knew the gentleman, to my loss, only slightly, but have
ever heard that he was, as your Lordship says, of a right noble and
worshipful carriage, although also that he was somewhat too soft
and easy towards those of this country's breeding.”

Black Thomas glanced for a moment at the speaker
with a cold straight stare, as if wondering whether it had escaped
Sir Nicholas's memory that the Lord General himself was after all
“of this country's breeding.”

“He was more, sir, than you have said, very much
more,” he replied emphatically. “He was the host and harbourer of
every man who lacked entertainment. No man ever yet craved
something at Henry Davells' hands that he did not straightway
receive it tenfold. For myself, I have good cause to rue his loss,
and so has all my house. What he was to me, that was he, and more
too, to those unnatural Desmonds, through whom he got his
death.”

“It shall be written in their blood yet, never
fear, my Lord,” Sir Nicholas said confidently.

“Aye, aye, my Lord,” shouted the younger
officers in chorus. “Their skins shall pay for it!”

Lord Ormond seemed to be following out some
train of thought of his own, undisturbed by these exclamations, for
he sat looking down at the board before him, and once or twice he
clenched his hands, as though some habitual subject of reflection
were absorbing him.

“Foul! Never fouler or more devilish deed was
hatched or perpetrated,” he said presently, with a slow and rather
peculiar intonation in his voice. “I will own to you, gentlemen,”
he added, lifting his head, and looking round at the circle, “I
will own that I would gladly not think of this matter at all till I
can find myself at the sword's point with the villain, or, better
still, till I can see his carcase swinging out, head downwards,
against the sky. May God do so to me, and more too, if John of
Desmond die not yet, by the worst, the slowest, the most ignoble
death that ever gentleman born made end by!”

After this observation, the other officers held
their peace. Their efforts at objurgation had been well meant, but
paled ridiculously, and they were quite aware of it, beside the
slow concentrated hatred which breathed in those words. The result
was that no one spoke for a few minutes, and it was Lord Ormond
himself who presently resumed the conversation.

“Yonder lad, gentlemen,” he said, pointing again
to Smolkin, “was lying at his master's feet, as it might be here,”
indicating a spot on the ground beside the board; “Henry Davells
and the Provost-Marshal were sleeping in one bed, the accommodation
of the house they lay at being but small. Of a sudden, there came a
noise without, and in rushed this cursed villain, John of Desmond.
'How now, son,' said good Henry Davells, lifting himself up upon
his elbow and looking at him. 'No son of yours,' quoth the
bloody-minded miscreant and with that ran at him, sword in hand,
for to slay him. Seeing this, young Smolkin here sprang up from
where he lay and ran to meet the monster. 'Will you kill my
master?' says he. 'Aye, I will, and you too,' says the other. 'Not
so,' says the younger Desmond, who was just behind him, 'I know yon
lad well. Go your way, Smolkin, you shall have no harm of us.'
'Nay, an' you kill my master, you shall kill me too,' says he and
with that ran in upon their swords like a very hero.”

“This, I take it, is the lad's own account, my
Lord,” Malby put in, glancing with a smile to where Master Smolkin
stood close by, his eyes fixed upon his master, listening evidently
with all his ears to this tale of his own exploits.

Black Thomas frowned darkly. “Whose else should
it be, sir, seeing that he and a mere groom alone escaped from that
scene of villainy?” he asked coldly.

Chapter XXIX.

Lord Ormond's position was certainly just then a
remarkable one. Alone in his own family, he belonged to the
dominant creed; alone he had never, in the phrase of the day, been
“spotted with treason.” Of his six brothers, there was not one who
had not at some time or other been under arms against the Queen,
while of rebel cousins and rebel nephews the list is simply
endless.

Nearly related to Queen Elizabeth and specially
favoured by her; married to an Englishwoman and an important figure
at the English court and in the realm at large, it is all the same
as an Irishman, and only as a considerable Irishman, that he stands
out with any particular vividness before our eyes. It is when we
come to consider his relations with his rival and arch-enemy
Desmond that the anomalies of his position become really dramatic.
His mother had been the daughter and heiress of the late Earl of
Desmond, and on his father's death, she had married her cousin, the
present earl, so that the two rival earls stood to one another in
the relationship of stepfather and stepson. That poor woman was now
dead, worn out with the endless struggle between sons and husband,
but another Lady Desmond — the niece, this time, instead of the
mother of Lord Ormond — had taken the task in hand and stood there,
wedged between the upper and the nether millstone, helpless to
avert a doom, which she at least had had no hand in bringing
about.

For the end, so often threatened, so long
postponed, was nearly reached now. After all his doublings and
windings; after his promises to both sides; after his innumerable
inconsistencies, hesitations, follies, shifts, the Earl of Desmond
stood before the world of Ireland a ruined man. The Damoclean sword
of proclamation still hung suspended above his head, but the thread
which supported it was wearing through fast, and nothing could now
avail to hinder it from falling. Even the surrender of the Legate
Saunders would only have retarded that end. His heir had already
been surrendered, and the sacrifice had proved of no avail. His
doom in short was absolutely sealed. The hatred that had grown and
swelled since the first Butler and the first Geraldine met face to
face in Munster, was in a fair way of being ended now. His enemy
stood in the very gap; had come down to the province for no other
purpose than to see that his impending ruin was made complete; that
the hated rival house was crashed, beyond all possibility of its
ever being set upon its feet again.

So far, one would have said, Lord Ormond at
least ought to have been a happy man, and yet there were bitters in
his cup also, as well as sweets. The sense of being eternally under
hostile criticism was like gall and wormwood to a temper never
exactly of the mildest. To say that he had many enemies would be to
understate the case ridiculously. It would be very much more
accurate to say that every English official and officer in the
whole country was his enemy, and that nothing but the Queen's
personal friendship enabled him to hold his own in it for five
minutes. Even his Protestantism was roundly asserted by those who
served under him to be nothing but a mere veneer; that he was at
heart inclined to the old religion and was always ready, if not to
favour, at least to show a certain amount of leniency to those who
practised it.

A case of some little interest in this respect
occurred a few days after the feast. Another Desmond castle upon
the banks of the Shannon had meanwhile been captured, Ormond's men
this time taking their share in the assault. From the report of an
eye-witness, it does not seem to have been a very perilous
undertaking. Two priests who, being captured sitting quietly inside
the castle, were brought before the general, who with some of the
other officers was holding a rough and ready court-martial in a
hall upon the second floor.

The castle, not being of any great size, this
hall, although its chief apartment, was nothing but a medium-sized
flagged apartment, lit by a single unglazed window, or rather slit.
As a result, most of the light which reached it came not from
above, but up the stone-stairs leading to the bottom of the castle
stairs; which were at present encumbered with wounded soldiers,
dead rebels, burnt straw, broken weapons. Up these crowded stairs,
the two priests were hustled by the soldiers who had captured them
and were dragged before the general. One of them was a
stolid-looking young man, evidently a peasant, the other was a very
old man, lean as a wolf, with a wrinkled, but still massive face,
dark eyed, keen, and intellectual looking. His cassock was in rags,
his scanty white hair was dishevelled by the rough handling he had
sustained, yet there was about him an air of inborn dignity, which
nothing seemed to touch. He glanced around him without the
slightest sign of fear or even of discomposure.

Lord Ormond, who was seated upon the only chair
the castle afforded, started and uttered a loud ejaculation as his
eyes rested on the elder priest. The recognition was evidently
mutual, and if the Earl looked haughtily at the priest, so, at
least equally haughtily, did the priest look at the Earl.

“Gentlemen, I know this fellow well,” Lord
Ormond then said, addressing the rest of the officers. “I have
known him for years, in fact, all my life. He was the chaplain and
confessor of my unhappy mother, the late unfortunate Countess of
Desmond. A more dangerous firebrand, a more rooted and persistent
foe of the Queen's Grace, does not breathe at this moment in
Ireland, nor one whose mind is more set upon persecution, were his
opportunities in that respect equal to his desires. There is no
need, gentlemen, to trouble you with any detailed examination in
his case. I condemn him at sight. Let the order for his execution
be made out at once. He has burdened the earth and her Grace's
patience too long.”

“And I, also, have known you long, very long,
Thomas Earl of Ormond,” replied the old priest, breaking silence
and speaking not loudly or passionately, but with a shrill
denunciatory ring in his voice which made it vibrate and tingle
sharply through the hall. “I have known you too well, sir, and too
long! I have known a bad ungrateful son to a most tender and
indulgent mother! I have known a hard usurping kinsman! I have
known a renegade from his church and a cruel scourge to his native
land. The soil of Ireland rejects you, Thomas Earl of Ormond, as
the floor of the courts of Heaven will one day reject your thrice
miserable soul!”

Sir Nicholas Malby, who had been watching Lord
Ormond's face with some attention while this denunciation was going
on, at this moment leaned over and whispered a word in his ear.
Apparently, the proposal did not meet the Earl's approval, for he
frowned and shook his head emphatically.

“Useless, sir, I tell you, perfectly useless,”
he said aloud. “I know the man well. His stubbornness is
proverbial; his devotion to what he considers the interests of his
church notorious. You might rack him to pieces; you might literally
singe his whole carcass till there was not an atom of it, and you
would get nothing out of him; I tell you, nothing!”

Malby however continued to press his point,
whatever it was, and it was evident that he was supported by the
general sense of the rest of the meeting. There was something about
the manner of nearly every officer present which seemed to sting
and irritate Lord Ormond uncontrollably, for, with a vehement
gesture of anger, he suddenly started up from his seat.

“Have your own way, gentlemen! have your way!”
he exclaimed. “I leave you free, only, mark you, I will have no
hand or part in the matter!” And he left the hall abruptly.

The result of this conversation was revealed to
Hugh Gaynard a little while later in rather a singular way. He had
been waiting for Fenwick in the outer hall and was beginning to
wonder what had become of him, when he suddenly came out of one of
the smaller rooms or cells which opened from it, with a step quite
unlike his usual deliberate one. His face was deadly white; all its
delicate contours violently contracted, as if by some illness or
violent emotion. He went straight up to the window and leaned out.
A violent spasm passed through his frame, and the next moment he
was exceedingly sick.

So sudden and so unexplained an emotion on the
part of one usually so self-contained naturally aroused Hugh's
curiosity. Hastening over to his side, he begged to know what was
amiss.

“My training, sir, my training, I suppose,”
Fenwick replied calmly. “Or perchance, to speak more frankly and
less pedantically, my stomach!” he added, wiping his lips with a
delicately laced handkerchief.

“Blood,” he went on after a minute, “no matter
how spilled, is, I thank Heaven, of no more account to me than so
much water, but there are other things of which I cannot as yet
boast as much, and amongst them are hot irons and frizzling human
flesh — and one of them an old man too!” Again a spasm crossed his
face, but controlling himself with a violent effort:

“The two priests are being tortured in there!”
he added, pointing calmly towards one of the lower doorways.

Hugh's cheek too paled for a moment, and a look
of horror crossed his face. He was not, however, one of those
persons who set up to be wiser, more humane, or more enlightened
than their age. Priests, he was aware, had occasionally to be
tortured, whenever it was thought likely that they would have
important information to give. At the present moment, the precise
whereabouts of the Legate Saunders was of immense importance for
the government of Ireland to know. That such measures were much to
be regretted, he felt quite sure of, as well as that he himself
would have found the greatest difficulty in giving such an order,
especially if he had been called upon personally to supervise its
execution. Cruelty was as abhorrent to him as it is to any other
perfectly normal human being, and the only thing to be done, he
felt, when such incidents came unfortunately within your knowledge,
was to think about them as little as possible. This he accordingly
resolved to do, and with his usual practical good sense at once set
about doing. The result was that his cheek quickly regained its
usual colour, whereas Fenwick — immeasurably the harder, the
colder, and the less humane man — was made thoroughly ill by what
he had seen, as was shown for days by his uncontrollable
nervousness and rapidly changing colour.

No information of any sort was able to be
extracted from either of the priests, both of them remaining
absolutely mute, the younger one with all the stolid apathy of a
peasant, the elder one with something of the rapt and upborne
aspect of the martyr, who feels that such pangs are but the prelude
of what is to come. The formalities being thus accomplished, there
was nothing to do but to make out the order for their execution,
which was accordingly fixed for the same evening at sundown.

One more interview after this took place between
the Earl of Ormond and his late mother's chaplain. It had been a
busy, bustling day, but towards sundown there came a moment of
relaxation. A good many of the officers, including Sir Nicholas and
the Earl himself, had collected in a small guardroom, near the
entrance of the castle, where there was a low window and window
ledge, and were standing in this window, laughing and chatting
together, when the two priests passed on their way to
execution.

The younger one showed no signs of the ordeal he
had undergone, but the elder priest was quite unable to walk and
had to be carried in a litter by a couple of soldiers. So much
movement was going on at the time and so much running to and fro in
front of the castle, that this part of the ordinary afternoon
proceedings might have passed unnoticed. But one of the soldiers,
who bore the litter, by some clumsiness jolted up against another
soldier, who was carrying fodder, the result being that both were
shoved up against the walls of the castle, and the litter in which
the elder priest lay got pushed nearly on to a level with the
shoulders of the group of officers, who were lounging over the
ledge of the guardroom.

Roused by the jolt, the old priest's eyes, which
had been closely shut, at this moment suddenly opened, and he
looked about him. At first, his gaze was merely the vacant and
unlocalised gaze of a man newly wakened out of a swoon, who does
not precisely know to which world he has returned. After a moment,
however, it regained clearness, and his eyes rested full upon Black
Thomas, as he stood there, close above him, visibly the leader of
all that brilliant company, a ray of late afternoon sunshine
gleaming upon his armour and upon the wine-cup which Smolkin the
page was at that moment handing him.

Lifting himself a little from the litter, with a
sudden effort the old priest plucked out his recently mutilated
right hand, which till then he had kept carefully concealed under
his robe and held it for a moment palm upwards full in the Earl's
face, then pointed with it significantly and ecstatically, straight
up into the sky above their heads.

“An old man's hand, my Lord!” he said very
quietly. Then he passed on, upon his way to be hanged.

Chapter XXX.

After this, the campaign grew dull for a time,
and produced no very marked results upon the royal side. The chief
event of the hour was that the Earl of Desmond was duly proclaimed
traitor, with all the formalities, a price being put upon his head,
a free pardon offered to all who would desert from him, with other
details, important, but unfortunately long-winded. The newly made
rebel disappeared silently one night from the neighbourhood of
Askeaton, melting away apparently like a cloud. The next news which
reached the royal camp was that he had stolen across the country,
and that he and his brothers, with the aid of their friend the
Seneschal of Imokilly, had fallen upon the town of Youghal; had
taken it by storm; slain its citizens; sacked it and seized
possession of all its stores.

This was rather a serious matter. The Lord
General's curses were especially loud, for Youghal was unpleasantly
near to Lismore, and Lismore was upon the very verge of his own
Palatinate. Cork was for the moment the most serious point of
peril, and messages flew to Sir Warham St. Leger, who was in
command there, ordering him upon his allegiance to keep the rebels
from its walls. He replied, with some justice, that Lord Ormond had
better come and hold Cork himself, if he wanted it held.

The check was for the moment complete.
Arrangements had to be made. Victuals as usual had failed to arrive
at the right time. Two vessels, the “Elizabeth” and the “Bear of
London,” were both of them long overdue, but neither had appeared,
while the “Gift of God” had run upon the rocks. The result was that
“meath and dring” were as usual in arrears, and the men's tempers
none the better thereby. Pelham had to hurry up to Dublin to seek
for supplies there; Ormond dashed off to his own Palatinate; Malby
hovered about between Thomond and Galway, trying to keep the Burkes
and other marauders in check. At last, however, all was in
readiness. Two thousand fresh men had meanwhile arrived from
England, bringing with them — a very important matter — two months'
victualling. Ormond came back from Kilkenny, Pelham flew down from
Dublin to meet him, picking up the scattered English garrisons as
he came, and the work of “annoyance” began in earnest.

They met not at Adare, but at Rathkeale, a
little further to the west. Here they separated, the Lord Justice
taking the land side, the Earl of Ormond keeping to the river bank,
both undertaking to clear the country as it had never been cleared
before. Not since Ireland was an island, had there been so clean,
so little slurred, or hurried a clearing. Four hundred slain upon
the first day; four hundred and fifty the second; and so on, in a
steadily rising scale. No partiality was shown either. If the
cabins were not spared, so neither were the castles of the big men
or the lesser houses of the middle folk. The year so far had been
an unusually dry one. Fire proved on this occasion to be extremely
effective. The soldiers had only to toss their brands into
everything they saw in order to insure a blaze, the conflagration,
once started, racing undisturbed here and thither across the
country.

All with whom we are acquainted on the royal
side belonged to that division over which Lord Ormond commanded,
consequently their line of march lay directly along the river bank.
Day after day, they marched beside the broad waters of the Shannon,
and day after day, their track was discernible in a long black,
locust-like trail behind them. By the middle of March, the weather
suddenly turned bitterly cold; furious showers of snow and sleet
descended; then the sun would dash out again fantastically, sending
forth wild wintry shafts, like some inquiring finger of light,
flying down from the sky to see what was going on in this poor
forgotten corner of God's earth;. Under these various conditions,
the work of destruction went on uninterruptedly. By the third week
of the month, the army had got nearly to the mouth of the Shannon
and was about to march into Kerry, in order to deal with the
villages there in the same fashion as those in Limerick had been
already dealt with.

It chanced that at the next village at which
they stopped some additional interest was awakened by a report that
the wife and other belongings of the dead arch-traitor Fitzmaurice
had found harbourage there. Care was taken that they should
certainly not escape. Amongst the men under Captain Peters' orders,
Dan'l Drax, the preacher, was especially commended by his superiors
for the pious ferocity with which he endeavoured to “give religion
and the gospel free course,.”

All the soldiers were not equally energetic.
Some of them, especially amongst the new recruits, incurred no
little blame for the half-hearted manner in which they carried out
the orders confided to them. By four o'clock in the afternoon, the
village had practically ceased to exist, and the soldiers were
straggling about in groups or sitting here and there over the
ground, chatting and comparing notes upon the incidents of the day.
It had not been a hard one, and, as there had been no resistance,
there were naturally no casualties. Food, too, was just then
unusually plentiful. In one of the groups, which chanced to consist
of some of the recently enlisted Yorkshire contingent, the faces of
the men might have been said to wear a shamefaced and hangdog air.
Upon Gregory Gibbs' innocent boyish face, this expression was
particularly marked. He had seated himself sulkily upon the ground,
turning his back to the rest and swearing openly, when spoken
to.

“Happen there had been a mensful o' foighten
men, aa tell ee, aa would say noight!” he suddenly burst out. “But
the de'il blaast me black, Tam Tucket! Nobbut owd men, an'
women-folk, an' bairns, an' babbies amost! Babbies! Be those the
soort o' hands to be sent out smootherin' babbies wi', Tam Tucket,
aa ax you?” holding out a pair of immense fists and looking up over
them for a minute, with a face which seemed to be balancing between
sheer rage and a still more ignominious and unsoldierly desire to
cry.

As if to counteract this exaggerated way of
looking at matters, Dan'l Drax, the preacher, at this moment came
into sight, stalking along past the various groups of soldiers
sitting or standing about over the ground. His hair hung, wet with
perspiration, about his ears, his yellow bilious face shone with
the ecstasy of the fanatic, and he lurched and reeled from time to
time, like a man drugged or drunk:

“Spawn o' Satan! Ha'lujah! Glory to God! Amen!”
he exclaimed, the ejaculations rising at intervals, like minute
guns, as he advanced over the grass. He was passing the group of
recruits when he caught sight of young Gregory Gibbs in the midst
of them. Coming up to them, shook his fist full in the young
Yorkshireman's face.

“'Twar you, I mind me now, 'twar you, for I saw
you plain! I saw you, Gregory Gibbs, wi' these very eyes of mine I
saw you. You were driving the rebels afore you a while back, and as
I looked to see them fall and bleed. When I looked again, I saw
that you were smiting them but wi' the flat o' your sword! wi' the
flat, I say ! I saw it, and I will proclaim it; before kings
and before principalities, and before powers; before angels and
archangels; before Raphael, and Michael, before the Lords Justices
of Ireland, and before all the Captains of the Hosts of Heaven! I
will disgrace you and will bring you to nothing. Your body shall be
scourged with rods, and your soul shall be committed to the flames
of hell. Answer me that, Gregory Gibbs. How dare you smite down the
enemies of God wi' the flat o' your sword?”

Brought suddenly face to face with this entirely
new version of his day's guilt, Gregory Gibbs' face became a mere
mirror of contending emotions.

“'Twere nobbut owd men, an' women-folk, an'
bairns, an' soch loike!” he mumbled, in a tone of self-defence. “Ta
flaat o' a men's sword is killin' enow, and more nor enow, for
women-folk an' bairns, ony daay i' the week!”

“Women and bairns! Snakes and vipers! Women and
bairns! Devils, cockatrices, and the seed of cockatrices!”
exclaimed the preacher, raising his voice louder and louder, and
waving his arms around him like the spokes of a windmill. “What
have you to do with women and bairns or with questionings and
parleyings, or with dividing and subdividing the work of the Lord?
What were the young of the Amalekites but women and bairns? What
else, I ask you, were they? And how spoke the Lord of them by the
mouth of the prophet? 'Slay me them,' said he; 'slay me every one
of them, from the rising up of the sun. Let not one of them escape,
not even to the youngest.' I charge you, Gregory Gibbs, with being
a Saul, and a Hittite, and a Jebusite, and an Amalekite, and an
enemy of the Lord, and a false man, and a danger to the camp, and a
traitor to the Queen, and an unnatural bad comrade to your own
friends!”

And the preacher stalked away over the grass,
lifting his voice up at intervals as he went, the sound of it being
brought back upon the wind, as he got further and further away.

The group of recruits, left behind, looked at
one another rather sheepishly, as if asking what they were to think
about the matter now. Some of them appeared to be still inclined to
take Gregory Gibbs' view, namely, that the youth and sex of rebels
did make a difference when it came to killing them upon a large
scale. The majority however were now all for the preacher's
standpoint, which at least contained the unanswerable statements
“that rebels were rebels,” and “orders were orders,” and that the
only safe thing for a soldier was to have no private conscience of
his own upon any subject.

They were still sitting in the same place, when
another, and this time a more startling incident occurred. Out of
the vague apparently; out of the sea, or the sky, or the river, on
to the green space before them, a man suddenly descended like a
thunderbolt. Who he was no one knew, but all could see what he was
like. An enormously tall man, taller than the very tallest soldier
present, clad in the Irish fashion and with the rags of a long
green cloak hanging down from his shoulders. His brown face was
shadowed with a great tangled glibbe, which was fast turning grey,
and below this glibbe, a pair of prominent greenish eyes shone with
a very strange and a very wild light.

Stopping in front of the group, he glanced
distractedly to right and left, then all at once rushed up to the
nearest of the recruits and took him violently by the throat.

“Where?” "Where?” he cried. Then after a moment
to take breath — “Where?” “Where?” he began again.

It seemed to be literally the only word he knew.
Losing hold of the first man, he rushed up to Gregory Gibbs, who
was just beyond. Taking him also by the throat, began shaking him
violently backwards and forwards, exactly as a big dog shakes a
little one — “Where?” “Where?” “Where?” he kept on reiterating,
varying the accent but never the word; saying it over and over with
the sort of persistent violence with which a starving man cries out
for bread, and for bread only.

The young Yorkshireman was so taken by surprise,
that he simply stared at his assailant without resisting.

“Whar what? What do you want?” he gasped at
last.

“Where?” “Where?” “Where?” The man in the green
cloak relaxed his hold for a minute and stood gazing at him with
those eyes which seemed to express so much more than he knew how to
get out in words. At last, passionately and like one who summons
all his powers for some supreme effort — “The children!” he
cried.

The soldiers around set up a loud laugh, one in
which some compunction mingled with a good deal of sheer
unmitigated brutality.

“There be childer enow, an' you call such little
naked devils childer,” said one of them.

“'Cept they be mostly smoothered by this, i' yon
cavey sort o' a place yonder,” said another.

But Gregory Gibbs knew now what the man who had
clutched him wanted, and his face at once assumed that expression
of horror-stricken guilt which it had worn all day. Turing his
head, he pointed silently behind him, then hung it down as before
over the grass and seemed to be intent upon fastening one of his
shoes, the leather tongue of which had got loose.

Words were unnecessary. The man in the green
cloak suddenly darted away and the next moment had disappeared in
the direction in which the young Yorkshireman had pointed. There
came a roar from the ruined village behind them; a roar which
startled every soldier present; a roar which seemed to be hardly
human, so loud was it and so menacing. Another moment, and before
anyone present had fully realised what was happening, the man in
the ragged green cloak, who had been with them before, was back in
their midst again.

This time, guided apparently by sheer instinct,
he made his way straight up to Dan'l Drax. Without a weapon,
without even a stick, with nothing but his bare hands, he flew upon
him; seized him by the head and with his two hands twisted it
completely round; then flung him, body and limbs together, in an
ugly confused heap, yards away over the grass, where he subsided
with a dull crashing noise upon the ground.

Gregory Gibbs was his next victim. Him he took
round the waist, and lifting the young Yorkshireman off his feet,
he tossed him violently behind him, as he might have tossed a log
of wood. Then, rushing up to the next man, he took him by the
throat and began throttling him, and so effectually, that his face
turned black, and his eyes began to start out of his head.

But the soldiers had now begun to rally from
their first surprise. A rush was made for the bills and calivers,
and a dozen of the former were aimed simultaneously at the
assailant. It was not easy to get at him without injuring his
present victim. From every direction, other soldiers were to be
seen hurrying to the spot, all eager to have a share in killing the
big rebel. The man fought like an enraged buffalo. Four or five
times, he shook off all his assailants and might even have escaped,
but that no such idea seemed to occur to him. No sooner did he let
go one foe than he charged another; always with the same silence;
always with the same overwhelming strength and violence. In the
end, he was overcome by sheer force of numbers. A well-aimed blow
from a bill descended with a crash upon his skull, and he fell to
the ground, with a fall that was almost like that of some forest
tree.

The combat thus ended, and the foe slain, there
was time to look into the list of casualties. The chief victim of
the fray was evidently Dan'l Drax. His Irish wars were over and
done with, there could be no question about that! He lay upon his
back; his neck doubled up sideways; his lank hair streaming
backward; his mouth open, as the last yell had left it; his teeth
set and showing in a ghastly grin. It was only too clear that the
enemies of the Lord had prevailed, and that Dan'l Drax would never
fight or preach again.

Some of the officers had by this time come up,
attracted by the noise. Orders were being given to make sure that
the rebel was dead and to take the preacher's body away and bury
it. Before this could be done other officers however had arrived on
the scene, bringing orders from head-quarters that the soldiers
were to get ready as the march was about to be resumed.

Immediately, all was hubbub and confusion. The
men ran here and thither, some to collect their goods, others to
snatch a mouthful of food. While the rest were thus occupied,
Gregory Gibbs alone remained still standing in the same place and
still staring before him, his face the picture of discomfort and
perplexity. First he looked at Dan'l Drax, whose body was at that
moment being carried off, hanging limply between a couple of the
soldiers; next, he turned and looked at the apparently equally dead
body of the rebel who had killed him, and, each time he did so, he
shook his head, with an air of bewilderment and self-reproach.

Chapter XXXI.

But the slayer of Dan'l Drax was not dead,
although it would have been quite the best thing for him if he had
been. Maelcho the seanchaí came back to life very, very slowly,
with wounds enough in his body to ensure most men's deaths, but
apparently not enough to ensure his.

His life since we left him in prison can be put
into a very few words. When at Lord Desmond's request the Seneschal
of Imokilly had hurried off to join the three Desmond brothers in
their raid upon Youghal, he had let loose any prisoners that he
happened to have, and amongst them Maelcho. There was no longer any
object in keeping him. The camp at Smerwick was broken up; Sir John
of the Pikes had other and more important matters by that time to
think of; there was no alternative, therefore, except to free him
or to kill him. The notorious ill-luck which followed those who
laid violent hands upon bards or people of that sort had ensured
Maelcho against the latter fate.

It was the mere ghost of the stalwart seanchaí
who had gone down into the cave that was drawn up again. The ghost
of his mind, even more than the ghost of his body. Turned loose, he
had been bidden to go where he would, but there had been no mind
left in the man to tell him where to go. Instinct had sent him
drifting back into the neighbourhood of Dingle. Here the change in
everything his eyes rested on had stung his mind for a moment into
a sort of galvanised life. Staring dully into every face he met, he
had read terror in them all, and their terror had gradually
awakened his own. Then desperately, and like a madman, he had
rushed here and thither, seeking those whom he had left, seeking,
but never finding. He had rushed through the whole desolated
country, hard upon the track of the destroyers, and in this way had
arrived at this particular village.

Happily for Maelcho, he at present remembered
nothing about it. Heaven had interposed a screen between him and
it, and his own worst misfortune had become his best and his only
friend. A long interval passed, but at last he lifted up his head
and looked about him. The place was utterly silent now; the
soldiers had all gone and were by this time miles away. He gazed
vacantly around him, no idea of where he was penetrating to his
mind. Was he still in his prison upon the cliff? He put his hand up
to his head and drew it back covered with blood, which he gazed at
blankly, not remembering how he had come by the wound; then he
looked vacantly around him at the trampled grass. Dan'l Drax's body
had been removed and buried, but some of the broken bills and other
traces of the struggle still lay about over the ground. Maelcho
looked at them all without the faintest shadow of recognition.
Everything was a blank, alike within and without: a dull formless
blank, across which dim images of pain and horror seemed now and
then to pass.

At last, there came a sound of shuffling feet.
It got nearer and nearer, till it was now quite close to him. He
lifted his head and uttered a cry. The feet shuffled hastily away
again, and dead silence once more set in. Maelcho lay perfectly
still; he was too weak from loss of blood to stir. After another
long interval, the sound began again, this time upon the further
side of a low lace-work wall which crossed a portion of the grass.
Again, he uttered a cry. After another delay, a terrified face
pushed itself suddenly between a couple of loose blocks of stone; a
bloodless face, with staring eyes, apparently half idiotic, and
moreover appearing from its position to be decapitated.

Maelcho stared at the face, and the face stared
back at him through the hole in the wall. Another few minutes
passed, and then, satisfied apparently that he was alone, a half
naked, shivering figure scrambled forward inch by inch, pausing
every now and then. Maelcho continued to stare at it. He knew it,
and yet he did not know it; it belonged to the past, to that
submerged and forgotten world which had existed before his
imprisonment.

It was Duagh o' Cadhla, one of Sir James
Fitzmaurice's two red-headed kern, looking twenty years older than
he had done six months before, shrank to half his former bulk, his
features fallen in, his whole aspect that of a man driven
absolutely mad by terror.

A name quivered upon Maelcho's lips, “Duagh!
Duagh!” he muttered doubtfully.

Duagh started, and his white face grew if
possible whiter.

“Who calls Duagh? Who calls Duagh o' Cadhla? My
God, who are you that knows poor Duagh?” he whimpered
helplessly.

Maelcho lifted himself a little, and this time
it was his own name that trembled equally doubtfully upon his lips.
Duagh caught the sound and started back; then advanced; then
retreated again; terror and curiosity struggling alternately in his
face.

“Maelcho? There is no Maelcho. Maelcho is dead,
dead, dead! Maelcho the seanchaí is dead!” he muttered
tremblingly.

He crept a few yards nearer, till he could peer
down at the prostrate figure, still muttering and mumbling to
himself as he did so.

“Maelcho? There is no Maelcho. Maelcho is dead,
and Sir James is dead, and the lady is dead, and the little
lady-girls are dead; all are dead, dead, dead!”

A sudden flash, a sudden intense agony of
remembrance burst for a moment across Maelcho's brain, and, with a
cry of fury he attempted to spring from the ground. Duagh sprang
nimbly backwards, terror written anew on his face, and he held out
his hands, as if to ward off an attack.

“'Tis he! 'tis he! 'tis Maelcho mac Murglas!
Maelcho and no other man,” he cried. “He has come back! The grave
has given him up, the grave into which all the rest have fallen.
Listen to me then since it is you; listen to me! Oh man returned
from the grave! It was not Duagh's fault, no no, it was not Duagh's
fault. Duagh did what he could, but what could Duagh do, or what
can any man do more than God gives him to do? The Queen of
England's soldiers came; they came in hundreds and thousands! We
had hidden them in the cave yonder; yes, in the cave with the other
women and children, and in the innermost part of all, in the safest
part of all. Could we do more than that? What more was there for us
to do? What more could we do, say, Oh man returned from the grave?
How could we fight? We were only a few men — nine, ten, twelve of
us — and some young boys. I broke through the soldiers, and I
escaped; I was out yonder in the fields, away, safe from them all.
Suddenly, a cry came to me, a cry out of the air. 'They have found
them!' it cried. 'They have found the lady and the little
lady-girls, and they are killing them.' I went back, Maelcho; by my
soul, I went back; before God and the holy angels, I went back! But
by that time it was all smoke and flames, and soldiers; nothing but
soldiers, and smoke, and flames. They were setting fire to
everything, and they were killing everything; the dogs, the
chickens, the sows in labour, everything! What was I to do? Say,
Maelcho, the son of Murglas, what was I to do? Three soldiers ran
at me with guns; I had no gun, I had only a pike. I flung down my
pike, and I fled, yes, fled, and they after me; and they fired and
I fell, and they thought that I was dead, so they turned back. I
was not dead, though I too thought that I was dead, for I had
wounds in every part of my body, and it is dead I feel myself now,
dead, and more than dead … Oh my God, and it is dead he is too, so
he is; dead out and out this time!” he exclaimed, as, on looking
suddenly back, he saw that Maelcho had once more fallen to the
ground; the wound in his head had reopened; his face was bloodless,
and he lay there to all appearances a corpse.

Duagh remained crouching beside him upon the
grass, staring down at his white face, starting at every sound and
glancing from time to time over his own shoulder, as if scared by
the very clouds moving slowly overhead. There was nothing
apparently to scare anyone now, for the place was absolutely
deserted. There was nothing to be seen, and nothing to be heard
save the ripple of a small stream hard by, and now and then a dull
falling noise, as some half burnt piece of wall, rolling over,
crumbled to pieces upon the ground.

A wild desire was twitching at the kern's limbs,
a wild desire to escape, to get away somewhere, he did not himself
in the least know where. It was a desire that was just then driving
the whole population of the province mad; sending them scampering
here and thither like panic-stricken animals; out of one temporary
refuge into another, no safer and no better; forcing them to race
and race, up hill, and down hill, till they fell and died from
sheer exhaustion. That impulse to run, run, run, was in Duagh o'
Cadhla's bones and was urging him not to stop; was urging him to
get away, no matter where, so long only as it was away from where
he then was. A contrary impulse, however, was also at work within
him; an impulse hardly less strong, one that had come down to him
through dozens, perhaps hundreds of faithful generations. There was
one office which he knew that he must fulfil before he ran away; an
office that must not be left undone; that he durst not leave
undone, though the very hosts of hell itself were at his heels.
Shaking like a leaf, he accordingly left the open grassy space and
crawled back over the wall and across a further space of open
ground, until he got into the burnt village, and through it again
until he reached a low mound which rose just beyond it.

It was a small earthen rath,* and at its base
lay the mouth of a tunnel or narrow underground passage, dating
back from the most primitive times and still used by the villagers
as a storehouse or a refuge in case of need. It had proved cruelly
faithless to that last office, now when the need had been so
desperately great. Such of the women and children of the village
had crowded in here. Stones had been rolled to the mouth of the
tunnel, and an attempt made further to conceal the entrance with
bushes, but the pitiful ruse had been detected only too easily. The
stones had been pulled away, the bushes fired; more bushes and more
piles of wet sods had been heaped on, and all who had not rushed
out at the first surprise, had perished in the suffocating
smoke.

(* A circular enclosure surrounded by an earthen
wall, used as a dwelling and stronghold in former times in
Ireland.)

Volumes of black smoke still hung over the place
and were slowly issuing from the entrance as the kern made his way
into it, covering his mouth with his hands so as to be able to
breathe. The sight that met his eyes might well have scared a soul
far less terrified, far less already saturated with horror than
his. The dead lay in a heap just inside the entrance, women and
children together, so huddled as to defy recognition. Those whom he
had come to seek were not amongst these first victims, and it was
not until, at imminent risk of suffocation, he had penetrated some
distance further from the entrance that at last he came upon
them.

A sort of rough partition of stone crossed this
inner part of the tunnel, and it was behind this partition that
they lay. The two little girls were side by side, their mother lay
a little in advance of them, as if she had rushed forward suddenly
and then fallen back, suffocated by the smoke. To the children at
least death seemed to have been very kind. There was nothing to
show that they had even awakened before the end came. They lay in a
perfectly easy attitude, their two little faces turned towards one
another, just as they had lain on the morning when Maelcho saw them
last. They were both dead, but they were not distorted, nor
disfigured, nor even blackened in the slightest degree. Duagh o'
Cadhla stood and gazed at them, his eyes starting out of his head,
his brain awhirl with terror and confused horror. To him it was the
inconceivable that had happened. Sorely the heavens, he thought,
must be falling in; sorely the world itself most have turned
topsy-turvy, and all things be coming to an end, before such a
sight as this could be seen? Before the wife and the children of
one of the great House of Desmond, — Geraldines themselves of the
purest blood-— could be seen huddled in the same ruin, caught by
the same fate, slain by the same brutal hands, as the wives and the
children of mere peasants and herdsmen?

But there they lay, the mother and the children,
all three of them, stone dead before his eyes. There was only one
thing therefore left to be done, only one last office for any
faithful adherent of the great house to perform. Duagh o' Cadhla
took the children up one by one in his arms, shaking from head to
foot as he did so, and carried them to the entrance, handling them
with awe and wrapping them round with such poor wearing weeds as he
could find lying about; then he went back for their mother. When,
breathless and half stifled, he had got his burdens through the
smoke to the entrance, he paused a minute to recover himself.
Starting again, he carried them round to the back of the rath,
where the ground was softer, and where it was possible for him to
dig a grave. With great difficulty, he contrived to scoop one out
large enough to contain all three side by side, the two children to
the right, their mother to the left. Having laid them in it, he
levelled the ground, taking care to conceal as far as possible all
traces of what he had done, but keeping the bearings, so as to know
the spot again if he was called upon to do so. After this,
tottering like a very old man and hardly believing in the reality
of what he himself had just done, he went back to where Maelcho was
lying.

The seanchaí lay just as he had left him. Was he
really dead; out and out dead, this time, Duagh wondered. The need
to fly was in his bones, was in his very soul, and he could resist
it no longer. That the place he was then in was probably as safe as
any that he could find, seeing that the destroyers were not at all
likely to turn back upon their own tracks, was a consideration he
was quite incapable of reflecting upon. Leaving Maelcho lying by
himself upon the grass, he simply took to his heels and ran, and
ran.

Chapter XXXII.

It was the middle of the night before Maelcho
again came back to himself. He did not miss Duagh, or so much as
remember that he had ever been there. As for what had gone before,
that also had faded, but not with equal completeness. Through the
darkness of his mind, as through the darkness of the night about
him, dim lights seemed to be piercing; dim figures appeared now and
then to pass; lurid figures, terrible figures, but all too broken
and confused for him to know how far they were real or not.
Happily, the physical needs were just then overpoweringly
imperative. He was parched with thirst. Getting to his feet, he
managed in a staggering fashion to crawl a little way to where the
sound of running water guided him. Here he drank long and deeply,
then finding some fragments of food in the bag which he carried at
his waist, he ate them, and soon afterwards sank again into a heavy
swoon-like sleep.

When he next awoke, the darkness was beginning
to yield to the dawn. His long resuscitating sleep, or perhaps his
own extraordinary strength and vitality, had restored him to pretty
much the same state as he had been in a few days before. The hurry
of the start had prevented the soldiers from making sure that he
was dead. The blow on his head was the worst of the injuries he had
received. This was now a source rather of added mental confusion,
than of any likelihood of death. Getting upon his feet, he found
that in a feeble tottering fashion he could manage to keep erect.
With the inborn instinct of the vagrant, he turned immediately
towards the open country. The result was that before it had grown
light enough for him to see where he was, and before any tell-tale
illumination could awaken memory through the channel of his eyes,
he was already some distance from the scene of this latest
tragedy.

The wave of slaughter had flowed a good long way
south by this time. For hours, he met with no single living
creature, only dead ones; dead men, dead women, even dead animals.
About the middle of the day, he came to what had evidently been a
good-sized village, some of the walls of which were still standing.
Here quite a little crowd of people were gathered and were
squatting in a circle upon the ground, beside the fragments of what
two days before had been their homes. They were mere fragments
themselves, for that matter, the remnants of perhaps three or four
dozen families, who had by some accident escaped, when the rest had
perished. There were a few men, a considerable number of children
and boys, and perhaps half a dozen young women, but the greater
number were very old ones, haggard and terrible to look at, in
their utter hopeless misery. One of them however was a gentle-faced
old woman, the grandmother seemingly of a whole troop, all of whom
she appeared to haye survived, for she was quite alone. Every time
she looked at one particular heap, a little to the left of the
village, her mouth twitched, and over the poor little wrinkled face
there passed a piteous expression of misery, dumb, uncomplaining,
uncomprehending.

There they sat, crouched together upon the black
earth. One or two of the women kept muttering to themselves, or to
their nearest neighbours, but the men with one accord remained
absolutely silent; vacant misery stamped upon every face.

Maelcho sat down amongst them and remained there
with them for several hours, he did not know why, for he had never
seen any of them before. He simply sat on, feeling for the moment
as though this charred village had been his home also; as if he
belonged to it and had by its ruin been made house-less like the
rest. At last, he got up and wandered away once more by himself, no
one heeding him, no one asking why he had come, or where he was
going. He could not have told in any case, for he had not the
slightest idea. He was simply carried along, as a leaf is carried
in some irresistible gale. He remembered nothing; he had no
thoughts and no object; he simply wandered, as a wild beast prowls,
from the sheer animal necessity of moving.

That night he lay in a dry ditch, half filled
with withered bracken. Next day, still without any definite
purpose, he crossed over the Slieve Mish mountains and got down to
the sea on the other side, sleeping in a pucker of sand upon the
north side of Castlemaine harbour. From his lair beside the edge of
the water, he could see a long irregular line of detached fires,
telling of the villages then in course of being burnt, which
stretched away, far as the eye could reach, along both sides of
Dingle Bay. Now and then, one of those dull red dots would shoot up
for a while and blaze merrily; then it would sink again into a red
heart of flame, like some small and nearly extinct volcano. Towards
morning, he was roused by a wild stampede of frightened creatures —
men, women, children, animals. Presently, they disappeared again
round the nearest projecting spur of coast, and he saw them no
more.

Chapter XXXIII.

In this way, not knowing where he was going, he
reached the town of Dingle. The few inhabitants who had been there
when he had last passed it had by this time fled. The soldiers too
had all gone, there being nothing left for them to do there. The
little town had become a mere wreck. The English favourers, which
included most of its well-to-do inhabitants, had been previously
driven away by Sir John of Desmond; the poorer ones — churls,
fishermen, herdsmen, and so forth — had been slain almost to a man
by Pelham and Ormond. Every better house had been gutted by the
first; every cabin burnt by the latter. Now the calm of blackened
walls and absolute ruin had settled down upon everything. No one
remained to be killed, nor was there a single burnable thing left
to burn.

Maelcho wandered in and out of the houses, up
and down restlessly, as though seeking for someone. A dim idea had
been growing up lately in his mind, a sort of half realisation of
what had really happened. It kept flitting in and out of it like a
ghost, sometimes disappearing completely and then suddenly
reappearing. Now for a moment he saw the whole scene, just as he
had seen it with his actual eyesight — the cave full of black
smoke, the huddled dead, everything — then it would fade again, and
everything would become a complete blank. His mind kept fighting it
off and refusing to listen to it; striking it violently aside, as
he might have struck some messenger, who had insisted upon bringing
him evil tidings. It was a lie, he told himself, a bad, lying
dream, such as he had often had. They were alive; he was looking
for them; looking for them everywhere; and if only he looked long
enough and close enough, he should find them yet.

With this idea in his mind, he kept wandering in
and out of all the houses, aimlessly, yet persistently, looking
about him. At last, he stopped upon the threshold of a house, the
door of which stood wide open. The rafters hung in blackened
confusion above his head, and through the holes in the roof, the
clear cold sky of March shone down, a pale remote-looking blue.
Like every other house in Dingle, it had been gutted thoroughly.
The wind swept within it as freely as it did without, but the walls
happened to be still solid and unbroken. It seemed to have been a
decent little abode. There were remnants of furniture lying about,
and in one corner there even stood a black oak spinning wheel,
which by some miracle had escaped the flames, and from which there
still hung a long hank of dark blue wool. It looked as if the
spinner had dropped it from her hands at the instant when she
sprang up to make her escape.

Maelcho looked at all these things carefully; at
the broken roof, at the burnt furniture, but especially, at the
spinning wheel. Ever since he had set foot in Dingle, his lips had
been perpetually forming themselves round a single word, the word
'marbh'.* It was the only word he had uttered since he had
pronounced his own name to Duagh o' Cadhla four days before. Now as
he stood, there it rose again to his lips, as if of its own accord,
and he kept on repeating it over and over aloud. Marbh! Marbh!
Marbh! What did it mean though, and who was it that was dead? he
asked himself suddenly. Was it — could it be — they? No, no, it was
not, it was not, he cried passionately; it was not they! He knew
that it was not! Sitting down upon the doorstep, he put his arms
about his knees and thrust his fingers deep into his ears, shutting
his eyes at the same time, as if thereby to cut off every possible
channel by which that thought could steal into him.

(* Dead.)

Suddenly, as he sat there, he heard a new voice;
a voice it seemed this time really outside of him. He took his
fingers out of his ears and listened intently. It was not a single
voice, he then perceived, but many voices, only they were all
uttering the same word. It was his own word, too, that they were
uttering, 'Marbh! Marbh! Marbh!' over and over in chorus. It echoed
up and down the deserted streets; it came back to him in broken
reverberations from the roofs. He sat up and gazed about him, his
eyes wide with terror. Suddenly, he heard another voice; a voice
different from the rest; a voice that seemed to be coming from
higher up, as if someone were standing upon a housetop and
proclaiming a message from there. “Not dead, only seeming to be
dead.” It grew louder and louder, this new voice; it appeared to
Maelcho to be shouting into his ears, like some great brazen
trumpet. He could hear every word distinctly and could take in the
meaning of each. His mind seemed to spring up to meet the news. He
was still straining every nerve to hear it; still filling himself
with the good tidings, when — suddenly as it had begun — the voice
ceased, and there was nothing more to be heard. The silence seemed
to return instantly. It appeared to fall down and to crush
everything, as a roof might fall and crush those who stood below
it. Maelcho remained sitting upon the doorstep, turning his head to
right and left, expecting every minute to hear something further.
There was nothing further however to hear. No matter, he said to
himself, he knew what it meant; he knew everything! His mind seemed
for the moment to have come back to him, clearer than before, his
perceptions to be brighter and more vigorous than they had ever
been. Suddenly, the thought of the hut upon the cliff flew back
into his mind. It had been on the edge of it several times before,
but he had always pushed it away, with an instinctive feeling that
he did not want to think about that; that he did not mean to go
there. Now on the contrary, something seemed to tell him that that
was the right place to go to. There was where he would find them;
there and nowhere else. Leaping to his feet, he flung a single
hasty glance around him, as if to make sure of where he was. Then
he started away, out of Dingle, straight across the deserted
peninsula, in the direction of Smerwick Bay.

Chapter XXXIV.

The further he went in this direction, the
quicker his pace grew, till it was like the long loping gallop of a
wolf. Now and then, he threw up his head and gazed around him at
the blasted landscape, but without any thought in connection with
it beyond the desire to reach the end of his road as soon as
possible. There was no one to question or to stop him, for the
country was a mere desert.

After a couple of hours, he reached the shores
of Smerwick Bay, coming out nearly opposite to the Fort of Gold, at
the spot where the camp of the invaders had been pitched. Sir
James's unhappy Irish Calais remained just as he had left it. The
ditches half cut, the bastions half made, the drawbridge
unfinished. It stood naked now to the sea and sky. The Spaniards
who had worked at it were gone, most of them by this time dead, and
it stood there, a ruin around a ruin, waiting, with something of an
air of conscious suspense, for that more startling and
world-renowned tragedy of which it was shortly to be the
theatre.

Maelcho passed it at the same long loping gallop
and hastened on till he reached the cliff. Here he got upon the
same narrow track along which he had gone the day that Hugh Gaynard
first fell in with the Geraldines, and again, as on that day, he
paused where a projecting knoll jutted out and glanced down at what
lay below.

It looked just as it had looked then, only that
there were a few more traces of recent habitation. The little
shanty on its weed-covered bracket stood just as he had left it six
months before. The voice of the sea came up in the same hoarse
chorus to his ear; the stream trickled over the brink and slipped,
choking and gurgling, through the shingle to the shore, the gulls
shrieked and hovered. He stood and stared at it all with widely
distended eyes; eyes in which hope and hungry expectation were
beginning to burn.

Suddenly, he started forward at a run and did
not pause again until he stood upon the ledge itself. Nothing
seemed to have been touched here either since he left. Bits of
driftwood lay about, mixed up with scattered moss, spars, and
shells, which he had himself collected for the children. He looked
first at one thing, and then at another; carefully, inquiringly;
his nostrils expanding as a dog's do, when it comes home and looks
for a hand to be put out to welcome it. At last, he went up to the
door, opened it a little way and peeped in, peering first to the
right hand and then to the left. Perhaps they were sleeping, or
perhaps they were round the corner, waiting to pounce out upon him
and thump him lovingly with their soft little hands. He had dreamt
that they were dead, but, thank Heaven, it was only a dream. He
knew better now, he knew that it was only a dream, one of his old,
wicked, lying dreams. They were not dead, they were alive, and he
should see them soon.

He stood still; that look of crazed expectation
deepening upon his face as he remained there. At last, he began to
speak, at first quite low, under his breath, in a tender,
entreating whisper — “Girls! Lady-girls! Eh, my little lady-girls!”
He waited a minute; no answer; then whispered again and waited;
still no answer; then louder and louder, and after that louder and
louder still, till the whole cliff rang with his voice; rang and
rang with his entreaty to be answered. Then he waited again.
Silence! Utter, absolute silence.

Suddenly, he started and looked behind him.
Something was tapping there, tapping against the wall behind the
partition, something which sounded exactly like the touch of small
impatient fingers. Of course, they were there; they always tapped
there when they awoke and wanted him to come to them! With a bound,
he was across the floor and had darted behind the partition.
Nothing! absolutely nothing. Still it went on, that soft sound, so
like the sound of tapping fingers. Outside! Yes, outside! Again he
rushed across the floor, through the door, round the corner of the
hut; his arms open, his big body stumbling against everything it
encountered, his lips trembling, his whole face lit up with hope
and eager expectation.

This time there really was something there, and
something was tapping, he was not mistaken about that. It was a
minute, an almost invisibly minute fragment of driftwood, which had
somehow got caught and suspended to the wall by a string of
bind-weed. Each time a gust came, it lifted it up and sent it
lightly tapping against the wall; then it fell back again and hung
there like a tiny pendulum. As Maelcho stood looking at it, another
push came, and again the fragment of driftwood rose from the wall;
again it tapped lightly twice, and again it fell.

He remained staring at it, doggedly,
unbelievingly; his eyes wide and bloodshot; his face, a minute
before tender and expectant, becoming dangerous and ferocious
looking, as the blood, congealing below the skin, stained it a dull
purple. Suddenly, a fresh roar broke from his throat, a different
one this time, a fierce hollow roar, almost like the bellow of some
wounded bull. Hope and expectation seemed suddenly to give way.
Raised to their highest possible point, they fled, leaving nothing
behind them. Despair overtook him absolutely. It blackened his
whole soul. It turned what a moment before had been a kindly
harmless man into the semblance of some savage devouring beast. A
desire for destruction came over him like a thirst. Flinging
himself upon the hut, he tore the door of it away from its hinges
with a single effort and tossed it, with an exultant shout, over
amongst the gulls below. He did not pause there. With another
shout, he flung himself upon the rest. Stone after stone he pulled
them down and hurled them over into the sea, plucking the rafters
from their places and the clumsy jambs and corner stones out of the
earth. His hands were bleeding and gashed; the perspiration poured
down his face; the wound on his head had reopened, but he never
desisted from his task till of the whole fabric of the shanty
nothing was left but a few logs and a shapeless and scattered heap
of stones. Even those he continued to seize and to fling down one
by one; savagely, exultingly, as he might have flung over some
living foe; conscious only of a single desire, to destroy; blindly,
senselessly, to destroy. At last, exhaustion overtook him suddenly,
and he fell down upon the ground, on the top of the now nearly
naked shelf.

The evening closed in; night came on; the shore
grew formless, full of vague shadows; the stars came out in their
myriads; the sky overhead was stainless; the spell of night and of
silence brooded over the face of the Atlantic. In the distance, the
small red rows of volcanoes smouldered, flared and sank again into
darkness, but Maelcho never stirred. He lay there amongst the
scattered stones, only a shadow amongst the other shapeless shadows
of the place.

Chapter XXXV.

The whole of Munster and the counties
immediately adjoining it had become that year a sort of hell, a
hell for all who belonged to it or had cast in their lot with its
sons. The wail of the forests, the moans of the sea against the
rocks along the coast seemed to be only a sort of chorus and
accompaniment that year to the cries and moans that burst from
every human throat. Why under the circumstances so many survived,
is a far more perplexing problem than why so many died. A certain
number of grains did manage to escape and did make shift to live
till better times dawned; till the sickles were temporarily hung up
upon the walls again, and till another growing and breathing period
had returned.

Maelcho the seanchaí was one of these doubtfully
favoured grains. He continued to live on from week to week, and
from month to month, though why he lived, or how he lived, neither
he nor anyone else could have told. When, six or seven hours later,
he had come back to himself upon the now naked shelf, at Smerwick,
he had wandered away into the night, not knowing why or where. Next
day, pushed by some unexplained instinct, he had turned his steps
towards his own country, towards the big forests of the north-east
of the province, those forests in which he and his master had
fought so long, and in which that master had six months before
perished.

Like some friendly animal, grown savage by ill
usage, he wandered along, day after day, dangerous to meet with.
Day after day, he wandered, and night after night, he lay down to
sleep in some leafy corner or sat crouched, his chin and his knees
together, upon a stone, sleeping heavily, waking at early dawn and
going on again he did not himself know where. Owls hooted at him
from the tree tops, wolves howled, foxes barked, bats squeaked, the
thick darkness of the woods encompassed him like the darkness of a
grave. Sometimes — when the night was clear — a sudden ineffable
shaft of moonlight would peer down at him from between the dividing
branches, touching him with that mild distracting tenderness, which
breaks the heart when other and nearer help or tenderness there is
none. For everything, even his old touch with this outside world,
had gone now from Maelcho. Nature was no longer his friend; the
spell was broken, and he had become a mere waif, lost in an
unfamiliar country; lost to a degree which no man whose mind is
still his own can ever be said to be lost. An immense fog-filled
abyss seemed to yawn eternally around him. He was as lonely as if
no other human being had ever existed.

In this way, turning often back upon his steps,
but upon the whole keeping steadily to the north-east, he arrived,
about a fortnight after he had left Smerwick, in that dense region
of forest land which covered all the lower slopes of the Gaultee
mountains. It was full just then of refugees, who had flocked to it
from the more exposed country round about. The weather was
atrociously bad; storms of wind and rain kept sweeping across the
forest, scourging these roofless vagrants and saturating them to
the very bone. As Maelcho made his way along the narrow paths, he
encountered numbers of such homeless wanderers, many of them women
with children, either on their backs or following in a little group
at their heels. One — a young dark-eyed woman with two children —
stopped and begged persistently of him as he passed; begged of him,
the vagrant, the madman, the starved wanderer without a scrap of
food or anything else for himself.

Maelcho merely stared vacantly at her for a
minute, then passed on, thrusting her aside, as something about
which he knew and cared nothing. The woman, upon this repulse, fell
back, but after a while, she followed him stealthily along the
forest path.

When the evening came, he looked about for some
place to sleep in. He had got into a state of almost complete
apathy about food; he had now been starving so long that it seemed
to be the natural thing to do. Although compared to others his
strength held out, it had ebbed to a point at which existence
became little more than a mere confused dream. It was perhaps
because he was not thinking of it, or because he had no wish upon
the subject, that the means for holding out at least one day more
fell unexpectedly into his hands. As he was entering a thicket, a
rabbit bolted past him; then, scared at his nearness, shot into a
low bank of stones hard by, entering at random into the first hole
it came to.

Mechanically, Maelcho thrust his hands into this
opening and, feeling there a mass of fur, drew out the creature by
its hind legs. So benumbed had grown his wits, so unreal had become
everything that he touched or saw, that he was very near letting it
go again. Some instinct of self-preservation came, however, to the
rescue, but after having killed it with a quick blow across its
neck, he laid it down on the grass beside him and presently fell
afresh into an open-eyed trance, one which lasted this time a long
while. All idea of food and everything else had utterly melted
away.

He was brought back to himself by a shrill
voice, quite close to his ear, a voice seemed to be growing louder
and louder, and which disturbed him with its jarring note. He
roused himself and looked round to see what it was. It was the same
woman he had seen before. She was standing close beside him, having
come noiselessly up over the wet leaves; one of the children was in
her arms, the other was clutching at her skirt, and she was staring
at him with fierce wild eyes, such as an angry ghost might have set
in a scared white face.

“Christ save you, man! Christ save you! Christ
save you!” she kept repeating over and over, running the words one
on top of another and glaring at him the while like a creature
possessed. “Christ save you, and it is a rabbit you have got? Yes,
a rabbit! a rabbit! Oh my God, a rabbit, and it is a rabbit that
might save them yet, might save my little children. Give it me, I
say, this minute, give it me that they may eat it. How dare you
keep a rabbit, when a rabbit might save them? Give it to me, quick,
quick. Is it a fire that you think I am wanting? It is no fire, and
it is no cooking that it wants! It is the meat, the good red meat
that my little children want, my little little children. Look at
them, you man! look at her, look at my daughter! She is only three,
my Dermot there, he is six. A little while ago, he was so strong,
he had such round, stout legs, no woman ever had such a boy, it was
killing me out of jealousy the other women were. Look at them now,
you man! look at them now, I say! Oh my children, my little little
children. Christ save you, Christ save you, dear man, only give me
the rabbit!” Her rage changed suddenly to entreaty, and she fell
down grovelling at his feet.

Maelcho simply remained sitting where he was and
staring fixedly at her. What did she want with him, he asked
himself dully. Through the mist of his brain, her words had not as
yet penetrated, but that her excitement was somehow or other in
connection with the rabbit he did realise, and he turned and looked
at it as it lay there at his feet.

With the pounce of some fierce forest creature,
the woman suddenly snatched up the rabbit from the ground. In a
very few minutes, it was skinned, and fragments of it were being
hastily crammed into the children's months. Seeing his supper fast
disappearing, Maelcho mechanically put out his hand for a piece.
She gave it to him, but grudgingly. In an incredibly short time,
the rabbit had become a heap of red shreds, next, it had vanished,
all but the bones, and even these were picked quite clean. She did
not seem to want to eat herself, all her care was for the children.
The little girl had to be coaxed, but the boy ate ravenously,
falling upon the food and tearing it in pieces with his teeth,
exactly as a starved puppy or young wolf cub might have done.

The excessive violence of the woman, but still
more the sight of the two children, and the boy's eagerness in
eating, had a curiously stimulating effect upon Maelcho's brain,
such as no other sight and no other incident would probably have
had. It awakened him from that trance of imbecility, of sheer
animal muteness into which he was rapidly lapsing. He looked at the
two children now with a deliberate, almost a reasonable expression
in his eyes. The boy was a handsome, large-limbed creature, with
something bold and daring in his bearing, which even starvation
could not efface. No one would have said that he was the child of a
peasant, although his mother plainly was nothing else. The girl was
a pretty, fragile, little child, waxen-faced and pitiful, with the
peculiar pathos of a flower caught in the grip of some cruel and
all-blighting frost.

The seanchaí's starved heart suddenly opened and
went out to these two children. He got up deliberately from where
he was sitting, stretched his hand out to the little girl — her
mother staring hard at him the while — lifted her carefully off her
feet and placed her firmly and quite as a matter of course upon his
shoulder.

“Come!” he said, turning to the woman and
speaking in a tone of authority. “It is not here that they must
sleep. Come!”

She took the other child by the hand and
followed him obediently without a word.

Chapter XXXVI.

Thus at the very moment when he was most bereft,
when he was naked of everything, including his own poor wits,
Maelcho suddenly found himself provided with new objects and once
more for a while with something beside him to love. The heart of
the Child-man opened and took those two little starved wayfarers
into it. It was not very much to fill it with, little more indeed
than a mere temporary stopgap, still it was infinitely better than
such a terrible aching void. It was a boon of Nature's own
providing, and he took it without question or without even as much
as realising that anything had been done for him.

What would probably have struck a saner man —
the additional risk, namely, incurred by linking himself to such a
helpless little group — this he never so much as thought of. The
belief in danger, not as a joke, but as something very real; the
anticipation of death, as an actual and a grimly probable
occurrence, had got deep into the very youngest souls that fateful
Irish summer. But such considerations were not within Maelcho's
ken. All he knew was that here were two children, and that for some
reason or other, he had to look after them. From the moment when he
put the little girl on his shoulder, he took complete charge of
them, just as if he had been actually responsible for them, which
perhaps he believed he was. Their mother seemed to understand this,
for she also accepted the situation, quite as a matter of course.
She was still young and even handsome, despite her emaciation, but
to Maelcho she was simply the children's mother, just as Lady
Fitzmaurice had been his lady-girls' mother, and nothing else. He
hardly indeed took in the fact of her existence, save when he was
absolutely forced to do so. If she spoke to him, he generally shook
his head and muttered vaguely, whereas with the children, he
quickly established a free-masonry, alike of words and signs.

With that memory for places which, once
implanted, even mental decay seems unable wholly to obliterate, he
led them almost directly from the place where he had killed the
rabbit to a spot which he had suddenly recalled as being fitter to
sleep in than where they were, and, after about half an hour's
walking, he stopped abruptly upon the brink of a steep green
hollow.

Below them lay one of those circular cups,
sculptured by standing water, which abound all over Ireland. The
water which once filled it had long gone, and the lower lip of the
cup itself had partially melted, leaving a spoon-shaped cavity,
grooved in all directions by tiny fugitive streamlets. Upon the
steep green sides of this cup, tall beech trees rose sparsely,
their polished trunks, whitened by lichen, rising one above the
other, with something of the precision and symmetry of the pillars
of a temple, or an amphitheatre.

Down one of the steep sides of this cup Maelcho
carried the little girl, threading his way in and out of the tree
trunks till he reached a spot not far from the bottom. Here, upon a
ledge a little way above the floor itself, a sort of human bird's
nest, or rough wigwam of close growing osiers, had at some time or
other been fashioned. Into this he carried the child, doubling
himself in two in order to do so, and laid her upon the floor,
which, though hollow, was at present fairly dry. The woman then
followed with the boy. There was just room for her and the two
little creatures to squat in it, sitting packed together, as
closely as three hares in a single form. Leaving them there,
Maelcho crept out backwards and settled himself outside in his
usual attitude, his knees and his chin close together, and his back
against the trunk of a tree; and so they passed the night.

About ten o'clock, the moon began to creep out.
As it slowly climbed above the cup, the beech trees seemed to grow
taller and larger, till they became perfectly colossal, rising out
of the darkness and towering up into the light, crossed, but not as
yet roofed, by their thinly fledged upper branches. The worst of
the place was that it seemed to be a perfect home and rendezvous of
wolves. They did not, it is true, come down into the cup itself,
but all the night through, they howled unceasingly about its lip,
sweeping round and round in packs. Even when they were beyond the
edges, and therefore quite invisible, fancy conjured up their long
bristling backs, their red hungry jaws, their cruel devouring eyes
and rough staring coats. It was not a visitation conducive to rest,
even in the case of the most hardened of sleepers.

Towards morning, the howling began to abate, as
the evil brutes scented the coming daylight and began to crawl away
to their lairs. Now and then however, a long blood-curdling howl
would still rise, varied by the hooting of owls or the sharp
metallic barking of a fox.

Maelcho had passed the whole night in his
favourite attitude, sometimes sleeping, but oftener staring at the
trees or at the wolves, with moon-dilated eyes. Very early in the
morning, while there was still only a mere wash of daylight, the
woman crept out of her own bur and came and squatted down beside
him, not at first speaking, but looking hard at him, with quick
questioning eyes, as if she had been speculating in the night as to
who he really was, and what his intentions were with regard to her
and her children.

The morning promised well. Birds were beginning
to awake and to dart lightly here and thither through the branches,
with quick cheerful notes and a flutter of many wings. The evil
creatures of the night were all fast disappearing, as the good
things of daylight began to come forward and take up the realm.

Satisfied apparently at last by what she saw in
her companion's face, the woman began to babble. Her talk ran all
upon herself and her own children; she repeated the same things
over and over, always coming back to the children. Maelcho listened
and tried to understand, but words had almost ceased to have any
consecutive meaning to his mind. The only effect of her talk was
that after a while it suggested vaguely to him his own troubles, so
that he began to moan and to rock himself to and fro, like a man in
bodily pain.

The woman stopped and stared at him; then asked
abruptly what ailed him, and whether he had understood what she had
said.

“I hear you, sister, I hear you,” he moaned; “I
hear you, but I hear other things, too, and the other things speak
louder than you do. I hear … voices … children's voices. They are …
they are …”

He opened his eyes widely and looked up at the
green roof overhead, as if someone had spoken to him from the tree
tops.

“No, not there,” he went on, shaking his head.
“No, no; only the trees there; only the poor silly green trees.”
Again he shook his head; his lips quivered, and he locked his hands
helplessly one in another.

“Are your children dead? How many of them were
there? Were they all killed? And your wife, has she been killed?
Who killed her? Did they hurt her much?” his companion asked
inquisitively.

“Not mine, no, no, not mine, they were not
mine.” He paused — recollections were thronging fast, but all so
broken, so terribly confused. “Two little girls, sister. One of
them had hair that long, all made of light gold, you would have
said the sun and the moon had been weaving. The other was …was …
her eyes were — were …”

He looked about him helplessly for a minute, and
then he began to sob; the hard, labouring sobs of a man who is no
longer young.

The woman looked rather sorry for a moment, but
it was evident that she took no particular interest in what he had
been saying. Presently, she began to babble again about herself and
her own children; her word flowing one after the other like the
ripples of a stream and with apparently as little heed as to
whether anyone was listening to them or not.

In this way she told her story. She was the wife
of a herdsman, but the children were — not her husband's. It seemed
that at some time — she did not herself remember when — she had
been carried off by some neighbouring chieftain, the son, brother,
or nephew of her husband's master — her ideas upon the whole
subject were evidently of the vaguest — who had given her a hut of
his own to live in and had visited her from time to time, as the
humour took him. Apparently, neither she nor her husband had
resented the proceeding, perhaps because it would not have mattered
whether they did or not. She told it all perfectly simply. She had
not wished to go, but had accepted it as natural, the sort of thing
that happened to people. What had become of her husband she did not
know. The tiny dimpled girl of three was the master's child, so
also was the sturdy, bold-eyed boy of six. One thing she did know:
her protector, tyrant was dead. He had been killed by some of the
Earl of Ormond's men, who had set fire to his house and destroyed
everyone in it. Upon hearing this, she had fled panic-stricken from
the cabin which he had provided for her and, with her children, had
since then been wandering up and down the country, sometimes for a
while joining some other little flock of women and children, but
oftener going alone. About a week before, she had found herself in
this particular corner of the forest since which time they had been
all three starving quietly.

Maelcho made no comment upon her story, little
of which had indeed penetrated to his mind. They remained where
they were all that day and would probably have remained there for
several consecutive days, but that the following night there came
on a violent thunderstorm, accompanied by deluges of rain. The
lightning played wild fantasias all around the lip of the green
cup; one moment showing the trees up to their smallest twig, the
next leaving everything — hollow and upper level alike — wrapped in
complete and crushing darkness. The wolves were kept at home by the
storm, but that benefit was poorly compensated for by the fact that
under the downpour the hollow flooring of the wigwam became
gradually metamorphosed into a small lake. The little girl with her
mother lay at the back of the wigwam, where the ground was higher
and therefore drier, but the boy, who had been sleeping nearer to
the entrance, awoke in a pool and quickly made the fact known by
his stifled howls of alarm and fury.

Maelcho, who, as usual, was outside with his
back against a beech tree, crept a little nearer and felt in the
darkness for the child's head. Having found it, he lifted him up on
to a small ledge which rose out of the water. The ledge however was
both wet and slippery, and the little boy continued to cry and to
struggle.

“Lie still, little one,” sounded in the deep
voice outside. “I am here. You are safe. Lie still.”

“I am wet and cold! Boo, boo! Boo, boo! I hate
you; I hate everything.” A stifled howl followed this announcement,
half swept away by the lash of the rain.

“Wet and cold! Wet and cold!” repeated the voice
from the darkness. “The beasts are always wet and cold. When I was
little, I was always wet and cold, yet I lived, yet I grew; I grew
big … so big; I walked about like a king. I looked down at
everything — at everything except the trees, the trees were always
taller. I could leap though and fight, and kill; the trees could
not fight or kill. I was better than the trees, though they were
taller. You will be better some day than the trees, little
one.”

The little boy continued to sob, though not loud
enough to have attracted attention. Presently, the little girl
awoke, and hearing him sob, she too began to cry, in a weak,
wailing fashion, very pitiful and distracting to listen to. There
was nothing to be done at the moment, but as soon as the morning
had begun to dawn, and long before the storm was over, Maelcho left
the shelter of his beech tree, mounted one of the sides of the cup,
and having selected the largest of the trees which grew near the
edge, he climbed up it, till he reached the top and could look out
over the rain-beaten forest.

His mind was beginning to work again, in the
only fashion in which it ever did work now. He knew that the
children must not be left where they were, and that it was his duty
to find some other and drier shelter for them. A picture of some
sort was hanging before his mind, only he could not get it right;
it was all blurred and mixed up with so many other pictures, that
all were more or less like it. A vague recollection of some place,
not far off, kept recurring dimly, but whether that place was a
shed or a hollow tree, or a cave, he could not recall.

Climbing to where a great branch stretched out
horizontally, he extended himself along it like a sloth and lay,
sweeping his eyes round and round, and backwards and forwards, over
as much of the forest as he could see. Presently, they were caught
by a very tall fir tree, standing out a little apart against the
skyline, to the left of which stood a coppice of birches,
shouldering one another almost as closely as oat-stalks do in an
oat-field. That coppice carried a memory of some sort for Maelcho,
but what was it? He stared at it; then put his head down against
the branch and thought intently; then looked at it again. Suddenly,
his eyes lit up, and climbing down the tree, he hastened towards
the coppice. In another half-hour, he was pushing his way through
the middle of it.

Here he found what he had recalled, or rather he
found the starting point for it. The coppice seemed at first to be
perfectly blind, but presently a couple of minute paths began to
appear, stretching to right and loft. Stooping down, Maelcho
selected the left-hand one. It led him along a track hardly wider
than a rabbit's run, and so closely over-hung, that he had almost
to crawl in order to follow it. Other tiny tracks strayed away from
it here and there, but the seanchaí kept the main one. He knew now
where it was leading him.

For a time, it seemed to be simply bent upon
confusing anyone who committed himself to its guidance. It was a
true forest tunnel. Now it went up, and now it went down, now it
went right, and now it went left, but always it was tortuous and
agonising to follow. Suddenly, a sort of mouth appeared in it.
Maelcho straightened himself and walked with rapid steps till he
came to what he was in search of. He was now outside the coppice of
birches. The trees here were all firs, most of them very old and
weighted with moss, which in many places hung in great grey wigs
right down to the ground. In the centre of these firs rose a small
rocky mound, in one of the sides of which a barely perceptible hole
appeared. It was stuffed full of leaves and branches, but, upon his
pulling these away, it grew rapidly wider, until it expanded into a
narrow passage, lined upon both sides with solid uprights of stone.
So far back did this passage run, that a man might remain in safety
there, though all his enemies were on his track. Owing to the slope
of the ground, he could remain in very reasonable comfort, might
even venture to light a fire, certain that the smoke would
disappear, long before it had time to attract attention.

With a joyous step, Maelcho hastened back to the
now saturated wigwam, fetched away the two children and their
mother; led them through the forest, under the still heavily
falling rain and along the path in the middle of the coppice, until
he brought them proudly to their new quarters. He had found some
wood-pigeons' eggs the day before, and now he hastened off in
search of more, leaving them to settle themselves. As he pushed his
way through the dripping branches, his face might have been
observed to break every now and then into a sort of momentary smile
or gleam.

Chapter XXXVII.

They remained in this new hiding-place of theirs
for several months. It was almost perfectly dry. Another great
advantage was that from its position surprise was almost
impossible. From the top of the mound you could see in every
direction through the pine trunks, as through some pillared and
windy corridor, right over the lower trees, to the region at the
bottom, across which any assailant must pass in order to get to
them.

The disadvantage was that these merits had the
effect of soon attracting others to the spot. Maelcho was watched
in his goings and comings and was followed, first by a few,
afterwards by more, till the spot became a receptacle for all who
could crowd into it. There was a good deal of room in the cave, but
more came to it than there was room for. That fierce desire for a
hiding-place, which was the absorbing passion of the hour,
naturally begot an equally fierce jealousy of all who were
believed, rightly or wrongly, to have found a better one. The
result was, that the young and weak were apt to get hustled away by
the stronger, the older, and the fiercer. From this fate the
children and their mother were safe as long as Maelcho, or any
other sufficiently powerful protector, was there, but only exactly
so long. The effort to secure food for them was another continual
call upon his energies and drain upon his strength. The forest
abounded with wild animals, rabbits especially popping up in all
directions out of their burrows, but they were difficult to secure.
He was not as expert at snaring or trapping as some of the younger
men were, and the only thing therefore to do was to dig them out of
their holes, at great expenditure of time and labour.

Towards the end of the summer, a new element
came to change what had by that time grown to be the settled habit
of their lives. Returning one day to the cave, with a couple of
rabbits in his hand, Maelcho found a gaunt, haggard-looking man
sitting between his children and their mother. This man, he
gradually came to understand, was the woman's husband, whom she had
not seen for nearly eight years. Let no one imagine for a moment
that this was a sentimental meeting, or that there was any question
on either side of reconciliation or forgiveness; such niceties, if
they had ever existed, were all swept into limbo by the grim
necessities of the hour. It was a new feature however in their
lives, and this Maelcho after awhile began to realise. Little by
little, a feeling began to steal over him that his part in the
children was over. He was no longer indispensable to them, seeing
that there was now someone else, who could do for them what he had
done. More than this, he began to perceive that his absence from
the cave — his own cave, his particular discovery — would be better
on the whole for them than his presence. He brooded over this idea
for two or three days. Then came an afternoon when he drifted
silently away into the forest and was gone. When they came to look
for him, which was not until several hours later, they found a
large supply of nuts and berries, which he had left as a legacy for
the children, but of the seanchaí himself they found no trace at
all. The discreet, the impenetrable forest had simply swallowed him
up.

After this, he wandered about for a long time
alone, meeting other wayfarers, but not again joining any of them.
Five months had now elapsed since he had sat amongst the ruins of
Dingle; since he had heard the voice from the housetop and had torn
the hut upon the cliff to pieces in his rage and despair. They had
been five very busy months in Ireland, though empty enough in that
forgotten corner of it, of which alone he knew anything. The
Baltinglass rising had broken out in June, and this, coupled with
the defeat of the English at Glenmalure in August, had sent a wild
wave of elation across the whole country. Lord Grey, who had come
over as Deputy, had committed serious blunders. Again it was Sir
Nicholas Malby, and Sir Nicholas Malby almost single-handed, who
had stemmed the tide of revolt and, by the mere wind and whiff of
his terrible name, had turned back the waverers into the path of
nominal obedience. Riding post to Dublin the very hour after the
Glenmalure defeat, he had contrived to narrow down what had at one
moment promised to be a general disaster to the very smallest
proportions of which it admitted. The wave of triumph in the more
outlying regions was however for the time irresistible. Seven
hundred Spaniards and Italians had landed a few weeks before at
Smerwick and established themselves in Sir James's old fort. Their
arrival had been hailed as the foretaste of the long promised and
now really coming invasion. Admiral Winter's fleet had sailed for
England a few days before their arrival, so that there was no one
in the south to oppose them. When a few weeks later it was further
reported that Ormond — the detested Ormond — had marched down to
Smerwick fort and turned back again without daring to attack it,
the tide of jubilation reached the highest point which it had
reached since the rising began.

Even in the heart of that forest region in which
Maelcho wandered, the tale of these great doings was being passed
from lip to lip and being swept to and fro in fitful gusts of
exultation. His own realisation of what it all meant was of the
dimmest. Public events, apart from their personal bearing, had
never had much significance for him. Now, they had none at all. He
heard what was said; he remembered it for a few minutes; then he
passed on, and in a little while it had vanished away, as though he
had never heard a word. His whole life had grown to have exactly
that sort of broken and tangled inconsequence, which is the very
woof and fabric of dreamland. Scenes spun past him, hideous dramas
were enacted before him, but not one of them seemed to have any
real grip or actuality for him. Physically he was very much weaker
than he had been six months before, and quite a dozen years older.
On the other hand, he was no longer the two-legged wolf, the
dangerous and homicidal madman that he had been then. Those months,
during which he had again had something to care for, had again
found little voices to prattle to him and little fingers to tug at
his fast whitening glibbe, had dulled the fierce ache which had
brought him to that state. The thirst to destroy, for the mere sake
of destroying, had passed away. His brain had settled into a
quiescent and more completely childish condition. He wandered day
after day, much as some forsaken child might wander, that is sorry
for itself, but does not quite know why. As for the old Maelcho —
as for the old reckless joys of the seanchaí, the old bardic
intoxication, the old pride of life, the vanity of the famous
fighter and hero — all these were gone as completely as though they
had never existed. He was simply now a perfectly harmless, but more
or less crazed being, like many of the peasants, whose
misery-crazed faces met him as he wandered through the forest. To
save his skin a little while longer from the hunters; to pick up
the morsel that would enable him to live through the day then
passing; to find, when night came, some hole into which he could
crawl and sleep; this was all that he was conscious of. Beyond this
narrow, elementary radius he had nothing left to wish for, nothing
left to hope, and therefore nothing left to fear.

Chapter XXXVIII.

It was the 24th of December in the year of grace
1581, and the scene was the middle of the wood of Kilquegg, part of
the same great forest region in which the town of Kilmallock stood,
and which had two years before beheld the famous discomfiture of
Sir William Drury.

In that boisterous ungarnished hall, under the
windy rafters of the sky, almost within hearing of the very bugles
of their enemies, cold, wet, roofless, with a price upon their
heads, and scarce a single morsel to put into their mouths, the
Earl of Desmond and his Countess were keeping their last Christmas
together.

The momentary gleam of the preceding year had by
this time died away, and nothing remained but the recollection of
one more blasted hope; nothing but despair and a position about as
appalling as the imagination can well conceive. Foul to its
friends, and most fair to its foes, had become the fortunes of the
great house of Desmond. Of its boasted seven hundred and fifty
thousand acres of land, not one solitary half acre remained to its
lord. Of the many strongholds, castles, manors, and the rest, not a
shanty was left, not a dog-kennel. Smerwick fort had become a word
of terror, not to Ireland alone, but to all Europe. Of the Earl's
immediate friends and followers, his younger brother was already
dead; the elder, Sir John, was still at large, but his fate was at
that very moment hovering over his head. Nicholas Saunders, the
famous Legate of the Pope, had recently died of want and disease
somewhere on the borders of Cork. Two or three dozen gaunt fighting
men, of whom Maelcho was just then one, and a helpless flock of
starved dependants, was all that the state of the Lord Palatine
could muster. They were all starving together.

Worse than starvation, worse even than the
driving snow and Arctic cold, which was making that winter
memorable in the annals of Ireland, was the sense of irrevocable
doom. The lord of all that forest realm seemed to have been
forsaken by his own natural subjects, the very spirits of the
region having apparently gone over in a body to the side of the
enemy. Reports of evil omens were abundant. Fires were observed to
burn blue. Torches, when stuck in the ground, went unaccountably
out. Wailings, as of creatures in the agonies of death, were heard
amid the branches. It was with a dim notion that some change for
the better might be wrought by His means, that Maelcho had been
brought, almost by force, into this camp of misery. Alas! the
famous seanchaí proved as helpless as any of the other allies of
the Desmond. He was no longer the seer, the wizard, the nature
doctor; he was no longer even the storyteller, who could hold the
wildest audiences rapt and silent, hour after hour, by the mere
magic of his tongue. He was only a poor trouble-crazed man, now,
like any other. His wand was broken, his spirit gone, his very
tongue had ceased to be his own old tongue. When left to himself,
he would sit all day long, absolutely silent, his hands around his
knees, his eyes following first one and then another figure,
puzzled like a child by the crowd, the noise, the unfamiliarity of
these once familiar surroundings.

Only one man, in fact, could be said to have
risen to the necessities of the hour, but then that man was no less
than the rebel Earl himself. His whole nature seemed in those two
years to have undergone a revolution. The chief, whose eternal
vacillation and miserable pusillanimity had been the shame of his
friends and the derision of his foes, had become a sort of Attila.
A fever of activity seemed to burn day and night in his bones. The
latent energy of his race had risen to the top and was showing
itself in ways, some of which might be called heroic, others again
which were simply ferocious. Only a few days before this, four
recreant Geraldines had been brought into camp and then and there
hewn into pieces, every clansman present taking his share in the
deed. Such acts of vengeance were rare, for as a rule the fidelity
of the clan to their chief, despite all temptations to the
contrary, had been marvellous and incomparable. Of late too, under
the still unbroken magic of his name, and especially under the
stimulus of his new and unlooked-for energy, that handful of
half-clad men who surrounded him had become a power, which was
taxing all the forces of the crown and all the energy of its ablest
lieutenants. As in all guerilla warfare, the mode of fighting was
essentially predatory. It was only at night that they could take
the field, but when they did do so, woe betide the favourers of the
English; woe betide all Butlers, or friends of Butlers, upon whom
these gaunt emaciated embodiments of starvation descended. Like
wolves they came, and like wolves they departed, leaving ruin and
death behind them. Their very existence demanded invisibility. They
came, they went, they slew, and they were gone again, before the
startled soldiers, or the scared villagers, had rallied from their
first surprise. The mystery of their proceedings enhanced their
actual doings and raised a cloud of phantom terrors about their
name. Legends grew up. The Desmond — a lame man, as all Ireland
knew, unable for years either to walk or to ride — was reported,
truly or untruly, to be himself the leader of these nocturnal
expeditions. True or false, that vision of the crippled Earl,
carried high upon the shoulders of his followers, or sweeping,
torch in hand, through the snow-filled valleys, became stamped
indelibly upon the imagination of every man, woman, and child of
that generation.

For the war had become a purely tribal one,
waged in the old fashion and for the old objects. Those larger and
more political aspects of it which once loomed so big, had very
nearly disappeared since the fall of Smerwick. Spain and France,
Italy and Portugal — all the Catholic powers banded together — had
practically vanished from the popular eye. Even England and
England's mistress had fallen comparatively into the background. It
was now, as it had always been, the Geraldines against the Butlers,
and the Butlers against the Geraldines. The Geraldines, unfairly
over-matched, beaten and desperate, pent into a corner, but still
fighting furiously; fighting for their name, for their chief, but
above and beyond everything else, for revenge.

Chapter XXXIX.

Christmas was past, and the new year already
beginning to be an old one. The starving camp in Kilquegg Wood had
again broken up. The Desmond had fled away and was terrorising his
enemies from a new standpoint. The months too had fled away. The
cruel snow-enveloped winter had given place to an unkindly spring,
and the spring in its turn to a comfortless, rain-saturated summer.
Lord Ormond was still in command in Munster, but the complaints
against him were growing daily more menacing and threatened soon to
make his position untenable. Some amongst his subordinates were
eager to assure the Council that he was keeping up the war wholly
for the sake of the profit he reaped from it. A far more dangerous
accusation was that the old ineradicable feud between Butlers and
Geraldines was keeping alive the struggle, when, but for this
purely local stimulus, it must long ago have died a natural death.
Sir Walter Raleigh — one of Ormond's most consistent opponents —
never failed to press home this point and was ably supported by Sir
Nicholas Malby and by Malby's brilliant subordinate Fenwick, by
whom most of the reports were drawn up.

“Subdued by a Butler!” In those four words lies
the whole pith, the whole explanation of this latest phase of the
struggle. It was this, and this alone, that kept it alive. All
through that bitter spring of 1582, it dragged on and through the
dark cheerless summer; with unlooked-for bursts of triumph upon one
side, with furious reprisals upon the other, with such unexpected
ups and downs of fortune as could only have occurred in a country,
very easy to overrun, but practically impossible to subdue and hold
permanently.

One consolation was that the evil was felt to be
after all a remediable one! The whole Desmond Palatinate had long
since been escheated to the crown and was being now rapidly cut up
into plots varying in size according to the status or the merits of
the recipient. Each “undertaker,” as his own lot came into his
hands, was bound to get rid of these vegetable enemies of the
Queen, “traitor trees”, as speedily and effectually as his means
admitted of.

A forest covering hundreds of thousands of acres
cannot, with the best will in the world, be disposed of in a
minute. Though the woodcutters were kept at work from dawn till
dusk, some years had still to elapse before nakedness, rather than
leafiness, became the actual note and badge of the land. In the
meantime, the forest was big enough, despite the axes, and into it
still crowded, not only its own inhabitants, but all who from other
and less sheltered regions could contrive to escape to it.

Maelcho was still one of its pensioners. All
that summer, he had remained close under the shelter of its
branches. By the beginning of September, he found himself once more
in the county of Tipperary. The year had apparently repented of its
many perfidies and treacheries, for the miserable, unsatisfactory
summer was dying sumptuously in an exceptionally splendid autumn.
Far and near, the trees were bedizened with every hue that a
painter could combine. Not the trees alone, but the very ground
itself had become gorgeous, immense fungi, born of the damp and
flushed by the sudden warmth, covering every inch of it. With the
exception of his short and enforced stay in the camp of Kilquegg,
Maelcho had been all this time alone, and alone he still wandered,
day after day, over this jewel-sprinkled ground and under this
gold-bedecked canopy. Late in the afternoon of a day that he had
been thus wandering aimlessly since the Earliest dawn, he came to a
halt in the middle of a small ravine, the bottom of which was
littered with big stones. Having seated himself upon one of these,
he remained for a long time, staring vaguely before him into the
forest.

It had been another lovely day. Even now at six
o'clock in the evening, the splendour was only slowly dying out of
the sky and still showed between the trees, filling the whole
background with something of the sober splendour of some great,
though partially ruined, church window. The rock upon which Maelcho
sat had another and a larger one above it, overlapping it in the
fashion of a menhir. There was just space between the two for a man
to bestow his body in. As night came on, the seanchaí simply
retreated into this sort of natural dog-kennel and sat crouched
upon the ground, looking out between the two stones and waiting for
sleep to visit him.

The moon rose presently above the trees, giving
to the scattered rocks the air of a big neglected graveyard. From
his stony kennel, he could see miles away, as it seemed, into the
forest, which looked vacant. But surely, at that very moment
something was moving slowly along the top of the ridge which
overlooked his ravine? He fixed his eyes upon the spot and waited.
Presently, from behind one of the moon-streaked trunks, something —
a living creature, a skeleton-like object clothed in white, passed
into sight and advanced along the ridge. After it came another,
equally white, equally skeleton-like object, and then another, and
another, slowly emerging out of the darkness, until there were no
less than twenty mysterious figures, all clad in white robes, which
seemed to hang like shrouds about them, and all moving along just
within the glimpses of the moon.

Who and what were they? Maelcho merely sat
between his stones and gazed at them; with a little more wonder
than if they had been a company of white owls, but not with a great
deal more. That they were dead men, or ghosts of some sort, he had
not a doubt, but what then? What could be more natural? He had seen
so many ghosts in the last two years, was a ghost himself for all
practical purposes. That a party of dead men should be strolling
about in the moonlight, at such a place and at such a time, seemed,
on the whole, a far more probable event than that a company of live
ones should be doing so.

Under the cold white drizzle of moonlight the
line of white objects drew nearer and nearer, till now they were
quite close to where he sat. Suddenly, it became evident that they
on their side had seen him, for the foremost ghost stopped dead
short, the result being that the one next to it instantly overtook
it, and, the others doing the same, in a minute there was a dense
cluster of ghosts, all packed one behind the other, and all gazing
down at Maelcho with hollow moon-filled eyes.

Maelcho remained perfectly still for another
minute. Then, with an impulse of breaking through the spell, he
sprang to his feet, shouting hoarsely and waving his arms in the
air, as he might have done to scare away a flock of birds. In an
instant, the whole flock of white figures had scattered in all
directions, uttering shrill cries, and each endeavouring to escape
separately. One of the flying ghosts tripped in its fright against
a tree root and falling violently to the ground, pitched head
forwards into the hollow and lay there, uttering lamentable cries
for aid.

As a hawk pounces upon a pigeon, so Maelcho
pounced upon it, picked it up, shook it and turned it towards the
moonlight. The moonlight lit up the thin wizened face and shaven
crown of a very old monk, half dead from terror. For a minute,
Maelcho continued to hold him. Then it seemed to dawn upon him what
his prisoner was, for he relaxed the tightness of his grasp.
Smoothing down the ghost's robe, once more he set him upon his
feet.

The rest of the flying figures had meanwhile
paused, and two of them had ventured to turn back and were at that
moment peering cautiously into the hollow.

“Brother Malachi! Brother Malachi! Are you
alive, Brother Malachi?” came presently in quavering accents from
above.

A squeak, like the squeak of a mouse caught in a
trap:

“I live, my brothers, truly, I believe I live
still,” came, in trembling and all but inaudible accents, from the
hapless one below.

“God be praised, he is alive!” was reported to
the rest by the two pioneers.

Then another and still more adventurous monk
advanced from the main body and peered right over into the hollow,
but started back at sight of the dark figure, in whose grasp
Brother Malachi appeared to be engulfed.

“Oh! Oh! What is that which is holding you?
Speak, Brother Malachi, what is it?” he cried tremulously.

“I don't know, my brother, verily, I don't know.
My eyes are closed, lest they should behold some evil thing.
Nevertheless, it begins to seem to me that it may be only a man;
only a poor sinful man like ourselves.”

Unlikely as such a supposition seemed, it was
beginning to gain ground with the other monks also, since a demon
would evidently long ere this have torn poor Brother Malachi to
pieces and departed into the darkness.

“Speak to it, brother.”

“No, brother, you; do you question it.”

At last, the same bold brother who had spoken
before advanced to the very edge and peered over.

“Wha-a-a-t are you?” he asked falteringly.

Maelcho rubbed his hand over his brow. That was
a question which always awakened the strangest thoughts in him,
which always gave him a topsy-turvy feeling of not being, what yet
he knew he was. At last, however, his own name rose to his lips,
and he uttered it aloud.

Evidently, it was not unknown amongst that
ghostly fraternity. “Maelcho!” “Maelcho!” and next “Brother
Michael!” “Brother Michael Galbraith,” passed from mouth to mouth.
What connection there was between these two names was not
explained, but the same brother who had stepped forward before
advanced again, this time into the open moonlight, and addressing
Maelcho, made him understand that they wished him to follow them.
Without knowing why they wished him to do so, or where he was to
go, with his usual dull acceptance of anything that was suggested,
Maelcho did as he was told and leaving the hollow, mounted to the
ridge. They set off together in the same direction in which the
ghosts were advancing when they had caught sight of him.

They walked on through the scattered tree trunks
— twenty white ghosts and one black one. It was tolerably clear of
undergrowth, but the masses of boulders obliged them to keep in
Indian file and delayed their advance. Now and then, one of the
younger monks would diverge a little from the straight line, in
order to examine some snare laid for the rabbits or to collect
armfuls of dry leaves, which seemed to be one of the objects of
these nocturnal excursions. After walking for about an hour, the
ground began to rise, and they presently found themselves
confronted with a long low cliff of limestone. This they followed
for some distance along the foot, until they came to where a narrow
fissure opened in it. Through this fissure the monks passed one by
one, Maelcho submissively following them.

It became pitch-dark the minute they got inside,
the steep rock-walls on either hand cutting off the rays of
moonlight, which had hitherto kept them company. Sometimes, they
stumbled over slimy boulders or across leg-breaking holes in the
ground; sometimes, their feet were in water, or they were caught by
bushes, sticking out of the ledges. After a couple of sharp twists,
a red light broke suddenly upon their eyes as they turned a corner.
It came from where the side of the fissure ended abruptly, leaving
a hollow space at the bottom, from the low arch of which a row of
enormous stalactites hung down a yard or more, and below which the
light flowed out, making a red quivering lane of the pools, which
stretched to their feet. It proved to be the merest flicker of
light, only a bit of lighted bog-wood stuck in the ground, but by
comparison with the utter blackness they had been wading through,
it seemed vivid and even blinding. Behind, sharply defined by it, a
small white figure rose from a heap of straw, stretching out a pair
of thin eager hands and hailing the new-comers in a voice which,
though hollow and broken with coughs, seemed so curiously,
unaccountably joyous, that it startled the ear almost more than the
red illumination had done the eye. Even Maelcho's dulled and frozen
wits were roused by it. It awoke in his mind the once familiar, but
now all but utterly forgotten, sense of welcome and home-coming. It
seemed to be addressed to him personally, that eager friendly
voice, so human and so kindly.

Chapter XL.

Unlike the former and artificial cave, which
Maelcho had shared with the children, and which was fairly dry, the
one in which he now found himself literally ran with moisture. From
every stalactite and from every inch of the surface of the
limestone, the drops fell heavily. In some places, they ran in a
steady stream, which had worn a regular channel along the floor. In
others, the drops gathered at first slowly, imperceptibly, till,
growing larger and larger, the force of capillary attraction was
overborne, and they fell to the ground with a thud that was like
the precursors of a thunder-storm. The whole atmosphere was charged
with moisture. It seemed to reach the lungs like one of those dense
mountain clouds into which a traveller strays accidentally and
emerges, feeling as if he had been wading through a stream.

In the driest corner lay the sick monk, Michael
Galbraith. His bed consisted of a little straw; covering a heap of
withered leaves, of which a fresh supply had that night been
brought in, not, as the next day showed, before it was needed, for
the old supply was in many places worn completely through, by the
movements of his fevered body, so that the ribs of the stalagmite
floor were laid entirely bare.

Upon being told who Maelcho was, he had
testified the liveliest satisfaction, repeating his name again and
again with the same joyous intonation of welcome, which had almost
brought tears to that poor, seldom welcomed vagrant's eyes. It
seemed indeed to be the little monk's way to greet everyone and
everything with the same friendliness. He was like a man who, out
of the superabundance of his own extraordinary good fortune, cannot
help overflowing and bestowing a share of it upon all who came
within his reach. His little form shook with sociability, and his
fevered eyes sparkled joyously in their sockets every time anyone
approached to speak to him.

And yet, this was no easy bed upon which he was
lying! For hours of the day and night, his cough never seemed to
cease for a single instant. Like the drip of the water, the sound
of it seemed to be part and parcel of the place he inhabited; to
pervade and to fill every corner of it. His own cheerfulness,
however, never flagged. He possessed a small wooden cross, not a
regular crucifix, merely two bits of wood nailed together, the
angles of which were almost worn away by the perpetual clutch of
his fevered fingers. When the fits of coughing overtook him, he
would strain this cross tightly, holding it before his eyes, and
seemingly his whole body drew strength from it, as from an elixir.
Even when apparently at the last gasp, his clutch never relaxed,
nor yet that eager look of expectation which shone in his eyes. It
was not a look of resignation or of piety, so much as of simple
pleasure and anticipation; the look of a man who grasps some
infallible specific, which he has only to drain to the uttermost,
and all will go well with him.

He was dying rapidly, as everyone, including
himself, knew perfectly well. It was not a question of months or
weeks, but of days, or rather hours. Whether he would last through
the day then passing; whether he would die at night, or in the
daytime; above all whether he would for a certainty die before they
were forced, as they soon would be forced, to fly to some new
retreat; these were matters that were continually debated before
him, with elation on his own part, with something very like
conscious envy on the part of the other brothers.

A rough bench, made of two logs of wood, laid
together and supported at the ends, had been set in the mouth of
the cave, and it was upon this his days were chiefly spent. When
free from the clutch of his tormentor, he would amuse himself with
a thousand trifles. Now it was the birds, that came hopping in and
about the ravine; now perhaps the moths, which flitted like ghosts
round the cave; now again some big bumble bee, humming past with an
air of prodigious importance. If one of the brothers slipped in
their comings or goings through the ravine, or if the new comer's
big form got wedged between the masses of stalagmite in the cave,
then his laughter rang out, filling the whole gloomy place with its
feeble friendly sound.

To Maelcho, all this was a mystery, but unlike
most inexplicable things it awoke in him a feeling of interest and
sympathy, such as no grown person's sayings or doings had done
since his troubles began. In the days that followed, a fast
friendship sprang up between these two. Maelcho would sit for hours
at a time at the mouth of the cave, his eyes fixed on the small
face beside him, his arms as of old about his knees, but with a new
look in his face, the look of a dumb creature, into which something
of a human soul is coming by sheer force of companionship. As on a
former occasion, he had gone on repeating the word “dead,” so now
it was the kindred word “dying” which kept rising to his lips, only
this time it was not uttered lamentably, rather in a tone of eager
inquiry, varying the accent and staring hard each time at his new
friend, as if he were trying to understand what it was that made
dying seem such a pleasant process. Whenever he did so, Michael
Galbraith would lift up his head for a moment to nod and smile, as
one nods at a child, who goes on repeating something which everyone
knows, and which no one is in the least danger of forgetting, but
which is, after all, always pleasant to hear repeated.

“Yes, yes, friend Maelcho,” he said one
afternoon, when his cough was less troublesome than usual. “Yes,
yes, friend Maelcho; yes, yes, poor, big Maelcho — dying, dying!
Ah, it is a fine thing, a very fine grand thing, I can tell you,
friend Maelcho, to be dying. When you live, when you do not know
how long you may have to live; ah! then the days stretch out before
you — such long days, and so full of hunger, and of cold, and of
all sorts of trouble. You rack your poor head; you say to yourself,
'Should I do this, or should I do that, or how will it be if I do
so?' You worry it! Dear dear, how you do worry it!”

He stopped to rap his own shaven crown with an
air of amusement. “Poor head! poor, silly, old head!” he went on,
looking up at Maelcho and laughing. “But when you know that you are
dying quickly — quite quickly, friend Maelcho — when you know that
in a little while, a very little while; in two days, perhaps, or
three days, you will be off away, out there — out of it all — then
you sit at ease; then you rub your hands; then you say to yourself,
'Ha! ha! my good brothers, now you go and see to this and that; now
you worry your poor heads; now you ask yourself how this and that
is to be done! No more of such work for Michael Galbraith! Brother
Michael Galbraith is taking his holiday! Brother Michael Galbraith
is going home! Brother Michael Galbraith is standing outside of a
door that is opening slowly, very slowly, but soon it will be wide
enough, and then he will dart through.'”

He stopped to cough and lay back a minute, then
went on, though with more difficulty.

“And the best of it all, friend Maelcho, the
best of it all, poor big friend Maelcho,” he whispered
confidentially, “is, that no one can stop you. The more they try,
the less they can. You could not stop me, and the brothers could
not stop me, and all the strongest men in Ireland, and all the
Queen's soldiers, with their swords and guns, couldn't stop me. The
more they tried, or the worse they used me, the quicker I should
go. Phew! Phew! I away like the birds when you try to catch hold of
them. And the hunger, and the cold, and the rest — all helping,
friend Maelcho, all helping! Helping! Off! Away!”

He clapped his hands suddenly together and
looked up at the lane of blue sky above his head with an air of
mischievous triumph.

Maelcho listened like a child, understanding
after a fashion, not exactly the words, but still something. Even
in his best days, religious teaching had practically had no meaning
for him. “Going to Heaven,” for instance, meant going to some
country where, his master first, and all the greater Geraldines
afterwards in due order, would be lords and chiefs, just as they
had been in Munster; chiefs under the special charge of the Pope
and the saints, no doubt, but certainly not where any inferior
person could dream of being upon an equality with them. If not very
open upon this side, his mind, or rather his instincts, had been
open enough on another. He was an idealist, as all his race are; it
was in his blood, as it is in the blood of everyone of them. Born
clansman, too, and practically serf though he was, the idea of
freedom, of getting away somewhere into the open — “Phew! Away!” —
as the little monk said, had always been a favourite one with him
and of late had returned to him often, only in a new fashion. He
had felt it about all these dead creatures — dead men, dead women,
dead children, dead animals — of which he had recently seen so
many. They were free; they were out of it; they had got into some
country where nobody could do anything more against them; they had
even triumphed after a fashion, the only fashion in which it was
open to anyone to triumph in those days in Ireland. These dumb
notions of his, coming back to him now from the friendly lips of
the little monk, took hold of his mind and filled it. They did not
exactly disperse the clouds, but they remained there in spite of
them.

There was no time for any more such talks, for
two days after Michael Galbraith died suddenly, so suddenly and so
peacefully, that the brothers had hardly time to be summoned to his
side before the end came. He died in the nick of time, too, with an
appropriateness which he himself would have chuckled at. The
brothers were actually still gathered around the bench upon which
his body lay, when a terror-stricken messenger ran in to tell them
that their hiding-place was discovered; that soldiers from the
nearest military station were then on their way to it and would be
there for a certainty that evening.

It was a very trembling band that remained
staring at one another, after the messenger, having told his tale,
had torn frantically away down the ravine and disappeared. Maelcho,
who was a little way back from the rest, stood listening to their
talk, turning his piteous eyes from one speaker to another: not
fully understanding what they said, yet managing in his own way to
pick up the sense of it. He understood that they were debating how
to keep the soldiers from following at once upon their track. If
they found the cave empty, they would certainly be after the
fugitives without a minute's delay, whereas, if even one monk was
found there, it would cause a delay, and the rest might escape.
Death, bloody and speedy — or perhaps not so very speedy — would
assuredly be the lot of the one that tarried, and it was just the
realisation of this fact that was blanching the cheeks and
loosening the knees of the brothers. The younger monks especially
looked hard at one another. There was not a coward amongst them, or
they would not have been where they were, but misery and
starvation, instead of making death seem easier, made its
approaches — as often happens — appear only the uglier and the more
unfaceable. The work of selection, too, was ghastly and daunted
them. Who was to go, and who was to stay, and how was that choice
to be made?

By a common impulse, they turned and looked at
Brother Michael, as he lay there, his white face serene and
cheerful, as it had always been, and even a faint pucker of his
habitual air of amusement lingering about the comers of his mouth.
Then they turned again and confronted one another; each man reading
his own thoughts written out plainly in his neighbour's eyes.

Suddenly, a deep voice — one with which they
were hardly acquainted — rose from the shadowy corner of the
cave.

“Go, my brothers,” it said; “go! go! We will
stay — he and I — only he and I. Go! Go!”

The monks all started and turned simultaneously
to the spot where Maelcho was standing. Then a wave of relief shot
through the cave, and the eyes again met one another, but this time
they were the eyes of men reprieved. No hesitation was felt about
accepting the offer. To have shown any would have been regarded as
impious, seeing that so unlooked-for a deliverance could have been
designed only by Providence itself. The details were quickly
settled. If the big, half-witted seanchaí was to remain in their
place, it was quite clear that he must be made to appear like one
of themselves.

One of the tallest of the monks rapidly stripped
off his own white gown; a heavy white cucullus was folded round
Maelcho's shoulders, and a cowl drawn close about his grizzled
glibbe. In a twinkling, the fighting clansman had become to all
appearances mild brother so-and-so, just a dull-witted monk, like
any other. This transformation made, there was no further reason
for delay. With barely a word of farewell, with just a faint
feeling of compunction, which perhaps choked back that utterance,
the monks gathered up their few valuables — their one or two
relics, their few church necessaries — and stealing down the wet
ravine, disappeared silently one by one. Only one of them — Brother
Malachi, the oldest of the whole community — paused at the corner
and lifting up his wrinkled hands, held them aloft for a moment in
an attitude of benediction. Then he, too, turned, and toddled after
the rest.

A good many hours passed, after the sound of
their sandal-shod feet had died away in the ravine, and still the
soldiers delayed. Maelcho sat upon the ground, huddling his
unfamiliar white clothes clumsily about him. Now and then, he would
lift his eyes to the shrouded form beside him or higher up again to
where a little train of pink clouds was passing slowly along the
lane of sky. The bushes sprouting from the cracks had turned yellow
and hung like faded flags from the sides of the cliff. For hours
the silence remained unbroken. The dead monk with his smiling face;
the narrow strip of sky overhead; the pools reflecting the line of
clouds; these appeared to make up the whole world, so far as there
was any world visible.

It was nearly dark before the silence was at
last broken by a sound of footsteps; at first heard far off and
deflected by all the twists and turns of the passage, but coming
steadily nearer. Tramp; tramp; tramp; tramp, like some steadily
approaching tread of doom. Had Maelcho been as he once was, he
would long before this have piled up every stone in the passage,
would have heaped rock upon rock and sod upon sod, would have
mounted to the top and would have died, when die he must, with a
last good taste of fighting in his mouth. So changed was he, that
such an idea never even occurred to him. The fighting instinct
seemed to be dead in him; as dead as in the dead monk beside him.
He simply sat and waited for them to come and take him. The
soldiers were turning the last corner, and the blue and red of
their uniforms had begun to shine in the pools, when the wooden
cross which had been laid against Brother Michael's breast,
suddenly slipped from its place and fell to the ground. Maelcho
quietly stooped down and picking it up, hid it in his own gown.

It was a great disappointment to the soldiers
when, upon rushing down into the cave, they found, instead of
twenty monks, only two, and one of those two a dead one. Happily
for the brothers, it was too late for further pursuit that night.
Other prisoners had been taken in the course of the afternoon,
which had caused a considerable delay. After a short consultation,
it was decided to spend the night in the cave and to start as early
as possible next morning with their prisoners, of whom there were
six already, Maelcho making the seventh.

It was not till they were actually starting the
following morning that it was discovered that the one monk whom
they had succeeded in catching was, after all, an impostor. Then a
little rough handling sufficed to displace the cowl, showing no
tonsured head, only the ordinary tangled glibbe of a kern. The
discovery naturally produced an explosion of wrath on the part of
the soldiers, and, but for the positive orders they had received
that all prisoners were to be brought in alive that day, the sham
monk would undoubtedly have expiated his deceit then and there. He
was driven along under a rain of blows, which never ceased all the
time they were marching back to the camp.

It was a long, troublesome march, the tracks
through the woods being even more obscure than usual, owing to the
masses of dead leaves and withered bracken which covered them.
Maelcho was tied to a lad, who seemed to be an idiot, for his mouth
remained continually open, and every time he had to turn, he
uttered a short foolish laugh, something like the bark of a dog. At
a sudden turn in the path, they came upon a party of women and
children sitting in a hollow, just where the soldiers and their
prisoners would have to pass. Seeing them, the women shrieked
wildly and, picking up their children, fled precipitately. One
little creature — hardly more than a baby — was overlooked in the
confusion and remained sitting alone in the centre of the track,
its small brown toes stretched to the comfortable sunlight.
Maelcho, who happened to reach it first, tried to push it aside,
but at the approach of his roped hands, it drew back and staggering
to its feet, tottered a few paces; then, with a baby cry, half of
fright and half of anger, it fell down into a cushion of ferns and
heather, just out of reach of the party tramping by.

The soldiers laughed, and one of them pointed
his bill at it, but only by way of a joke. The clean steel shone
brightly in the sunlight within a few inches of its face, but the
baby did not seem to mind it. Probably, it was a full month since
it had seen naked steel so close to its eyes before, for after a
momentary start and wince, it began to laugh, the round
speedwell-blue eyes looking up out of the small brown face, as if
pleased by this glittering object so suddenly presented to their
notice. And with that they passed on and left it sitting by itself
and still laughing, amongst the withered bracken.

Chapter XLI.

In spite of their haste, it was nearly two
o'clock in the afternoon before they reached the quarters of the
officer, just then temporarily in command of this part of the
district. There was no village here, but a considerable number of
rough plank sheds had been run up for the soldiers, whose main
business at present was to watch over the wood-cutting. These sheds
stood now by themselves in the middle of quite a wilderness of
stumps and fallen trees; all this part of the forest having been
already cut down, and its late monarchs lying about over the ground
in every attitude of defeat and discomfiture.

Having been taken at a different time from the
other prisoners, Maelcho upon his arrival was separated from them
and tied up by himself. Probably to save the trouble of watching
him, or, perhaps, by way of punishment, he was tied up so tightly
and in such a constrained attitude, as to force his body and limbs
into unnatural proximity to one another. It was an attitude of
which every minute's delay increased the suffering, till it became
all but unendurable. He was not kept very long waiting, for the
officer in command was no other than Lieutenant, now Captain
Fenwick, and as conscientious as ever in the despatch of business.
He came out of one of the wooden sheds, accompanied by a younger
officer, who had recently arrived from England. Having summoned a
corporal and guard, they proceeded to make a tour of
inspection.

The other prisoners did not delay them long,
being mere peasants, from whom no information of any sort was
likely to be obtainable. Accordingly, the two officers presently
walked on to where Maelcho lay by himself amongst the fallen trees,
his face, distorted by the pain of his bonds, upturned to the
afternoon sunlight. While the circumstances of his capture and of
his audacious pretence of being a monk were being related, Captain
Fenwick kept looking at him, with his peculiar air of alert and
keenly observant curiosity.

“Lift him,” he said, with a glance at one of the
soldiers.

The man tried to obey, but, having dragged the
prisoner to a sitting posture by main force, the tightness of his
bonds made it impossible for him to be kept there, and he subsided
once more, with a groan, upon the ground. Captain Fenwick began to
get a little impatient. The day had been an unusually busy one;
many things pressed to be done; he expected Sir Nicholas Malby
himself to arrive that evening; there was really no time to give up
the whole afternoon to trying a single and evidently quite
unimportant prisoner.

“Stir him with your bill,” he said, in his tone
of quiet authority. “We must teach the fellow to hold himself.”

The soldier did as he was desired and made a
thrust with his bill at Maelcho's side. It was not a very deep
thrust, nor was it given with any specially malicious intent,
certainly with no more pleasure in the infliction of pain than a
boy finds who strikes at a horse when it is struggling to rise. But
from the position in which the prisoner lay it, it did inflict a
very great deal of pain; so much that it seemed for the moment
literally to divide body from soul, to pierce right through the
outer shell and casing to the innermost spirit within.

Under the stimulus of this pain, a curious thing
happened to Maelcho. His mind, which had strayed from him so long
and so far, seemed suddenly to return; all those clouds, by which
he had so long been encompassed, to roll back and to disappear. He
was awake at last, as he had not been for years past, as he had
perhaps never been in his whole life before. With a sudden
realisation of what was taking place, he looked up, knowing
perfectly where he was, and what had befallen him. He was caught;
the end, so long delayed, had come; there was no doubt of that. It
was not upon this obvious fact that his mind, however, lingered.
Like an arrow from the bow, it flew back to the past, to the old,
the well-beloved past. He was once again Sir James Fitzmaurice's
seanchaí; he was again with them, with his own little lady-girls.
Again he walked beside them; again he played with them; again he
heard their prattling voices, and as clearly as he had ever done in
his life. The joy of this realisation was so intense, that
everything else melted before it, yet it was only part of the
curious transformation which had overtaken him. It was a state in
which neither pain nor bonds had any further existence. He could
not himself have said whether he was in pain or not. He was free,
and that was all that mattered; free of everything and everybody,
including even his own poor crazy self. It was as though the poet
within him had escaped for a moment from its life-long imprisonment
within the serf, the savage, the more or less madman. The prick of
the bill had done it! He had won! He had escaped. It was the same
sense of freedom, the same sense of escape and emancipation that
Michael Galbraith had felt and had talked to him about in the cave.
He knew all about it now; he too had got hold of it, and no one
would ever be able to take it away from him. He was free! The very
sky overhead seemed to be ringing and tingling with the news. He
had got beyond them all; beyond his enemies, beyond his master's
enemies; beyond their hatred, beyond even his own hatred, for what
was there left for him now to hate?

Looking up, he saw the brilliant hazel eyes of
the young English commander gazing at him with an expression of
curiosity, and he looked back at him with a smile. It was a strange
wild smile, one in which that feeling of freedom and exultation
shone and pierced unmistakably.

Captain Fenwick drew his head back, as if a wasp
had stung him. The look that had met his from under that tangled
grey glibbe was the very last he would have expected to see there.
Hatred, in its wildest, most frantic manifestations; hatred and an
impotent desire for revenge he was prepared to see, and, as a
student of fallen humanity, rather interested in seeing. Such a
look as this, however, was quite outside the range of his
calculations and was therefore annoying.

“Take him away,” he said, straightening himself
and carefully suppressing all signs of irritation. “Take him to the
edge of yonder forest, corporal, and deal with him there. 'Tis a
warning which some of our wood-cutting rascals stand somewhat
peremptorily in need of.”

“Clearly the fellow was either mad or drunk, and
in either case to delay further to examine him were but to waste
our time to no purpose,” he observed to his subordinate, as they
sauntered back together towards one of the sheds. They paused for a
minute before entering it, to glance at the group of soldiers, who
were beginning to move in the direction of the forest, their
prisoner in their midst, and their calivers gleaming suggestively.
Turning suddenly with a confiding gesture to his companion and
laying his hand lightly for an instant upon the younger man's
shoulder, Fenwick said, with that charm which, when he chose to
exert it, few could exert better, and very few had ever been known
to resist:

“Faith,. Davison, I can see that you — being new
to this miserable country — regard our methods of justice as
savouring just a little of the arbitrary! Nay, man, trouble not
yourself to deny it,” he added with a smile. “I was reflecting how
that 'tis often the better or at any rate the less brutish
qualities of our enemies from which we draw our largest profit, and
that 'twas a fair alms for us overtaxed commanders that these
rascals possess, unlike our own churls, a singular sort of
sensitiveness of body, which makes death to them a very much more
terrible matter if only it comes in some new and unlooked-for
guise. 'Twas Sir Nicholas who first perceived this truth and has in
consequence given orders that all prisoners taken in his district
within the next two months be shot and not hanged. He upholds that
it is the noise and general blusterousness of the method which so
scares them; not alone the man about to be shot himself, but — what
is of far more profit — those of his own sort and breeding, who are
forced to stand by and look on.”

The corporal to whom this experiment in the art
of punishment had been confided — no other than the famous
grumbler, Tom Gallop, recently promoted to that rank — having
loosed his prisoner's bonds, was meanwhile hurrying him along to
the edge of the forest, which had now retreated nearly a mile from
the line of wooden sheds. They had already crossed more than half
the cleared space and were getting close to where the woodcutters
were at work, when they were met by a troop of horsemen, advancing
rapidly from the opposite direction. At their head rode a young man
in the dress of an officer, who checked his horse for a moment and
turned to look at the party of soldiers hurrying along, with the
grey-headed prisoner in their midst.

It was Hugh Gaynard, who was returning from an
expedition in search of forage. With a vague feeling that the face
of this young officer who had reined in his horse near him was
somehow familiar, Maelcho looked up, blinking his eyes and trying
to remember when or where he could ever have seen it. Suddenly, a
flash of recognition flew across his mind, bringing back to his
face for a moment the old, friendly look of the seanchaí. Then Hugh
Gaynard recognised him, recognised the look, that is to say, for he
would not in the least have recognised the man himself. He started
and seemed to be upon the point of addressing him, but apparently
changed his mind. Having beckoned over the corporal, spoke to him
for a moment in a tone of authority, then, putting spurs to his
horse, he rode hastily on in the direction of the camp.

Corporal Gallop marched on again with an air of
exasperation.

“The Captain is as like to respite a condemned
rebel as I am to spare my dinner, when it gets amongst my back
teeth,” he muttered to the soldier nearest him.

In spite of this grumbling, he was quite aware
that he would have to do as he was told, for Hugh Gaynard's
position was a very different one now from what it was when we last
followed his fortunes. Every month since then had seen him rising
steadily in his superior's favour; every month had seen him gaining
standing and reputation as a capable, painstaking officer. His
intimacy with Fenwick was as close as ever, with a good deal closer
flavour of equality about it. With Fenwick at his back and Sir
Nicholas Malby behind Fenwick again, there was very little fear but
that his fortunes would rise quite as rapidly and to quite as
imposing a height as his best friends could desire. So rapidly, in
fact, had both young men been advancing of late, that it needs no
very great courage to predict that, not alone would Sir Henry
Fenwick, but in all probability Sir Hugh Gaynard also, would be
serving the Queen before a great many more years had passed over
their heads.

Chapter XLXII.

From this point the forest was still a forest
and went sweeping joyously away, in one great unbroken billow of
greenery. Blue smoke curled against the yellowing trees; the steady
“chip, chop, chip” of the axes rose in an even rhythm; the bare
limbs and multitudinous rags of the woodcutters bending over their
work; the soldiers in their stained red and blue uniforms,
strutting about or collected in knots over the ground; the cleared
space in front; the still unconquered kingdom of trees stretching
away behind. The little boy, the “Dicky Dimmock”, was at that
moment playing about in the middle of a great heap of chips and
looking remarkably at his ease in an extraordinary little garment,
all blue at the back and red in the front, made up of stray scraps
of military cloth, which Gregory Gibbs' own clumsy fingers had
contrived to sew together for him.

Seeing this new body of soldiers arrive with
their prisoner, he deserted the wood-chips and went a little
nearer, in order to see what they were going to do with him. Hugh
Gaynard having given directions that the culprit was not to be
executed at once, Corporal Gallop had him secured upon his arrival
to one of the fallen trees, multitudes of which were lying about
over the ground. There were so many soldiers present, and the
prisoner himself seemed so little disposed to try to escape, that
it did not seem worth while to tie him up very tightly again. He
was merely secured with a rope about his waist and another round
his neck, the ends of which were attached to the fallen tree, and
he was left by himself, while the soldiers strolled away to join
their fellows.

Maelcho sat upon his log, looking vaguely about
him, his fingers straying backwards and forwards over the little
bosses and unevenness of the bark upon which they rested. That
strange clearness and sense of unwonted intelligence, which the
prick of the bill had produced upon his mind, had by this time
faded away, but he still felt light and happy, free of all that
weight of gloom and of those black thronging shadows, which for
years had so haunted him. An odd mixture of buoyancy and drowsiness
seemed to have taken possession of his frame. He felt tired and a
good deal older than he had ever done before, yet at the same time
quite comfortable and even elated, as though he were in some
unusually happy dream. By moments, he remembered quite clearly all
that had lately taken place; then these newer scenes and
impressions would melt away, and other and older ones come in their
room. Little incidents of the past two years kept appearing for a
moment before his eyes, and then vanishing again. A violent
snowstorm which had assailed him and others in the wood of Kilquegg
rose for a moment vividly. He recognised the drowned look of the
forest, with its tufts of prickly gorse and other undergrowths, all
roofed over with snow, and the crowd of shivering creatures trying
to shelter amongst them. His eyes seemed actually able to follow
the descent of the white feathery particles, circling, circling
down from above, so soft looking and so cruel. Suddenly, this
picture was crossed by another picture, that of a rush of armed men
sweeping back into camp, from some deed of prowess. The next
moment, the snow and the crowd of shivering figures, and the armed
men had all alike disappeared and he was back again upon the fallen
log, with the mild autumn sunshine filling the space in front of
him, across which a crowd of gnats were weaving an elaborate zigzag
pattern. A bee came bustling by, and this set him thinking for a
moment of Brother Michael Galbraith. He watched it, examining
carefully every bit of a belated spray of harebell, bell by bell
with the utmost regularity, until, happening to blunder against one
of his own ropes, it suddenly rose in the air and went off with an
indignant buzz.

Meanwhile, the “Dicky Dimmock” had been drawing
gradually nearer, peeping out at the prisoner, first from behind
one tree stump, and then another, until now he was quite close to
where he sat. Here he remained for some minutes, one small pink
foot curled over the other, peering at him, with his head on one
side, and his eyes cocked, in the attitude of a contemplative robin
redbreast. He began to sidle along the fallen tree, a little
nearer, and a little nearer yet, till he was within touching
distance of him.

Gregory Gibbs — his legs still very far apart
and his hands upon the stock of his gun — stood watching these
proceedings, with a slightly jealous expression upon his face.
Presently he saw that the “Dicky Dimmock,” not content with patting
and stroking the prisoner, had actually clambered up on to his
knees and, leaning against his shoulder, was talking rapidly to him
in his own tongue; doubtless retailing the various incidents that
had befallen him since he came under his present illustrious
protectorship.

To these confidences the grey-headed culprit
listened silently, looking at the child from time to time with a
friendly, but rather a puzzled expression, and then over his head,
as though he were trying to see something that was a long way off.
Gregory Gibbs felt rather drawn himself towards this big
elderly-looking man, who seemed he thought harmless enough, and
would have liked to have shown him some little signs of
friendliness. He had a feeling however that it would be improper to
do so, and that it was unsoldierly and even disloyal to take any
notice of rebels and suchlike enemies of the Queen. Accordingly, he
remained where he was, stretching out first one long leg and then
another; clearing his throat at intervals and bringing the butt of
his gun down with a clanking noise upon the ground, by way of
proving to himself that he really was doing something.

An hour passed thus. The sun was beginning to
get low. Dull violet shadows were mingling with the pink veil,
across which the gnats still fluttered in a gauzy dance. Some
wood-pigeons passed overhead; a company of rooks, disturbed by the
latest clearance, were circling noisily about over the tree tops,
while from far away, somewhere to the south-east, came the thin,
long-drawn whistle of a curlew.

The soldiers who had come with Corporal Gallop
were getting thoroughly put out by this long delay. The woodcutting
was over for the day, and the woodcutters were beginning to
disperse, so that the example, for the benefit of which the
prisoner had been brought so far, would be lost. The other
soldiers, who had been on guard since the morning, were now free
and were beginning to collect their weapons and preparing to march
back to camp, jeering at those who were forced to remain behind. It
was all the more vexatious because there happened to be a reason, a
very particular reason, why everybody wanted to be back in camp in
exceptionally good time that day.

Corporal Gallop swore ugly oaths under his
breath, glancing ferociously at the prisoner, as though he were
responsible for the delay. All the soldiers fidgeted and grumbled;
the only perfectly placid person present being the condemned man
himself. He remained sitting as before, upon his fallen tree, with
the small boy perched upon his knees; sometimes listening to his
prattle, sometimes looking over his head at the trees or examining
the long line of stumps, which stretched away between him and the
camp he had been brought from. He was still looking about him in
this dreamy fashion, when another soldier came hastily towards them
from the same direction and went up to the Corporal, who thereupon
sprang up at once, with an air of alacrity.

“Ha! ha! What said I? So much for Master
Meddler! Pall to, men, and get the job done. Bustle, I say!”

The soldiers did as they were told, but not with
any special signs of alacrity, despite their avowed eagerness to
get quickly back to camp. They collected their weapons and, having
advanced to the log, made the prisoner get up and marched him
before them to the nearest of the still uncut trees, which happened
to stand a little apart from the rest. Here a consultation arose as
to whether it was necessary to tie him up to it, but as he
continued to be perfectly passive in their hands and appeared ready
to remain in any position they chose to put him into, it was
decided that it was not worth while. Having placed him with his
back against the trunk, they walked away about a dozen yards, in
order to take up their own position. Just as they were reaching it,
the small boy — who had been staring for some minutes at these
proceedings, with eyes which seemed to be getting rounder and
rounder — suddenly uttered a loud yelp of dismay and, taking to his
heels, shot away like a scared rabbit, fast as his legs could carry
him, in the direction of the camp.

With the same dreamy air of acquiescence, which
had made him all along seem more like a rather uninterested
spectator than the principal actor in the drama, Maelcho had got
up, had moved forward and now stood leaning against the trunk,
exactly in the position in which the soldiers had placed him. When
the small boy uttered that yelp of dismay and fled away, he looked
after him for a moment and then back at them, as if to ask what it
was that had so frightened him. Then, when he had quite
disappeared, he looked up at the tree, against the trunk of which
he had been placed, with much the same sort of friendly, but rather
perplexed expression upon his face.

Evidently, like the other trees around, it was
doomed, and would probably be cut down the first thing in the
morning, for a couple of rough notches had been chopped in the
bark, a little above the spot against which the prisoner's head
rested. It was an unusually large beech, over-swept with a wealth
of satiny foliage, which the breeze was at that moment rustling, as
it had doubtless rustled it every evening, for the last hundred
years at least. The prisoner's thoughts wandered away to other
beeches, which had befriended him in times past. Then he looked
back at the soldiers, who were blowing upon their matches and
otherwise getting their weapons — which were not at all weapons of
precision — into order.

Perhaps it was owing to the long delay; perhaps
to the exceptional docility and mildness of the culprit himself —
perhaps merely to the softening influences of that mildest of
autumn evenings: an unwonted reluctance was legible upon most of
the faces opposite, the men's expression betokening a gravity and
even a faint touch of awe, not certainly often awakened by such
necessarily rough and ready executions.

Upon Gregory Gibbs' boyish face this expression
was especially strongly marked. His cheeks were at one minute red
as fire, and the next became oddly spotted and mottled with white,
as if rough fingers had been pinching them. After the other
soldiers were quite ready, he kept on fidgeting at his weapon; now
pulling his match to pieces, now blowing energetically along the
barrel; noises which became irritatingly audible in the sort of
curious hush and suspense, which overhung the whole proceeding, a
hush in which the very forest itself — just then a
culprit under sentence of death — seemed to be consciously
partaking.

Suddenly, that hush was broken in upon by a loud
ejaculation.

“Tha bl-a-a-sted saand has got into ma gon! Aa
canna blow't oot! No, doom it, aa canna!” Gregory Gibbs exclaimed,
shaking his weapon and looking at it with an air of the most
praiseworthy indignation.

“Fall out then; fall out, Gregory Gibbs, and a
murrain on you!” exclaimed the Corporal angrily. “Close up, men;
close up! One, two, three!”

A sudden feeling of hurry, a sudden feeling of
excitement seemed to take possession of everyone present. Even the
passive prisoner appeared to share in this excitement, for he
looked up suddenly and, changing from his easy, leaning attitude
against the trunk, stood erect and opened his lips, as though he
were about to speak. If this were indeed the case, his words
remained unspoken or at any rate unheard. A roar from all the
calivers opposite broke simultaneously upon the silence.
Immediately, a shower of leaves began to fall from the lower
branches, fluttering here and thither like a flight of green moths
through the air. A veil of smoke filled the space about the base of
the tree, so that for several seconds nothing could be seen
distinctly. When it had cleared away, the prisoner was seen to be
still erect, with his back still against the trunk. Gradually
however he began to sink, his arms outstretched before him. There
was a momentary quiver of the rounded shoulders, and he suddenly
fell forward, his grey head pillowing itself against the roots of
the beech. Two of the bullets had penetrated to his heart.

“Wheel! March!” Corporal Gallop shouted harshly.
The men obeyed and marched rapidly away, two by two, towards the
camp, Gregory Gibbs, with a very white face, running after them and
taking his place once more within the ranks. For some distance they
tramped along thus, two by two; steadily, sulkily. Not a word was
spoken; not a man looked at his neighbour or turned his head aside
by ever so little to glance at what lay behind him. An air of
extreme and unnatural tension seemed to pervade the whole party, as
if everybody was thinking of something, of which no one spoke.
Gradually, this sort of tension and air of constraint began to wear
away, as they got further and further from the scene of their late
proceedings; their own rapid movements helping to disperse it.
About a quarter of an hour before they reached the camp, a loud
burst of shouting, accompanied with cheers and clapping of hands,
was heard proceeding from one of the nearest of the wooden sheds.
At that sound, the downcast faces all brightened perceptibly, and a
look of alacrity came into every soldier's eye. This was the reason
they had all been in such a desperate hurry to get back early that
afternoon. “The Green Dragon of London,” which had been expected
for more than a month back, had arrived in Waterford harbour three
days before, with fresh supplies of all sorts, and some of its
contents had been forwarded to the camp that very day. For the
present therefore, and for some little time to come, there would be
“meath and dring” enough for everybody, and to spare.
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Chapter I. - The Ring

Young Mistress Sabia lay on her nurse's neck.
From the window high up in the grey walls of Ardhoroe Castle, the
nurse could see the spring woods descending, pouring down the
castle slopes in waves of purple, snow white, and faint green. But
young Mistress Sabia turned her face from the delight of the window
and buried it, sighing, in her nurse's bosom. Above the brown head,
the old face was wrinkled and lined as if with the handwriting of a
hundred years, but the hollow eyes beamed with love.

“I think,” said Sabia, sighing once more, “there
is something the matter with me, Nurse Phaire.”

“Pulse of my heart,” answered the nurse, “is it
sickening you are, or what?”

Sabia lifted her up head, then turned again and
gazed upon the floor. Her brown cheek was flushed red, and her
hands were pressed together. She shook back the mass of curls that
fell from under her ribbon, half turned towards her nurse and
spoke, using a most pitiful voice.

“I have a pain somewhere,” she said.

“And where, my jewel?” asked the nurse,
anxiously.

“It is in my heart, nurse,” cried Mistress
Sabia, suddenly flinging her arms about the old woman's neck and
sobbing aloud. “I never meant to tell, but when I am without a
mother, and father is full of trouble and weighty affairs, whom
have I to find comfort with but you?”

“What's this you're telling me now?” said the
nurse, doubtfully; then all at once reading the secret half
discovered by the flushed cheek and the sighing mouth, she cried,
“Ah, my lamb and my heart's treasure, you're not after giving your
heart away, and you so young?”

“Indeed, and I have not given it away,” answered
the young girl. “It has gone from me by no will of my own and left
an empty place behind. Night and day, I am in trouble from it, and
by no wish of my own at all. Last year, I remember, I was happy,
and now that seems so long ago.”

“And who in the world, child, is it that your
heart has gone seeking after?”

The young girl hesitated a moment, then turned
and whispered in the nurse's ear: “It is my cousin Estercel. It is
a great pity, but he is not caring for me at all.”

“Well, well, well; “and, “well, well, well, to
be sure,” said the old woman, softly, as she patted her charge;
“and it not so long since you were children together!”

“He is twenty-one years old, and a man, nurse,”
said Sabia.

“That is a great age, indeed,” said the old
woman, smiling.

But Sabia only sighed and pressed her hands
together upon her bosom.

“It is a dreadful sorrow,” she said. “I could
not have imagined that I should suffer like this. Perhaps I shall
die.”

The nurse looked anxiously upon her; the flushed
cheek was thinner than it had used to be; the small fingers had
surely grown finer. The old woman turned the delicate face round
between her two hands and examined it; there at the base of the
forehead's arch, each brow's edge was sharper, and her eyes burned
with a painful look.

“My darling love,” said the old woman, as she
gazed; “and there was I thinking it was nothing but the spring
weather — sure that was why I was giving you a little morning
dose.”

“I never took it, nurse,” said Sabia. “I always
poured it out of the window. I have been most unhappy. If I cannot
have some love to call my own, I would rather die.”

“It will come, my child; have patience, and it
will come. A face like my darling's will surely gather love.”

“I cannot find patience any more,” said Sabia,
sadly. “All day and all night, I am tormented. And here is a
strange thing, Nurse Phaire: all day and all night I am longing for
my cousin Estercel to come, and when I do see him riding to the
door, I am forced to go away to hide. I cannot bear that he should
look at me. Nurse, you know when the sun shines in the middle of
the blue sky, you cannot look up without being blinded. That is how
my cousin Estercel's eyes appear to me; like the sun in a shining
blue sky. And, oh, nurse, the curls of his hair! They are like the
colour of the sun itself; and I am so ugly, and dark, and brown. It
is no wonder he will not look at me.”

“What!” said the old woman, in indignation. “He
not look at my girl, and she an O'Neill and the heiress of
Ardhoroe, and he only an O'Neill on his grandmother's side, and
that three times removed?”

“You are forgetting now that my father will
marry again, nurse,” said Sabia, seriously. “And my cousin Estercel
has no covetous mind. He is not the man to go hunting castles. It
is only that he doesn't care for me. And he never will; of that I
am sure; and I shall be lonely till I die,” and down fell her
tears.

“Hush, now, hush; and never fear, my precious
jewel,” said the nurse, taking her to her bosom. “He shall turn to
love you as sure as the sun shines this day. We will find a good
plan. I will be thinking now that my child may have her wish.”

She rocked the young girl to and fro upon her
knee while she gazed out upon the rolling woods, and every wrinkle
in her old face seemed as wise as a hundred years.

Presently, she spoke. “There is a drink we could
be giving him,” she said, musing, “if I could mind what to put in
it. This was how my grandmother used to be saying it …” — she still
rocked her nursling, while she bent her ear sideways, as if
listening far down the past: “'Take the blood of a black hen, seven
spiders' stones, the ashes of a ram's thigh-bone …'”

“No, no, nurse,” cried Sabia, leaving the old
woman's knee and moving to the casement. “I do not like that at
all. You need not tell me any more of it.”

“Just as you please, my lamb, just as you
please. And, indeed, that drink is troublesome to make; and since
you are not liking it, maybe I can find some other way.”

Still keeping her place on the low oak chair,
she rested her elbows upon her knees and her white-capped head upon
her hands. Sabia stood by the window, gazing, a small, slight
figure, too sensitive, one would have said, for solitary battling
in such stormy days.

“There is a charm that I mind now,” said the
nurse at last, “and I never heard tell of it failing. You must take
a ring and put it in a bird's nest for the whole season of the
spring; and when it is well warmed through with bird-love, and the
young are ready to fly, you must give it to the person upon whom
you have placed your love, and in a while it is sure that he will
love you back again.”

Sabia turned her face eagerly upon her nurse,
and then her look again faded. “Ah, but,” she said, “my cousin
Estercel has great hands and fingers. Where will I find a man's
ring to put in the nest?”

“Mistress Sabia,” said the nurse, “the brooches
and the chains and the rings that were my lady your mamma's, that's
now in glory, are all put by for you till you come to be eighteen
years of age. The case they are in is in the old press in the blue
chamber, and the key of the press is upon my bunch. Shall we go now
and search and see if there is a man's ring amongst them?”

Sabia sprang forward and seized her nurse's hand
to pull her from the chair. “We will go down at once,” she
cried.

Then together they descended to the long room
below. It was lit by three narrow windows, and at one end was a
great bed of state in faded blue, holding the secret of many a
birth and death of that dwindled house. Against the wall, facing
the blue bed, was a tall cupboard of black oak carved with curious
figures strangely spreading their feet and hands. Having closed the
door, the nurse chose a key from her dangling bunch; opening an
inner drawer, she drew out a velvet case, once purple, now faded to
a score of different hues.

The old woman carried the case to the bed, while
Sabia eagerly followed her; together they opened it and gazed upon
its contents. The box was very old; within, the jewels lay heaped
together, emitting faint rays of light. Sabia put out a half
reluctant hand, lifted them one by one and laid them on the bed.
Two gold chains she laid out, then a necklace of brilliants, set in
solid silver, chased and tarnished; large, heavy bracelets
encrusted with various coloured stones; two worked brooches of the
old Celtic fashion, both of gold; a waist-chain, and a gem for the
forehead.

Then the nurse picked up something that lay at
the bottom of the box. “See here, rose of my heart,” she cried,
holding it up. “This is a man's ring, sure enough.”

Sabia seized upon it; but as she looked, blank
disappointment spread over her face. It was a huge old ring of
silver, of a great weight, with a narrow band, and a tower raised
upon it, on the top of which was a rough but ingenious carving of a
city, cut out of a bloodstone. Sabia looked despairingly upon
it.

“Oh, nurse,” she said, “you know very well
Estercel would never wear so stupid a ring! And then think of the
poor little birds!”—she smiled up in her nurse's face; — “a thing
so large and heavy, it would be worse than a cuckoo in the
nest.”

“Give it here to me, child,” said the nurse,
taking it and weighing it in her hand. “No, this would never do;
and now it is in my mind that one Sunday morning my blessed lady,
your mamma, showed me this ring in this very room and told me it
was the ring of the Lord Bishop Decies, who was her own
grand-uncle. And more by token, look, here is the likeness of the
city of Jerusalem on the top. That would be the terrible blasphemy
for us to be putting the Holy City for a nest of little birds to
sit upon.”

But Sabia seemed to care nothing for Jerusalem,
nor for the Lord Bishop's ring with that city on the top; without
heeding her nurse, she still continued her search in the bottom of
the box, nor did she pay more heed to the jewels laid out upon the
bed.

At length, Sabia raised her head. “See this one,
nurse!” she cried. “Would not this one do?” and she held out a ring
of gold, wide and thin.

The nurse took it from her and carried it to the
window; they stood together and examined it under the light; it was
worn and slender, a hoop of seven wires of twisted gold, ending in
a bird's head.

“Ah, Mistress Sabia,” said the nurse, “this is
the very ring for the charm; for look now, it has been carried for
long years on some man's finger. By the feel of it upon my hand, I
can tell that it was worn in love. Take it now in your hand and
see; there is trouble in the ring and much love; it is hardly cold
yet after God knows how many years.”

She placed the ring in the palm of Sabia's hand
and, tightly folding her fingers over it, bade her close her eyes.
The young girl turned pale as she stood, her face still raised to
the light of the window; the ring seemed to burn in her hand. For a
moment she waited, then opened her eyes. “Oh, it is true, Nurse
Phaire!” she said. “It is alive. I can believe it.”

“Hold it, Mistress Sabia,” said the nurse. “It
must not be left cold again. It must be warmed now with another
love, that it may bring happiness to you. Look, I will put it in
your bosom to keep until you find a nest,” and she tucked the ring
safely within the folds of the girl's dress, over against her
heart.

“I will go now, nurse, to the woods. I will go
this very moment,” said Sabia, eagerly. “The afternoon is early
yet, and the bushes are full of nests. Oh, I am so glad I told you!
My heart is lighter already.”

“Take the greyhound with you, child, if you will
go; he is watchful and obedient. Ah me! that these old bones can no
longer go wandering through the blessed green bushes; but the Holy
Power be thanked, I have still the sight of my eyes and can look
down from the window and see you go. Now I will call Mary to bring
your hood; she shall go with you too, and Dermot shall follow
behind. The times are rough, and my brown darling must go
safe.”

“And at the back of Dermot, a troop of horsemen
to ride the bushes while I go staring into a sparrow's nest?” said
Sabia, laughing now. “No, indeed, nurse, alone and in secret I will
go. I will not have the charm spoiled by the eyes and gossip of a
man and a maid. But I will take Lawdir, because he is a discreet
dog and will neither look nor tell again,” and with a cheerful face
she sped away.

“Mistress Sabia! Mistress Sabia!” cried the old
woman, hobbling along the passage. “Come back and listen to me. You
shall change that green gown for a worse. I will not have that fine
embroidery torn in the bushes. Put on the old gown, child of my
heart; it will not matter for that one.”

But Sabia would not listen. Presently, she came
hastening wilfully by, her white hood in her hand. The nurse was so
full of joy to see the brighter face and bearing, that she only
smiled.

Chapter II. - The Nest

Sabia went down to the moat-side where a broad
plank had been laid across. By the side of it, she paused and
whistled three times. While the last note was on her lips, a
greyhound came bounding round the castle wall and, coursing towards
her, fawned at her feet. She stooped and stroked him, and spoke
kindly to him, till the hound grew wild with joy. He sprang up,
with his forefeet upon her shoulders, and then she chided him till
his head drooped, and he fell soberly behind as she turned. Very
lightly she crossed the plank that rose and fell under her step
and, running down the farther slope, was soon safe among the
bushes.

Joy was in her feet as they sped along; like
tiny wayward children, they danced in their hurrying to and fro.
She had nursed her loneliness and sorrow so long in secret, that
unburdening and the entering hope made a new day for her.
Everything about her was sharing in her joy. Green buds in showers
gemmed the boughs. A rustle of life that stirred filled the air,
and over and through it cried the ecstatic songs of the birds;
everything living was rejoicing because of its mate. Sabia rejoiced
also; for hope and an innocent imagination painted the image of
Estercel before her in livelier, yet more delicate, colours than
the seen love brings to any created eye. The ring that was to charm
him was clasped to her heart with one hand, while with the other
she parted the boughs to gaze into the secret hiding-places of the
spring.

From her earliest childhood Sabia had made
companions of the birds; she knew them well, their names and their
song, their looks and their behaviour. Now she was pondering deeply
to which of them all she should deliver the treasure of her ring.
The fighting doves she would not trust, even if, with the terror of
her nurse before her eyes, she dared to climb so very high in her
good gown with the wide sleeves and her snow-white under-dress. The
thrush she loved with her whole heart; she knew him for a kind soul
with a great angelic song. But when she looked into his nest, she
could not bear to trust her ring to that clay bottom. The blackbird
had a better nest, and for a while, she hesitated by one, fresh
built in a thorn. While she waited, up came the shining black cock
with a fierce shriek, his broad rustling tail expanded, his bill
like gold in the sun, and his jewelled eye upon her. She drew away,
shaking her head at him; she knew him, too, and how all the birds
ran before him at the winter feeding. Neither he nor any of his
rearing should have her ring! By more than one nest she paused and
waited. Should the robin take it? He was our Lord's own bird; she
would wish that breast with its holy stain pressed against her
ring. But upon every day in the year, except Good Friday only, he,
too, was fighting; so neither would she think of him.

Dreaming and searching, and pausing here and
there, she came at last to a small open space that seemed like a
safe green chamber in the descending wood. Below, seen through the
trees' arch, glittered a small bright lake. All around, the songs
of the birds still continued; for this was the time of year when
they can scarcely sleep for joy. Beginning now to be tired, Sabia
sat down to rest for a moment on the well-mossed ground; the
greyhound, who followed all the way obediently behind her, came and
lay at her feet. Across the floor of moss stood a young beech with
small leaves of a piercing green. Sabia soon noticed that one
hanging branch swayed and rocked continually, and as she watched,
she saw a reddish breast and the flutter of a white feather in a
wing. She sat still till the branch ceased its swinging for a
moment; then she stole towards it. Soon she found that flat upon
the fork of the bending bough two chaffinches had built their nest.
It was a round, perfect house of love, so clever, coloured so
softly, so feather-lined. Carefully, Sabia laid the tip of one
finger within; the nest was warm and as soft as down. Without more
hesitation, she took the ring from her bosom, kissed it once,
slipped it in the nest. Then, afraid of her own deed, she fled up
through the woods, her heart beating, her breath panting on her
lips. She had done a terrible thing — she had plucked her
long-secret love out of her bosom to put it to the hazard of that
rocking branch, of those beating wings, of those wild and tiny
hearts. If these should fail her now, what could her own heart do
but break?

All that night, Sabia tossed upon her bed,
dreaming of birds' wings and feathers, and the eyes of Estercel;
wondering, when she woke, how her ring was faring away down in the
dark among the wild creatures of the wood; grieving for fear the
chaffinches should quarrel with the ring and desert the new-built
nest.

Although she was now a young lady, she still
took her morning meal with her nurse in the upper room. While her
grave father sat with his friends round the table in the hall, she
was off and away to her parlour of pure green hidden in the wood.
When she was come to the tree and the nest, a small egg lay right
within the circle of the ring. Sabia held her breath for pleasure,
so unexpected it looked, so pure in its pale colour, so delightful
in its shape; it seemed to her as great a wonder as any star.
Thereafter, Sabia came each day to the wood. The chaffinches were
wild and shy, but as she stepped softly and seldom came quite near,
they soon became used to seeing the silent creature seated over
against them in her plumage of green or brown, with her grey
companion sleeping at her feet.

As there was little to do as she sat, Sabia kept
her prayers to say in her new chamber in the wood. She told her
rosary over as she sat among the leaves, and each day she added a
prayer for Estercel. Each day, the roof of leaves grew deeper; the
beeches flourished to a more amazing emerald, till the wood was lit
by a quivering green light. When the sun shone and a breeze blew,
Sabia watched the moving golden circles of the light that fell
through the leaves and spotted all the ground. In the top branches
of the beech-tree, the cock chaffinch showed his red breast and
sang his quick song; his silent mate sat below, obediently
accomplishing the wonder of the nest.

Sabia sat always where she could see the smooth
brown creature spread upon the nest, the bright eye that gazed so
patiently abroad, the head that turned so silently, pleased with
the song that sounded far above.

After a time came one morning, and when Sabia
came to the nest, in place of the fair smooth eggs, five ugly
little naked souls with gaping mouths sat all together upon her
ring. Sabia went home vexed that day.

“Their looks disgust me, Nurse Phaire,” said
she. “I never saw young birds so ugly. They have got no feathers
on. Their mouths are as large as their bodies, and they all squeak
together. I do not like them to be sitting on my ring. I had a mind
to have it out again.”

Nurse Phaire shook her head wisely upon the
ignorant girl. “Mistress Sabia is proud this morning, and
handsome,” said she. “But I remember a Mistress Sabia that was
given into my hands one morning, seventeen years ago, who was no
handsomer nor wiser than these little birds. Ah, God knows the
young are scornful, but an old woman like me knows what goes before
and behind them and is never proud at all.”

Sabia stood pouting and bending her brows on her
old nurse. The old woman could not bear to see her cross; she
reached out her hand and pulled the young girl on to her knee.

“There, there, child of my heart, sure I never
meant to vex you. Handsome you are and proud you may be, and have a
good right; but not too proud to love the poor old woman that
nursed you. The ring is doing finely. It will be holding the better
love surely now, for the pity of love will be in it, and it will be
strong against sorrow and sickness and age.”

Sabia kissed her back again and next day
returned to the wood. As she watched the parent birds at their hard
labours of devotion, she learned the pity and the service of love.
Her tears dropped down that morning as she thought on suffering and
age and death, and pride left her heart. Then with a better wisdom,
she began to think again of Estercel. Below her, the lake shone. In
waving lines along its face, the edges of the ripples caught the
light, till it seemed as though rows of diamond lamps were being
lit, bright as the spirit in those eyes that had troubled her
peace. If only, she was thinking, her nurse's charm taught Estercel
to look kindly upon her, her feet and her hands should be his
servants till the last hour of age should bring her death.

Day by day, the feathers grew upon the young
ones in the nest; day by day, the red breast and the brown laboured
ceaselessly from dawn till dark to keep them satisfied. And in the
labour seemed to be their pleasure, too, for the song from the
beech-tree, though less frequent, was as loud as ever. At length
came a morning when the first young bird, full-feathered, very
round and fat, most pretty now to Sabia's eyes, sat on the edge of
the nest. Many times, the short wings quivered and lifted, like
living creatures that themselves desired the air, only to be folded
once more. At length, with a mighty effort they rose again, and
father and mother shrieked for joy as the first young bird
fluttered over the edge of the nest and tumbled on to the moss
below.

Another followed, and another, till only one was
left in the nest. Then Sabia rose up and went over, for she feared
lest her ring should be left cold. One young bird she lifted up, so
round and sweet and short-tailed that she must needs kiss his downy
feathers before she drew out her ring. It was quite warm and
shining bright. Her fingers thrilled as she held it; her heart beat
as she hid the charmed gold in her bosom. For a moment longer she
lingered to gaze at the wonder of the unsoiled nest that had been
the house of such delight, and that so soon now would be left cold.
But, once she turned, it was very fast she ran up through the wood
to carry her treasure to her wise nurse, who awaited her.

As Sabia ran up the castle slope, she began to
worry. “Oh, nurse,” she cried, as she gained the upper room, “what
are we going to do? I have taken the ring back again; it is quite
warm. But how in the world will we get my cousin Estercel to put it
on his finger? I wonder I never thought of that till now.”

“Where have you got the ring, my lamb!” asked
the nurse, and Sabia gave it to her.

The old woman closed her eyes and held it tight
in the palm of her hand. “It is indeed quite warm,” she said,
presently. “God bless the little birds for as innocent as they are.
But see here now; I have a chain for you, Mistress Sabia, that I
found in the box.”

And she strung the ring upon a light-linked
chain and fastened it round Sabia's neck.

“There, my lamb,” she said. “Keep it close and
wear it night and day. The bird's charm is in it safe enough.”

But the girl's mind had returned to its care.
“But, nurse,” she said, “what about my cousin Estercel? The ring
may hang round my neck for a twelve-month, for all the boldness or
power I have to get it on to his finger.”

“Leave it to me, my jewel,” said the old nurse,
“leave it to me. Have patience, and I will find a way.”

All the summer through, Sabia waited, and she
had the more patience because she felt always the secret of the
ring next her heart; and because she believed in it and in the
wonder that would come of it, she had begun to fear. She was
content to put off her happy days and keep before her this promise
of wonder that glorified all her future, like a rainbow that
crosses a spring sky.

Sabia had the more leisure for her dreams, since
serious matters occupied the attention of her father and of those
gentlemen who were his friends. The north under Tyrone* was daring
once more to lift up its head and stare across at the great
Elizabeth who sat angry on her throne, composing splendid sentences
of vituperation which she hurled cross the sea. Robert Cecil** was
secretly casting his nets, a wide throw. The whole country was full
of those uneasy rumours of threatening wars that send men riding
and speaking much secretly together. Therefore Sabia, who was
accounted by her father as still a child, and who, moreover, had no
sister nor near kinswoman, was left much alone.

(* County Tyrone in North Ireland; ** Robert
Cecil, 1st Earl of Salisbury (1563 – 1612), statesman, spy-master
and minister to Queen Elizabeth I.)

So it passed till, with the mists of October,
Tyrone went hunting the stag. At the dawn, Sabia's father rode
away, and Sabia beside him to keep him company for the first miles
of the way; then she must needs turn her horse's head and ride home
again, for the hunt was too far and too fast for her, and,
moreover, there were to be other matters on foot besides the stag.
Towards dusk, the young girl stood by one of the hall windows
watching the narrow road that wound down from the castle gate. The
October mists were rising and cloaking the colours of the autumn
trees. For an hour and more, she stood dreaming and listening to
the robins' song that came up from below. At last, with the
deepening of the evening, colour and song together faded away, and
the silence was for a while complete.

Then with a start, she lifted up her head, for
she heard the sound of jaded, stumbling hoofs. Surely, it was the
sound of more men than rode out behind her father in the morning.
While she listened, out of the dusk appeared figures, two horsemen
that rode the winding white track and seemingly talked together,
and one bigger than the others who rode a white horse a little way
behind, and at the back of him again two serving-men. As they
reached the foot of the steep castle slope, she could hear the
breathing of the sorely blown horses. Then she saw that the tallest
of the horsemen dismounted and led his horse up to the castle,
speaking kindly to him.

Sabia saw that it was Estercel. Like an arrow,
she flew from the hall and up the stairway to her chamber above,
for the ring seemed to burn her bosom. From her chamber, she heard
a tramping and a shouting, and a running to and fro of serving men
and women, and all the noise and open-air clamour that the return
of gentlemen at the close of a day brings to a silent house.

An hour and more passed, and no one had been to
seek Sabia. She felt herself forgotten. The tears were standing in
her eyes, when suddenly the door was pushed open, and Nurse Phaire
came in. The old woman saw the figure of Sabia against the dusky
window where she waited.

“Mistress Sabia! Mistress Sabia! The master has
been calling for you! What have you been doing not to come down?
There was I must find the linen and put those lazy girls to set two
chambers ready for the gentlemen with him, for their horses are
over-ridden, and they can go no farther tonight. Ah, but if you had
known who was here with his Honour, you would have run down fast
enough, I promise you. But come now, my lamb; I have a sight for
you to see.”

She took the reluctant girl by the hand and
pulled her from the window and out into the dark passage, where a
lighted candle stood. Without allowing her time to pause, the nurse
hurried her along till they came to a narrow passage where one
could hardly pass, at the end of which was a tiny flight of steps
and a narrow door. This the nurse opened with a key, and in another
moment, the two stood in a narrow dark gallery that ran along the
north end of the hall. Laying her hand upon Sabia's mouth, the old
woman drew her silently forward into the centre of the gallery.

Below in the hall, a huge fire of logs was
burning on the flat hearthstone, and the flames with a galloping
sound were rushing up the great black chimney. The dark hall was
full of their light; they and the quivering radiances that streamed
from them leaped and fought and played with a gaiety more brilliant
than is shown by any children of the summer sun. Sideways, over
against the fire, was a black oaken seat heaped with skins and
furs. Upon them, carelessly stretched, lay a man in his first
youth, sleeping sound. His whole attitude expressed the healthful
weariness of the day's hunting and the pleasure of rest. He was
dressed in a suit of light homespun cloth. The strong curling locks
of hair upon his head and neck had the colour of the flame-light;
but for all this grace of youth, his face was that of a man, and
his limbs, so negligently thrown down to sleep, appeared lengthy
and strong.

“Mistress Sabia,” whispered the nurse, “see how
he's sleeping — for all the world like an innocent child. Thank
your nurse, my lamb, for she had him washed and dressed and got him
down before the rest of them. Take up your gown now, child of my
heart, and run down as quick as the wind, and as quiet, and clap
the ring upon him while he's sleeping. Holy saints, bless the boy;
he's tired out.”

“Oh, I cannot, nurse; I am afraid. If he wakened
and caught me, I should be lost,” whispered Sabia, in great
fear.

“Give me the ring, then, silly child,” said the
old woman, crossly. “You can go quick, and I go slow, and someone
may be coming into the hall. Stay there, then, and watch, if you
are afraid.” Grumbling under her breath, the old woman hobbled
along to the gallery door.

Sabia waited a moment, gazing down upon the
young man's heavy sleep, while she wrung her hands together in
distress. To her nurse, her cousin Estercel was but a splendid
child; to her, he was the burning spirit of life itself, at once
terrible and beautiful, offering her sharp arrows and an enchanted
cup. She could hear that her nurse was near the bottom of the
winding stone stair; she could not bear to see her approach the
young man with the ring. As though her feet were winged, she fled
back through the dark passages to her own chamber and cast herself
in an agony of shame upon the floor.

“Oh, I am a very bold girl,” she cried to
herself. “How could I think to do such a thing? If he finds it out,
he will despise me for ever, and then I shall die in earnest.”

Presently, in came her nurse, laughing and
carrying two wax lights with her. “Get up, get up, Mistress Sabia,”
she cried. “What is it you're doing lying there on the floor? And
nothing but the best of good fortune in store for you now from this
out. The ring is on his finger, and he's fast yet. He never
stirred, no more than the wolf that owned the skin that's under
him. Quick now, child, come and let me dress you. His Honour has
sent word you are to come to the table tonight, and I have got some
things out of the box for you. Let me dress you and make you as
handsome as the heavenly stars.”

According to long use and wont, the nurse took
hold of her charge, undressed and bathed her, combed her thick
curls while Sabia fretted; put on her an under-dress of white
homespun wool, and over it a garment of white silk, the piece of
which had been brought over from France but five years before. If
Sabia had any pleasure in the toilet, her nurse had twenty times as
much. Sabia had grown tall enough now to reach for the fruit that
grows on the boughs of the tree of life; her lips were ready for
tasting it; and the old nurse felt that she could lie down in
peace, once she saw her darling satisfied.

But Sabia herself knew care and dread. How could
she bear to see the open sign of her long-cherished secret, under
the eyes of all, upon a careless hand?

When at length she was fully dressed, she stood
before the brazen mirror, and the old woman bound round her head
the narrow golden band with the white beryl-stone in the centre
that shed a pale lustre upon her forehead. Sabia looked in the
mirror, that gave back an uncertain reflection like one seen in
water. But she took no pleasure in what she saw, neither in her
eyes, which were like a dark night of stars with a round white moon
riding above, nor in her gown of silk, nor her thick locks. She
only thought, “Oh, if I had but hair the colour of the sunlight and
eyes like Estercel's, he would not turn away from me.”

But as she thought it, a knock came to her door,
and a voice in the passage to say that supper was served in the
hall. Sabia had no courage to set out by herself; her face was
pale, and her nurse had to take her by the hand and lead her down
to the door of the hall, as she had been long ago used to do. But
when no escape was possible, and she must needs go in through the
lit arch of the doorway, she cast away her fears and entered like a
true daughter of her father's house. The nurse, for as long as she
could see in her corner by the door, watched her crossing the lower
end of the hall in her streaming white garments, with her head well
uplifted. As soon as the doorway's edge had hidden her, the old
woman turned and, smiling to herself, hobbled back to the upper
chamber. Then sitting down to rest in the chair, she fell fast
asleep, for she was very old, and Sabia's father, too, had been a
babe in her arms.

Some hours later she was suddenly awakened, and
there was Sabia waiting at her knees, in a young ecstasy, her face
like a dark rose for its wreath of smiles.

“Oh, nurse,” she cried, clasping her hands
together, “it is true, indeed it is, the charm of the ring. When I
was got in the hall and had given my father goodnight, Estercel
came straight across to me and said, 'Will you sit by me at supper,
Cousin Sabia?' And I was so glad. And all through the supper, he
talked to me and told me of the day's hunting and many matters
besides. And when my father desired me to leave them, he bade me
good-night most kindly, saying, 'Shall we meet again, Cousin
Sabia?' And I am so glad. And many times he looked down at the ring
upon his hand, and I could see he was thinking of it; and he asked
me if I believed in the fairies, and whether I had seen them, and
if there was any hurt in fairy gold. And, oh, nurse, charm or not,
I feel now I should never have done it, for I cannot bear to
deceive.”

“Tut, tut, and nonsense!” said the old nurse,
crossly, for she hated to be awakened from her sleep. “Where's the
deceiving? Get up from there, Mistress Sabia, take off your silk
dress and get into your bed. I'm perished sitting here.”

Chapter III. - Flummery* and Cream

(* Sweet soft pudding made of stewed fruit and
thickened with cornstarch.)

Fair mild weather was come in March. Snows and
rough winds might be waiting but a week away. On the hill-slope
below Ardhoroe Castle, young Sabia sat sewing very finely at her
embroidery. Queen Elizabeth sewing with her ladies that very minute
in London town could not sew finer than she, for she had been over
the sea to be lessoned in France, and that was more than Queen
Elizabeth had ever been allowed to do.

Sabia was dressed in a brown gown, sober and
neat. As she sat like a quiet brown bird on the hill, you might not
have cared to look at her twice. But if you had looked twice, you
would have looked a third time, and then perhaps again: for the
finger of mystery that smooths the velvet coat of the field mouse
and paints each feather of the lark, had touched and moulded her
small face into beauty and curled the spirals of her dark hair. And
the breath of mystery breathed also in the young girl's soul.

From time to time, she would hold her work aside
and turn her head to look upon a pleasant sight. On the short grass
of a little hollow near the bottom of the hill, which the sunshine
filled as though it were a cup, lay an enormous and truly splendid
young man. Beside him, couched like a hound, a white stallion of
great size and strength. The head of the stallion was stretched out
towards the young man, whose hand played with the rippled locks on
his forehead and neck. From the woods around the castle, hill rose
up the songs of birds, and from the castle itself came the noise of
the screaming of old women, while strange objects flew from the
open door.

“Listen to them now!” said the young man. “They
are doing great execution there above.”

Sabia bent her sad eyes down the hill and sidled
along the grass a little way.

“And not on the hall alone, Estercel,” said she,
“but on the whole place inside and out. It is no life for me, this
three days past. There are fifteen of them and all grandmothers;
oh, they are happy together! Not a mouse, nor a spider, nor an
earwig will be left in the castle by nightfall. Scarcely one of
them has a tooth left, so I get nothing for my food but flummery
and cream.”

“Flummery and cream is very good food,” said
Estercel. “Do you suppose there is any of it now in the house?”

“That I will soon discover,” answered the girl;
and lifting up her voice, she called on a high clear note: “Phaire,
Nurse Phaire!”

A shrill scream answered her, and the bent old
woman with a coloured head-wrap appeared at the door and hobbled
down the slope.

“Is it wanting me you are, my brown dove?” said
she. “Ah, ha, and so they are come, the two beauties of the world!”
and tottering down a few steps further she fell to contemplating
the young man and his horse with rapture.

“Estercel is hungry, Nurse Phaire,” said Sabia.
“Is there anything to eat above at the house?”

“Is there anything to eat at Ardhoroe Castle and
the O'Neill himself coming here the morrow's morn? Anything to eat?
Great are the preparations. Are there not twelve three-year-old
bullocks that have breathed their last, and as many sheep, and one
hundred quarters of wheat, and as much oaten meal, and the full of
a barrack of honey?”

“Half a sheep and four pounds of good oaten
bread will suffice,” said Estercel, his eyes shut as he lay in the
sun.

“As you wish, my lamb,” the old woman said
turning to climb the hill. Then clearing her throat, she stopped.
“That will be for the evening's meal, heart's jewel,” she said. “It
is not all in a minute that a sheep can be cooked. But if the
hunger is on you, I would counsel you to take something at once to
stay your stomach. There is some beautiful flummery jelly above,
made of the oaten seeds from Came mill, well steeped, and rich
cream. Better could not be had between here and Dublin. And, Sabia,
my jewel, the honey is come. Two dishes shall be brought you here
on the hill, and you will take your food here in the sun. Mary the
Virgin be praised for the weather!”

“I thank you, nurse,” said Estercel, while Sabia
looked joyfully up at the mention of the honey, her tears gone for
the moment. “I will be grateful also for a dish of oats for
Tamburlaine. Who carries me eats first.”

“Good, good,” said the nurse; “you shall be
served.”

And the horse who understood his master's
language lifted up his head and whinnied after her.

Sabia, her mouth full of honey and her eyes upon
Estercel, forgot for a while the trouble of her heart. But no
sooner had she finished eating than sharp sorrow ran like a pain
through her bosom, and she uttered a long and bitter sigh.

“What is the matter, my cousin?” said Estercel,
looking at her and perceiving that the water was standing in her
eyes.

“What is the matter?” said Sabia, in a grievous
voice. “Terrible war is the matter, and my broken heart, and that
you will be going away from Ardhoroe at the bidding of Tyrone
tomorrow.”

“And how do you know that?” said Estercel,
putting down the horn spoon with which he had been eating the oaten
jelly. In a moment, his face was changed: all the laziness gone,
white fire started in the blue eyes, and the tall neck was erected
on its broad base.

“Last night my father told it me,” said Sabia,
“that it might so happen that Tyrone would send you as an emissary
to Dublin.”

Estercel leaped to his feet. “What?” said he.
“Tyrone take and send me! The O'Neill! Oh, this is too much
joy!”

Sabia looked at the fighting face of him and the
ecstasy. She turned pale as death, threw her arms up above her
head, then flung herself face downward on the hill-side uttering a
low and bitter wail. Estercel was astonished. “Dear, dear, dear,
what is the matter?” said he and went softly and picked her up,
sorry at the sight of her pale face, all bathed in tears, and the
brown curls dabbled. Like a father, he took her on his knee and
soothed her with his great hand. But she turned cold and trembled,
and drew away from him. Then she looked up into his face with her
brown wet eyes.

“I have tried to bear it, and I cannot,
Estercel,” said she. “Listen now. I am alone in life. My father is
not loving me very much; he is too busy with his fighting. I have
neither mother nor sister nor brother. Is an old nurse of seventy
and a couple of aunts sufficient consolation for a young girl?
Since ever I could walk, you have been all that I care for.
Tamburlaine himself does not love you better than I, and, oh, woe
is me, your horse is your dearest.”

“That is not so,” said Estercel, with much
gravity. “There is no one in the world I love as much as you but
Tyrone himself. First him, then you, and then Tamburlaine.”

As he said the words, a white nose came over his
shoulder, and the girl was softly pushed aside. At that they both
laughed, and Sabia stood up on her feet. Estercel rose also, and
the jealous horse came and laid his head fondly down on his
shoulder while he talked.

“Wait now till I tell you,” said the young man.
“I am often thinking about you. I see how you are placed. I would
protect you if I could. Willingly I would take you for a wife to me
one day, were it not for one circumstance.”

“And what may that be?” asked Sabia.

“I do believe,” said Estercel, dropping his
voice and glancing around, “that I am beloved of a fairy woman. One
day of last October, I was sleeping out, and this ring was put on
my finger, and I asleep. Now, who could have done that but one of
the good people? And I believe the ring is bewitched, for I do
assure you I am not the same man since. I often start from my sleep
and have strange dreams, whereas before that day evening was
morning before I knew, and as it were at a clap. Therefore, if I
were to enter into any compact with you, I should fear the anger of
the apparition.”

Sabia's face became fiery red. “You are
mistaken,” she said boldly. “It was not sleeping out you were, but
in my father's hall. Nor was it one of the good people that put
that ring on your finger, but my nurse did it. And you say truly
that it is not as other rings, for there is a charm in it.”

A look of blank astonishment and then of angry
disappointment crossed the young man's face.

“Your nurse put it upon my finger?” he said at
last. “What at all possessed her to do such a thing? — and what
charm is in the ring?”

But Sabia could not answer; she turned away
twisting her hands.

“Answer me,” said he. “What charm has she put on
me, for I will know?”

For all answer, Sabia burst into tears. With an
angry gesture Estercel plucked off the ring and flung it at her
feet; then stalked away, followed by his horse.

Sabia sprang up and seized the ring. “Oh, it is
still warm, my thanks to the saints!” she cried, and clasping the
ring tight in her two hands, she took again her place on the
hill-side.

She had been sad before; she was ten times as
sad now. She thought of her convent at Rouen, the stone walls, the
stone-paved streets, the high houses, the ordered life that had
seemed to her stone bound. Almost she wished herself there again,
so loveless was her life among these men of war. To them, a sword
was more than love; a battle-axe a finer thing than friendship. Or
so, in her present mood, it seemed to her. Whether she looked to
the north, where Slieve Gallion, forty miles round, with his sheer
precipices, bogs, and quagmires stretched himself in the sun; or
southward across the forest to the blue hills that safeguarded the
north; or heavenward where the larks spun and chanted, it seemed a
cold and weary land, and she took no joy in it. She opened her hand
and gazed upon the ring, on the seven bands plaited together,
coiled four times about, ending in a bird's head curiously worked,
with a curved bill and an eye of green enamel.

“It is a wise-looking bird,” she said aloud.
“And the charm is in it yet. Could I but get it on to his finger
once more!”

Chapter IV. - Ardhoroe's Welcome

The broad lands of the North were scarce awake
the next morning, when the O'Neill, Earl of Tyrone,* came riding to
Ardhoroe. As the sun rose above the earth's rim, the shadows of men
riding four by four appeared black against the grey, coming out of
western Donegal. Hardly had the first white beams enlivened the
green of the slopes about the castle, before Tyrone's runner was
come, the silver axe on his shoulder and the breath well-nigh out
of his body.

(* Hugh The Great O'Neill /1550–1616/, 2nd Earl
of Tyrone (the Great Earl), leader of the resistance during the
Nine Years War /1595–1603/ against English authority in Ireland.
During this war, O'Neill was considered a King of Ireland.)

That was the way of Tyrone: up early and late;
riding, fighting, training up his men. A thousand at a time he kept
at his back. When they were well fashioned into stout soldiery, he
disbanded them and took other thousand; and this for years past he
had been doing, so that by now few indeed were the men of the North
that had not been under his hand.

All night Ardhoroe had been awake; long before
the dawn Estercel had gone out to meet Tyrone on his white horse
that loved the dark better than the day. All night there had been
baking of cakes of bread and roasting of mighty joints; for the
hospitable breakfasting of a thousand is no light matter.

Sabia, in her good green gown with well-snooded
hair, was waiting on the tower-top to watch the riders come in.
Winding like a dark serpent among the brown woods they came; now
seen, now half seen, now wholly hidden. Far away as yet, the music
of the war-pipes and the rumour of the hoof-beaten earth came to
the tower-top. All living things within the circle of the dawning
light awoke to the thrilling sound. Cattle lowed, every lark darted
to the sky; the blackbird chose the highest thorn; the sheep and
the young lambs cried to each other. Sabia waited on, a still shape
in cold morning air, till in the brightening light she could make
out the figures of the three leaders that rode in front; not far
behind was the white speck that told her that Estercel was
there.

From below came the noise of the shouting of
servants and retainers. The barn under the castle hill had been
cleared, and sledges loaded with provisions were run down from the
kitchens to supply the long tables that were set ready for the men
below.

Taking her gown in her hand, she descended the
tower stairs. The dark square stone hall had been hung with
hand-woven cloth, dyed by the women to the colour of the foxglove,
and round the walls were hung the ancient shields of the O'Neills.
The table of black oak, hacked and scored, that twenty men could
scarce lift, was polished and set with platter and bowl and shining
silver cups; one wrought tankard of gold that stood for Tyrone at
the high seat at the table end.

A well-built-up fire of logs flamed on the
hearthstone that was eight feet long by five feet broad and two
feet thick. The logs were skilfully laid on a broad base below
rising to a point; the darting flames drew from right and left to
the centre and sprang gorgeously up against the smoke-blacked
wall.

There was nothing of the heroic spirit in the
girl that leaned by the door-post awaiting the coming of the troop.
Many and many a princess and queen of men had come of her house,
women heroic and firm-eyed, who had not scrupled in the old days to
lead their men into battle when the need arose. But Sabia was as
tender as the she-dove; fear and pity were her portion in time of
war. A longing for the sweetness of love filled her heart and mind.
Her face was pale and still under the leaping light of the fire,
and despair of love unnerved the hands that hung down along her
dress. Her heart gave no welcome to the leader whose bonnet and
feather even now emerged from the dark wood paths: with her two
hands she could have pushed him from the door.

The ill moment comes even while we watch. Soon,
the shouting of the captains filled the air. The men turned out of
the ranks at the foot of the hill. The tramp of the horses, tired
though they were, thrilled in the stones of the wall. Winding up
the hill-slope, on foot came the little company of gentlemen, some
twenty in all; at their head, the big brown-bearded man in cloak
and bonnet, on whom the eyes of Europe were fixed. Was he not going
to dare the lioness Elizabeth who balanced all the reigning powers
with her two hands? As Sabia stood cold in the doorway, with a rush
and a scream the women of the house went by her, and the men after
them. Down in the dust they threw themselves, kissing the feet of
Tyrone and the borders of his cloak. Not one dared to lift lip or
eye even as high as the fingers of his hand. For a moment, he stood
and smiled as he listened to the cries of blessing that invoked the
light of God about him while he walked the world, and Heaven for
his bed when this life was done. And then to see the women when he
moved on! To see them down upon their knees scraping up the
precious handful of dust on which his foot had trod! Not one of
them would turn to her work till she had tied up in safety this
treasure which each of them would carry to her grave.

And all the while Sabia stood silent by the
door.

Chapter V. - Tyrone's council

Like a magnet, the person of Tyrone drew to him
a concourse from all quarters of the compass wherever he might be.
If you had stood upon the castle-top all that morning, you might
have seen dark specks come creeping up from the sky's circle,
friends and messengers, Scotch, Spanish, and French, returning
emissaries; all converging upon one point, the Tower of Ardhoroe.
Riding, running, marching, hobbling they came. Old blind women, yet
of so much poverty and simplicity of aspect that none might take
them for political agents. More than this, if you had the wing of a
strong bird and could have risen high in air above the tower, you
would have seen more than one runner by wood and hill path coming
from the south-west: further yet, on the rocky headlands of Louth,
you might have seen the watchers standing; further yet and there
were the sails of Tyrone's fast skiffs upon the sea, one signalling
the other, coursing like greyhounds upon the waves, all to carry
news to the leader of the coming of Essex and the English
fleet.

He, the centre of it all, sat at the high table
in the hall of Ardhoroe. Behind Tyrone stood his squires, each one
in turn serving him on the knee. Sabia leaned by the side of her
father's chair and waited upon him. Loud was the talking, jesting,
and laughing. Men-servants and women-servants hurried up and down
the hall. The dogs sat back silent, looking on, watching the
beloved faces of their masters and waiting their turn to be fed.
Tyrone talked but little. Now and again, he said a word to the
short dark man beside him — Sabia's father — then leaned again back
in his chair, glancing from face to face as a man reads line after
line of a printed page.

That eye of his, the leader's eye! As the
burning sun is the central point of the heavens round which the
stars move obediently, so did that eye of Hugh Tyrone's command the
eyes of these men that followed him.

When the meal was over, the board was cleared.
Sabia and the squires withdrew, all save Estercel, who was bidden
to stand as guard but out of earshot. The rabble of men and women
servants, onlookers and dogs departed. As the last sound of
hurrying and scuffling feet had died away, the chiefs assembled
round the table in council. Among them, Tyrone's state was plainly
that of a king, with his massive form and powerful bearded head
against the tall chair's back, one hand clenched upon the knee, the
other, clenched too, resting on the chair-arm; the broad forehead
frowning while the wide and weighty thoughts ranked themselves
within.

Dead silence reigned as the flames rose and
sank. Round the table were the members of his council; nearest him
the two Hughs, his two fighting lieutenants: Red Hugh O'Donnell,
famous in history, and Hugh Maguire. The picked men of Ireland
these were — and it was great to see them there, leather-coated,
steel-jacketed, hardy and keen-faced men. In deep silence, Tyrone
sat on. At last:

“Friends of my heart,” said he, “I have great
matters to lay before you. Trust me — before much time is gone the
world will be astonished, and with good cause.”

He motioned to his secretary, who placed a heavy
leather pouch on the table beside him. Out of it, he drew some
papers and opened them out on the table before him.

“Gentlemen,” said he, “this war is not what it
seems. They that watch affairs know well that a great matter wears
two faces: one is the outer mask that the world sees; the other,
the inner and true face, that is most often of another complexion.
In the face of the world, there are but two in the fight, Essex*
and myself, who am Ireland. In very deed, there are three, and the
third is the hunchback, Robert Cecil. And he fights not with me but
with Essex. To destroy the Earl, they have sent him here. Now mark
well what I say! Although in the open day Essex and I are enemies,
as secret allies we may overthrow the world.”

(* Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex /1565 –
1601/ — an English nobleman and a favourite of Elizabeth I, Lord
Lieutenant of Ireland during the Nine Years' War 1595-1603.)

“I don't like that word 'allies,'” said old
Magnus Joy. “There is no possible alliance between us and the Saxon
but the alliance of the sword's with the quick flesh.”

“Nay, Magnus, policy is more than the sword
point. I don't think in those terms of my Lord of Essex. As you
know, I was many years his companion in South Wales at my Lord of
Leicester's Castle of Lamphey. Many and many a time has he wept on
my neck, not knowing how to contain his heart within him that burst
with hatred of the Lord of Leicester, for that he had murdered his
father by poison and taken his false mother to wife. Ay, and he
loathed the presence of his mother, knowing not truly whose son he
was. And worse and many more matters behind, suspicion on suspicion
of those plots between the Queen and Leicester and the base Lady
Essex, his mother, till the lad was like to destroy himself. Nay, I
cannot forget; Essex is noble; the one man of all the court who
held it a shame to deceive his enemy, to use craft and poison and
treachery.”

“It is in his blood, though,” shouted old Magnus
Joy; “it is in his blood. Did not his father slay by deceit and
poison here in Ireland men, and women, and children? Do we think a
shame to take foxes in traps? So they look upon us, curse them.
There is not an Englishman of them all but is false as Judas when
he kissed his master. Give me the sword and the spear, and the
arquebus, I say, and let us have no treaties with hell.”

There was silence for a moment after Magnus had
spoken. Long years of training in the house of Leicester, who was a
king in power and policy, though not in name, had trained the
O'Neill. His face was quiet and his brow smooth as he sat in
silence thinking his own thoughts. Then he turned a kindly eye upon
the old man.

“Always a noble fighter have you been, Magnus,
my friend. Tomorrow is your day, the day of war. Today is mine, the
day of fore-thinking and the plan of the battle. I am he that
leads.”

A murmur followed his words, the deep sound in
the men's throats proclaiming their fast adherence to his decision.
At the same moment, a rapping came on the door without, and a
servant stood within and said:

“Four messengers more to see the O'Neill.”

“Let them come in,” said O'Neill.

Through the open door filed a string of strange
figures. First came a long, lean, exhausted youngster, pale as
death and reeling in his gait. After him came two, linked hand in
hand, a white-bearded harper, blind, tall, and blanched, and an old
woman featured like an eagle with black beady eyes, indescribably
ragged. Last of all, a spurred rider with mud of ten differing
tints upon him.

“A mug of wine to Owen there and set him in a
chair till he gets breath,” said Tyrone. There was silence till the
man had drunk. “What news of the fleet, boy?” said he.

“I passed the day on the cliffs of the Head of
Howth. Towards evening, Neil Malone brought his pinnace within
shout of me. The good winds hold and the ships are beat back to
where they came from. Along the shore, the women are out on their
bare knees is rows like the gulls of the sea, praying the good
winds may blow hard and drown them all. They are saying their
prayers are blowing them backwards. God grant they may send them to
the bottom all out.”

“Well, and if not we'll have the glory of
beating them on Irish ground,” said O'Neill. “Good news you have
brought me, Owen, for each day of delay is a day of gain for us.
You shall be rewarded. Go now and rest yourself. Now, Kieran, what
of the camp?”

The old blind harper moved a couple of paces
further into the hall and bowed towards the voice that he
heard.

“From the camp, my Lord? — ay, I come from the
camp! Camp! Saving the honour due to your presence, it is not a
camp, but a hog-pound. There was I, singing and harping to them.
Now and again, one of the afflicted ones would rise up and deliver
me a kick, and so I would move round and round, one time listening
to the groans of the sick and the fighting, and the sound of the
lash; another time hearkening to the tales of the horse-boys. My
Lord, there is scarcely a sound man among them. Their clothes are
ragged. They lie on the ground in the mud and the dirt. Their food
is bad; barrels of stinking salt fish their chief repast. Their
clothes and their pay, and their food are stolen from them by the
officers and there is no redress. Every day, they die cursing and
unregarded.”

“Are the council making preparation for the
armies of Essex?” said the chief.

“No, my Lord: and many speak strangely of the
council and their care of the camp. Anyone would think they were
breeding plagues there of set purpose.”

“Hasn't he had his turn and more than enough of
speaking?” said the old woman boldly pushing forward. “Is my voice
never to be heard?”

Tyrone laughed. “Come on, old Ronnat,” said he,
“ever the keenest of my messengers. How thrive the fine gentlemen
of the Pale?”

“I'll soon tell you that, my Lord,” said the old
woman; the strength and the range of her voice was marvellous; the
leap of an octave was nothing to her, and up and down the length of
two it ran.

“Did ever you see, any or all of you gentlemen,
a man with one foot on a stone and one in a boat, and he humouring
the boat on the water with his foot, ready for land or sea, ready
to stay or go? That's the way they are, the men of the big houses;
one eye and one hand for Essex on the seas; one eye and one hand
for Hugh, King of Ireland. Many's the hearth I have sat beside, and
while I supped the cold meal coldly given, my ears were open to the
talk. Far and wide have I travelled, not a great house but I have
been inside it; for I have a charm for the dogs, and your Greatness
knows that my tongue can wile the birds off the bushes.”

“Take care, old Ronnat,” said Hugh Maguire with
a broad smile. “Take care of the sin of pride and vainglory. The
saints are ever humble.”

The old woman instantly changed her manner to
one of deep humility. “God knows, Hugh Maguire, I have nothing to
be proud of. I'm not like yourself that can pull a man off a horse
and skiver him to the ground as soon as look at him. What in life
is there to be proud of more than the power of the fight and a
skinful of big bones?”

A laugh went round the table, but Tyrone lifted
a hand, and all were silent.

Old Ronnat looked keenly at the face of Tyrone
and, seeing its sternness, changed her tone.

“What I'm after saying concerns only the big
houses and the people of no pedigree arrived from God knows where
at the back of beyond. The heart of the real people is yours
everywhere, O'Neill. You can put out your hand and take it as I
might gather a flower.”

“I have a letter here that came yesterday from
Sir John McCoghlan, a man that owes me a thousand benefits; did you
call at his house, Ronnat?”

“Ay, did I,” said the old woman with a chuckle.
“He's one of the two-faced sort. I saw the messenger leave with the
letter, a long yellow-faced lad with a brown coat and yellow belt.
Was that the one? I thought he'd get here before me. And from the
front door, there went a man on horseback at the same minute with a
broad letter for the council at Dublin.”

“Ay, and is that so? I will deal with him
straight. Owen, an ink-horn and a pen,” he called. With great
rapidity, he wrote for a minute. Then lifting the paper, “How do
you like this, my councillors?” said he and read aloud:

“Hugh, Earl of Tyrone, to Sir John McCoghlan: We
commend us to you. We have received your letter, whereby we
understand you intend none other but use fair words and by delays
win time. For our part of the matter, who takes no part with us to
defend the right, we take that man to be against us. Wherefore deal
for yourself, and for us the worst you may, and we accordingly use
you to the uttermost of our power.”

“Here, Owen,” said Tyrone to his secretary, as
the captains murmured applause, “let this be copied and send
letters in the same sense to these gentlemen also,” and he
scribbled down a list on a sheet of paper. “Thank God we can do
without half-friends. We are not so poor in hearts. Now, Donal,
your message.”

The muddied rider came forward and handed on his
knee a parchment roll tied with a silk cord and a hanging seal.
Tyrone cut the cord and read. Then raising his head, he struck his
clenched fist upon the table.

“My God, gentlemen, they have thrown the last
honest man, the last friend Essex had, out of the council. Let him
name who he will, Cecil will throw him out. Two of them only have
sworn in faith to me; the rest are Cecil's. Gentlemen, when two
dogs are fighting, it were odd if the third dog did not come by the
bone.”

He laid his broad hand across his brow and
meditated, then leaned forward, his eyes flashing blue light while
his councillors caught fire from his excitement.

“By God, I see the plot. The Queen and the
common folk of England are lovers of Essex. Therefore Cecil, who is
James of Scotland's man, is bound to destroy him. And here in this
country, he will strip him of honour and of life if he can.
Therefore, we must make ourselves strong, ten times stronger than
before. All Ireland shall come in to our banner. When the hand of
Cecil is at Essex's throat, we will lay bare the plot to him; Essex
has the whole power of England at his back. One mighty push, and he
leaps to the throne. What is the goggle-eyed, knock-kneed fool that
is son of Mary Stuart to Elizabeth and the people of England? And
once Essex is on the English throne, we are his allies, slaves no
longer: Ireland is free!”

With a shout, the men rose to their feet, their
strong countenances lit by passion turned all to the leader.

“Who now will go for me and take my message to
Essex, ay, speak with him face to face, in the midst of the
enemy?”

“We are known, O'Neill,” said the captains,
looking at each other and doubtfully shaking their heads. “We
should be taken in an hour.”

Sabia's father made a motion of the hand in
direction of a half lit recess where the figure of Estercel, who
waited out of earshot, was leaning against the rough stone of the
wall; a goodly and noble presence, though but a youth.

“All the thews and the muscles are there, I
see,” said Tyrone with a smile. “And an evident valour? But how
about his wits? He seems to me but a simple youngster.”

“His simplicity is great,” said Magnus Joy, “but
he is no fool for all that. I have never known him lay a thing down
that ever he planned to do.”

The eyes of Estercel turned to Tyrone. He felt,
though he could not hear, that this moment was to decide his fate.
A deep pallor overspread his face, and his eyes turned black, while
the light swirled in them and then shot forth. That look was seen
by Tyrone, who never failed in his judgment of men.

“Right,” said he, “he goes. I will devise a plan
by which he may have speech of Essex and deliver my message. Now,
my captains, the times and the fates are propitious. The ends of
the salmon net are in our hands: one mighty pull, and the water is
swept clear. Look, now, the word is ride and ride, from north to
south. They must come in, they shall come in: all Ireland shall
stand under one banner and free. If it were to be only for a day,
that day would be worth a lifetime, worth our lives. To our
marching orders then, and as quickly as may be.”

Chapter VI. - As Iron Sharpens Iron

Two hours after the council broke. Cups of mead
were served and cakes of bread, and the mounted made ready to ride
away. As the chief was leaving the hall, his eye fell again on the
young girl whose cold and unfriendly looks had been more than once
noticed by him. He took her by the hand, and waving aside those
that followed him, he led her within the embrasure of the narrow
window. The raw stone was left and right of them, cold to the
touch. Before and below them, the deep purple woods that shone in
the sun and shook in the wind. In their ears was the rumour of
noise of men and horses.

“Noble girl,” said O'Neill, “what is the matter
with you that you are angry with me?”

“I wonder that you would take notice, my Lord,”
said Sabia. “What should ail me to be angry with so great a man as
you?”

“I leave no half-quenched coals behind me when I
march,” said Tyrone. “Yours is the only enemy's face in this house.
And why is it so?”

Sabia turned whiter still and trembled where she
stood.

“What matter is it of a girl?” she said. “What
matter if all goes from me, and I am left alone? What matter if my
life goes from me? With your ridings and your fightings, your
horses and your feathered bonnets, what care should you all take of
one girl?”

Tyrone's dark blue eyes looked down upon the
troubled countenance of the young lady. For one moment in his
secret heart, he laughed — it was to him just as though a hen
partridge had flown in his face. Then, he bent his mind to consider
seriously the creature that stood before him. His keen insight
discerned in her the presence of that extraordinary thing, an
overmastering passion; the strange possession that moves the mother
and stirs sometimes in the father's heart, that shakes the lover
till he trembles like a woman, that, turned to grief, gnaws and
devours like fire in the breast, making death seem sweeter than
life. Those who have once stood helpless in that stress recognise
the marks in another. Tyrone looked on the girl and felt for
her.

“Noble girl,” said he, “grieve, if grieve you
must, but do not be angry. It is true I seem to be taking away your
father and your cousin; but, look now, am I my own master? I tell
you I myself am driven by whips and God knows to what fate. And
what care I so I can save my country from ruin? If you could see
what I have seen, see the horsemen riding down upon women and
children, see them driving their swords among them, see them
hanging the young women upon trees with many a torture, see them
burning the bright homes and firing the thatches, you would not
grudge a man's arm to the war.”

Sabia's eyes hung upon the leader's countenance;
the bitter look died away. Pale she was, but no longer angry.

“How sore a thing it is to live!” she uttered,
breathing the words so that they could scarcely be heard.

“No,” said Tyrone, “it is a great thing, if your
heart is strong. When I lived at the English court, how I
languished! Now every day goes like the sound of a trumpet and as
brief. Pluck up your heart, girl! There is much you can do. Heed me
well now,” and while speaking, he lifted Sabia's hand and looked at
its small fingers, “when I was wounded in the leg and came near to
losing my life, it was a woman's hand that saved me. Is there no
one that can teach you the art of healing? Ere long, every woman of
Ireland may have a man's wounds to staunch.”

“Your notion is a good one. There is something
in it,” answered Sabia steadily. “What you advise, that I will do.
And I thank you, my Lord, for speaking words of sense to me and not
empty follies that only sicken a wounded heart.”

Tyrone's eye brightened. “Well spoken, girl,”
said he. “There is some comfort in dealing with your sort. Good-bye
now, and heed what I say. You are small, but you are keen. Ride
abroad and with your eyes open. Keep this hill free of spies, a
safe retreat in case of danger. And now, good-bye to you, noble
daughter of Ardhoroe!”

He stooped and left a brother's kiss upon her
forehead and in a moment was gone through the door. Outside waited
his captains; below at the foot of the hill stood the men. At equal
distances on the downhill path were ranged the pipers, fine fellows
and tall, their heads set on their necks like pine-crowns upon the
stem.

As O'Neill came down, his captains about him,
the fearful throbbing scream of the war-pipes announced his coming.
Every passion and terror was in the sound. Only nine notes on the
chanter of the war-pipes, yet the voice of it climbed the heavens
and struck down to hell below. Exultation was in it and wild joy,
the passion of the patriot, the demon rage of slaughter. “The red
devil gripping you by the throat,” said a foreign soldier of it
once.

As O'Neill passed by, the pipers, two by two,
turned in after, as gallant in their going as stags, in spite of
the great breaths they drew. And as the sound was increased by each
couple that joined in at the back of O'Neill, Sabia fled to her
chamber covering her ears with her two hands from the scream of
it.

Chapter VII. - By the Salmon River

Everywhere and always the young have to suffer.
Dead mothers may well stir in their graves and come up out of them
to help. Though the thorn of bitterness was gone from Sabia's
heart, the wound remained. That night she could not sleep. She
wandered in the moonlight round her chamber. Unable to bear the
weight of the roof above her head, she passed out into the cold
blue night. For a while, she walked the turf below the wall, then
wandered down to the river and sat upon the little bridge,
listening to the chiming of the waters upon the stones, the sliding
waters that cast back the pale rays of the moon. The living silver
salmon leaped in the moonlight. The joy of the fish seemed strange
to her, whose heart was so heavy, half broken in her youth.

Estercel had not been able to sleep either; he
was mad for joy. Chosen by his chief, and he to meet with the Lord
Essex, his message to be delivered by word of mouth only: the
morning, his good horse, the riding of the long road, the thanks of
his leader, all the great adventure of life lay before him. Still,
there was a bare and naked place on his finger, and a sore spot in
his heart that worried him in a small degree. Therefore, when he
saw a shadow straying down the Castle Hill, a tall wolf-hound close
behind, what did he do but follow also. The noise of the stream
softened the sound of his footsteps. His shadow fell on the water,
and Sabia looked up.

Estercel sat down on the bridge by her side.
There is something curious in the light of the moon: that cold blue
radiance transfigures things from their daily semblance. If there
were any land on which the light of the moon fell only and never
that of the sun, what strange flowers, what strange souls might
grow there. Whether it was the pale light, the sad passion of the
girl's face, or the sense of the changing life that now was flowing
so fast for him, Estercel began to have curious sensations, the
like of which had never happened to him before.

“Sabia,” said he, “tell me truly now, what charm
was in the ring? Oh, Mary Virgin, what a fish was that: eight
pounds' weight at the least. Oh, that I had him at the end of a
line.”

Sabia looked coldly upon him. “Is it concerning
the ring or the fish you would wish to converse with me, cousin?”
she said.

“Do not be foolish, Sabia,” said Estercel. “I
asked you a plain question about the ring, which I would have you
answer. As for the fish, there is not a man in Ireland that could
behold such a fish unmoved. You were not used to quarrel with me in
this manner.”

“Indeed, Estercel, it is you that have
quarrelled with me and thrown the poor ring away in which there was
no harm at all.”

“But there was magic in it, that I know; for
there is a cold draught playing around my finger since I threw it
away.”

“Only a white charm, cousin, indeed. Could
anything be more innocent than a little bird? Is there any harm in
kindness? I will tell you all, if you will promise not to despise
me for my foolishness?”

“God forbid that I should despise the meanest of
his creatures,” said Estercel with solemn kindness.

Sabia's eyes flashed upon him for one moment.
Then seeing all his simplicity, she said, sweetly enough:

“Cousin, I will tell you truly of my great
foolishness. I put the ring into a bird's nest in the spring-time,
that by their affection a charm might be wrought in the gold. There
I left it (in the fairest and best-made nest I could find) till the
young were ready to fly and the charm had passed into the ring.
Then I do confess that my old nurse put it on your finger, hoping
to render you more kind and gentle. But it has been all in
vain!”

“Never say so,” said Estercel. “That is very
harmless magic, and I grieve that I threw your ring away. Twice
have I since been upon the spot to search for it, but no ring can I
find.”

“Is that so?” answered Sabia. “Well, and it is
little wonder.” She turned away her head to hide the tides of
scarlet that were running up into her face. “For I picked the ring
up before it was cold, and the charm is in it yet. Will you have
it, will you wear it, Estercel? Maybe it will shield you from all
the terrible danger into which you must run.”

“Willingly will I wear the ring,” said Estercel,
looking down into the face of the girl that was turned up to him.
The unfamiliar radiance of the moon lit it strangely up. Gleaming
from amid the dark curls, it appeared like the face of the fairy
woman of his dreams. A thrill ran through his great frame. The girl
was new-created before him. From a far country she seemed to have
come, and her eyes held a new language with his soul.

Sabia had taken the ring from her bosom and now
held it warm in her hand. “See,” she said, “it has never got cold.
Perhaps, it will save and protect you. Estercel, in my dreams I
know there is danger coming upon you. Avoid water; my dream is
always of a round pool and some horrible creature that moves below
the water, threatening to spring forth upon you. And you, you do
not see it at all, and ever in my dream you are stooping to drink,
and as soon as I cry upon you, then I awake.”

“It is natural for you to fear,” he answered,
“being only a woman, and a small one at that; and something weak in
the spirit also. Now, do not be vexed and make witch's eyes at me.
I am but telling you that I, as a man, a man moreover of great size
and strength (to God be the glory for that same), do not fear
danger. That day at the Yellow Ford when rage came upon me and I
slew and slew! Fifteen stout soldiers fell under my hand!” He was
going on when Sabia laid her hand upon his mouth.

“No more,” she said, “no more! lest you bring
down your fate upon you! So does the bull roar and tear up the
ground, but when his hour comes, his strength is nothing. Give me
your hand, Estercel, and I will put the ring back in its old place
where it wishes to be. Night and morning, I will pray to Mary with
the seven wounds in her heart, who understands my sorrow, that her
hand may be between you and harm.”

Estercel was not very pleased to have his
war-song interrupted, but so gentle was the touch of the girl's
small hand, so piercing the sweetness of her countenance, that his
vanity was soon forgot. Meekly and quietly, he held out his hand,
and the girl placed the ring once more upon his finger. If you had
seen him as he sat there, you would have thought that a charm was
indeed in the ring. He appeared to come out of himself. As he gazed
upon Sabia, the light of reflection passed over his brow, and a
man's soul looked for the first time out of his eyes. At the same
moment, sights and sounds played more vividly, more strangely upon
his eye and ear. The wheeling moon and her spreading light, the
baying of a dog that howled to it in the distance, the singing of
the waters, and the mysterious passion of the girl who so clave to
him together worked upon his spirit. Tomorrow he would be flung out
on the broad world of which he knew such a little, these skies and
hills would be moved backward into the past to stand there like a
dream. As his bold and intrepid spirit fled on before to meet the
unknown, his heart, grown tender, turned back to familiar things
and found a new meaning in them. With wide open eye and nostril
dilated, like a snuffing stag, he gazed around him, then turned,
looked upon the girl and with sudden passion caught her to his
breast and kissed her face.

But Sabia, in fear and angry astonishment,
reached up her hand and smartly slapped his cheek. She struggled
free of him, slipping like an eel beneath his arm, sat down upon
the wall again and looked at him like a vexed thundercloud.

“Look now,” said Estercel, astonished. “There is
nothing amiss that ever I heard in a mere kiss! I meant it all in
sweet affection as a most acceptable farewell! And behold you now!
First you slap my face, and now you look at me as the hen looks at
the shadow of the kite upon the ground!”

“You are talking!” said Sabia, panting with
indignation. “It is very well to talk, but you had better be sorry
immediately, or I will never converse with you again.”

Estercel grinned, a broad and cheerful grin. “I
am sorry, indeed,” said he.

“You had better be sorry in your heart,
Estercel. It is not fit that a young gentleman and gentlewoman of
good birth should behave in so foolish a manner. Let there, by all
means, be sweet affection and amity between us, but no such
clownishness as that.”

“Call you it clownishness? Indeed! And as for
the behaviour of gentlemen, I have heard tell …”

“Be silent,” said the girl. “It grows towards
morning. See, the moon is dipping down, and the breeze is more
fresh. Say farewell now, Estercel. I know not how it is with me; is
it possible to feel joy and sorrow at one time?”

“A little of that is in my heart also, Sabia. I
rejoice that I go on a great adventure. Yet I feel sorrow to think
of you, my girl. Merrily enough, the world wags for such as I. My
good fortune is secure. The more reason that I should think of you,
so slight and so small and left to battle on by yourself.”

“Bless me now, Estercel. And when you are far
away, name me always by name in your prayers. Believe me, I shall
know.”

Estercel put a great hand on the girl's
head.

“God and the saints keep you,” he said. “In
truth, you are dear to me, and glad I shall be to see your face
again.”

“I am content then, Estercel. Farewell, and God
keep you!”

The hand was removed from her head. As it
descended, Sabia caught and held it in both her own: it was indeed
a great hand and a great arm, well-shaped and well-muscled, firm as
if sculptured in stone. On the smallest of the fingers shone the
twisted ring of gold. Sabia bent her head and left a kiss as light
as the floating downs of September upon the ring. Then slipping
from her seat without sigh or sound, she went away, flitting like a
brown moth on the side of the hill.

In the morning, great was the commotion, as
Estercel, heir of his uncle's house, rode southward with his little
troop, Owen Joy, long-faced and long-headed, behind his back to
moderate his youth. In the embrasure of the narrow window of the
tower, Sabia stood with her nurse and watched him without sign or
sound. When the last sight of them riding between wood and hill was
gone, Sabia turned about.

“Nurse Phaire,” said she, “many and many is the
bottle of physic you have made me swallow. Yours was the charm of
the ring. I know that your knowledge of herbs is great. You must
now make me your disciple. It is Tyrone's advice to me that I
should learn the proper manner of healing the sick. What way shall
I set about it?”

The old woman looked keenly out of her bright
blue eyes upon her young charge.

“God bless the charm!” said she. “And a thousand
blessings on the head of the O'Neill. My brown girl is in better
heart this day. The matter is easily arranged. Well does the
country know the skill of old Nurse Phaire. I will give orders that
all the sick and wounded be brought to the castle-yard, and there
with the blessing of God, you and I will operate on them each
morning.”

“Better could not be,” answered Sabia. “Your
draughts, nurse, are bitter, but bitterer is sickness to the sick.
And specially, Nurse Phaire, I would learn the care of wounds. It
is not likely that Estercel will be overtaken by sickness, but
wounded he may be. What is one man against all the armies of
Elizabeth? In my dreams, I see the ocean covered with the
white-sailed ships that are coming up against us. And my heart is
so faint when I wake, that I wish I might never have waked again.
Is it any wonder that I am fearing for Estercel?”

Chapter VIII. - The Mirror-Chamber

For twenty years, the windows of Hone House had
looked down expressionless upon the thoroughfare of Warden Street
in Dublin. An April morning, two days after Estercel had ridden
away southward, saw their sleeping rows wake up to life again.
Behind them was a stirring and movement of passing forms, then a
corner casement opened, and a face like the morning looked out. The
house was old, built of a cage-work of oak beams, the panes in the
latticed windows were of thick greenish glass. A girl leaned on the
window-sill with forearms interlaced, wrist and elbow, and her
forehead all but touched the window frame above.

Confident in her rank, she was clothed in a vest
of the forbidden crocus-dyed linen; forbidden because the great
Elizabeth held that the saffron was a disloyal colour. Her white
neck was tall and well reared up. Her countenance was very fresh
and full of life and bloom. Bound about her head was a mass of hair
of a copper-golden colour. The early morning sunbeams seemed of
their own accord to seek her out, they darted upon her, glad to
find a brightness as living as their own. Then gliding by and
around her, they entered the room in shining ranks, swift to seek
admittance where barred shutters had so long denied them a
path.

The chamber from which this beauty leaned was
plain even to sternness: it was panelled in wood, long and narrow,
and on the boarded floor lay the shadow of the girl's head cast
large behind her by the level morning beams. In one corner stood a
bed with a woollen coverlet and heavily tasselled bed-cushions. A
large chest, an elbow-chair, and little else besides completed the
furniture of the room. On the wall, at right angles to the door,
hung a mirror; it was round and thick, with an embossed rim of
brass.

The beauty presently left her post at the window
and, approaching the mirror, looked earnestly at her own reflection
that moved in its depths. There she herself, the room, and
everything which it contained were given back in a different hue
from that which in reality they wore. The yellow light of the sun
shone in the room and the hue of the chamber was brown: the light
that shone in the mirror was blue and glittering grey. The face
that inhabited the mirror gazed back at the true face in the room
with a different expression. The face in the mirror was beautiful
but cold: the eyes had a glitter, the lines of the cheek and chin
were harder, the brow chill and empty.

But even as it appeared, the sight of the face
in the mirror seemed to delight the girl as she gazed: it was the
first mirror she had ever been able to call her own. She leaned
close and smiled at the face in the glass, opened her hazel eyes
widely, then cast them down. Unfastening a coil of her hair, she
carried it across her brows, winding it in the form of a coronet;
then she turned her tall neck this way and that, striving to catch
the reflection of her side face in the glass. At last, in a sort of
ecstasy, she laughed aloud, flung her arms above her head, dropped
them again and, leaning forward, kissed the cold lips that met hers
in the mirror. But she seemed to feel a sudden chill, for she
shivered as she turned away and, walking back into the sunbeams,
took her place at the window again.

She breathed deep as she leaned on the sill: the
smell of the town was delightful to her who had breathed only
country airs; the cage-work houses roofed with shingles were a
wonder to her; hardly a thatch was to be seen; a narrow passage for
foot people was laid down one side of the street; and the sound of
passing feet upon the smoothed stone was so unusual to her ears,
that she almost held her breath to listen.

From the manner and expression of her
countenance, it would have been hard to predict a future for her or
to tell her nature, so open and alive did she seem to influences
coming by way of every channel through which apprehension is
possible. She was smiling now as she said to herself: “A kincob*
gown, to think of me in a kincob gown! How shall I look in the mode
of the English court? I must hold myself stately and think before I
speak, that they may not take me for a country maid.”

(* Fine silk fabric embroidered with threads of
gold or silver.)

There came a noise of horses. Meraud leaned
further out to see them pass. Down the street rode a little troop.
Their leader was a young man of about twenty-two years of age, with
a great frame and a rejoicing countenance, and strong golden locks
upon his neck. He was mounted on a vast white horse, mud to the
shoulder. Well up to him rode a sensible middle-aged looking man,
and behind again two strong serving-men or retainers, dressed in
the Irish fashion of tunics with short mantles. All their horses
were magnificent; in hard condition from far travelling, but
evidently, for strength and spirit, the darlings of the men that
rode them. The girl in the window gazed eagerly out; it was the man
on the white horse who drew her gaze.

“Oh, what a beauty! Who can he be?” she
murmured. “His horse is muddied. He must have come by the Dane's
Gate and St. Mary's Ford. I wish to my heart he would look up.”

So brightly did the sunlight fall upon her
brightness, that the whole troop saw her and raised their eyes
together, and not one of them but smiled. But the young beauty only
looked at the leader. For one moment, his glance that looked up and
hers that looked down met, either half way. In a second, he was
gone. A wild impulse seized the girl. Like a white and golden bird,
she spread her arms as though she would fly from the window and
follow him.

Even as she did so, she felt a smart rap on her
shoulder. She started and turned to find her father's sister, the
dispossessed Abbess of Mellifont, standing beside her. This lady
was a strange figure: tall, deadly pale, with white uncovered hair,
and the straight white dress of a nun. She wore a look of sad
authority and was a creature who had her being in a different world
from that of the young girl whom she now confronted.

“You naughty girl!” she said. “To lean so from
the window. Is this your country fashion?”

But the snows of December cannot teach the
leaves of June. Meraud cast down her eyes, then raised them again,
her cheeks flushed, her glance half mutinous, half perforce
submissive. Then, through the open door sailed another lady, large
and bustling with a ruddy face.

“What now, sister?” she cried. “What does she
amiss?”

“Even now I caught her half her length out of
the window that she might look after passing riders,” said the pale
lady solemnly.

“You ape, you baggage!” cried the other. “I will
teach you to expose yourself and disgrace the house. Fie on you!”
and raising her hand she delivered a sound box of the ear on the
side of the beauty's head.

Lady FitzPierce was the mother of many children
and had had much experience in the ordering and governing of the
young.

“Good aunt, good mother!” cried the girl, her
hand to her smarting cheek, half in tears, half angry, for she had
spirit; “what creature alive so newly come to town but would fain
look out of a window?”

“Do you answer me again?” began the ruddy lady,
in high tones.

Then being the girl's mother, she melted into a
smile at the sight of her fresh young beauty.

“Ah, well, young cocks love no coops, nor
pullets neither. You are but a child. Come kiss me then, and lean
no more out of window.”

The girl came reluctantly enough to receive the
hearty kiss which her mother bestowed upon her. But the elder lady
never troubled about the younger one's feelings. She was already
bustling about the chamber, examining the old chest, the pillows on
the bed, and finally coming to a stand before the mirror on the
wall. With interest and enjoyment, she peered into its depths and
arranged her head-dress. The abbess came and stood beside her. Her
eyes, too, had been travelling round the chamber, but with a far
different look. To one sister belonged the care of the body, to the
other the care of the soul.

“I marvel at your disposing, sister FitzPierce,”
said the nun. “This is no chamber for a young girl. At least let
this vain toy be covered with a cloth. Who knows what evil thing
may have looked in it and left some of itself behind?”

Lady FitzPierce dropped her arms and stared in
the mirror with a face full of fear.

“The saints be about us,” she cried as she
crossed herself hastily; “isn't this the terrible world we live
in?”

“You may say so indeed, sister,” said the other,
clasping and unclasping her hands while she spoke and looking now
to the young girl, now to her mother, “a terrible world and a
terrible country and a terrible town. Was it not in this very house
that lived that son of Belial, the Lord of Bodergan, that ate up
the convent of Slough? Was it not to this house he brought that
wanton wife of his out of London to make jewels for whose neck the
holy vessels were melted down? Who knows but in this very room she
attired herself in the fruit of sacrilege for the delight of her
lovers? Sister, I charge you, let Father Clement and Father Francis
be sent for that they may sprinkle this house with holy water and
burn incense and by their prayers drive out them that are in this
place?”

Lady FitzPierce fidgeted about the room. “Well,
well, sister, I will see. These holy men will do nothing without a
fee. No penny, no paternoster. And Sir John keeps me very short.
But what is this? As I'm a living woman, here is a cupboard in the
wall. Oh sister, maybe there is treasure in it!” And she pulled and
twisted the wooden knob that projected from a square panel. Then
using all the strength of a strong arm, with a wrench she forced
the door open.

The three ladies came eagerly forward to look.
The cupboard was small and dark, and strangely smelling. There were
but two shelves, and at first they appeared empty. Then Lady
FitzPierce snatched up from the far dark corner, first one, then
another small object, which she eagerly examined.

“Ah — ha!” said the pale abbess in tones of
horror. “It is even as I thought. Playing-cards in a girl's
chamber! Praise be to the saints that these weapons of Satan are
rapt from their hiding-place and not left to breed mischief behind
the wall. Give them to me, sister, that I may burn them.”

“Nay, then, indeed,” said Lady FitzPierce,
“these are no fitting toys for Meraud, but for Sir John they will
do right well. They are something used, something dirty, but of a
very pretty fancy. La, here are mottoes round the edge of each one,
and godly ones, too. As you know, sister, I dote upon mottoes,” and
she slipped the pack into a capacious pocket that hung by her side.
Next she took from the shelf a small earthenware jar. The top came
off easily, and in it was a black paste.

“Now what is this, in the name of goodness?”
said Lady FitzPierce.

“God knows,” said the abbess, while she hunted
in the cupboard on her own account. “Poison most like or the
woman's lip-salve, or her raddle. But see now, sister, said I not
well that the chamber was accursed? The violated vessel cried to me
from the wall.”

In her hand, that was soiled with dust, she
showed a blackened, broken ornament of gold, which might have been
the handle of a chalice, for at one end was a wrenched piece of
worked gold that still adhered to it.

“Look how it is broken,” cried the girl; “good
aunt, good mother, shall I have it?”

“No, child,” said Lady FitzPierce, holding out
her hand. “Give it to me, sister, that I may show it to Sir
John.”

“Nay,” said the abbess, “from a holy church this
gold was taken; to the church it must be returned,” and raising her
gown she quickly tucked the ornament into a pocket she carried
beneath it.

For a moment, the two elder ladies looked
wickedly upon each other. Then the stronger eye of the abbess
conquered, and Lady FitzPierce, feigning to remember the needs of
her eight other children, sharply bade Meraud dress herself
suitably and hurried from the room. Pleased at her victory, the
abbess remained a moment behind. As she looked meditatively round
the chamber, her eye fell once more upon the mirror.

“Daughter,” she said, “I will cover over this
glass. They that look in mirrors leave somewhat of themselves
therein. I would not that your innocent image should companion
there with sin. They that dip in strange waters may chance to leave
a plume behind.” She took a white napkin that lay beside a ewer and
neatly and dexterously wrapped the round mirror up. “Child,” she
said, looking at the white cloth, then down at her own white robe,
“would I could even so wrap your innocence about. I greatly fear
the dangers of this bad town. The very stones of the street breathe
out folly and sin, and youth often runs mad upon novelty and
pleasure. Take warning, child, lean no more out of the window,
don't look in the street at all. And, above all, see that you go
not near the mirror.”

But Meraud smiled behind her good aunt's back as
the white robe disappeared in the dark passage-way. Quietly, she
shut the door, went to the mirror, plucked the cloth away, and
flung it to the end of the room. Then, laughing, stretched her arms
wide, went to the window, leaned out and breathed deep of the
morning air. She pictured again the rider she had seen on the white
horse. “I like him better than anyone I have seen,” she said to
herself. “I choose him now, and I will soon come to speak with him
in spite of them.”

She bethought herself then, that of all the
spoil of the cupboard nothing had fallen to her share but the
little earthenware pot. So she went and fetched it. “It's a wonder
they left it to me,” said she to herself. With her finger, she
tapped on the paste: it was quite hard. Taking a small knife from
her girdle, she raised the crust on the top. Below it was still
soft, lighter in colour, and diffused an unknown perfume. Meraud
dipped her finger in it; it was stained carmine. Carrying the pot
over to the mirror, she lifted her finger, and soon a spot of
brilliant colour glowed upon either cheek. Charmed with the sudden
change she saw, she turned her tall neck from side to side and
laughed again, then by a sudden instinct passed her finger upon her
lips.

And now a new face seemed to gaze back to her,
charged with some message she could not comprehend. The smile faded
from her face. That gleaming mouth, those forward-searching eyes,
where had she beheld them in any dream? Alarmed at what she had
done, she hastened and took water and washed her face. Many times
over she had need to do it before the stain would leave it.

When it was gone, her uneasiness vanished, and
her joyous mood returned. Outside, the April sun was shining over
the city roofs. New sounds for ever came up from the street. Was
not the great Earl of Essex expected to land that very day? Even as
she went to the window, there came from far away a murmur that
struck upon the ear. It seemed at first like the humming of surf on
a distant shore, or was it the sound of a beaten drum? From far
away, the noise came nearer, till it might be known for the steady
furious gallop of a body of horse, coming from the south, passing
the city gates and going by to the north. Excited by the sound,
Meraud craned far out from her top window. Her keen young eyes, far
sighted as an eagle's, were fixed on a strip of road like a cut
ribbon, all she could see of the way they must pass. In an instant,
it was covered, and by the wildest riders ever she had seen, and
that in a country of the greatest horses of the world. Bays and
browns were these horses, some in their stride, some at the top of
the bound, three foot in the air, their four hoofs together — for a
moment only she saw them, and they were passed from her sight.
Essex then had landed — the posts were gone by to Tyrone!

Chapter IX. - The Young Student

Meraud was hooded when she entered the house of
her uncle, Lord Clancarty. The first person her eye lit on was Lady
Clancarty, a small old woman in stiff black clothes, who tilted her
head backwards to gaze at a great young man who bent his down to
her, stuttering. Meraud was a free and bold girl, formed by nature
to lead and command. What she desired, that she would have; what
she determined on, that she would do. The scruples and coyness and
titterings of other girls were strange to her altogether. Flinging
her hood to the woman who attended her, she crossed the hall and
sank a very fine curtsey in front of her small aunt.

“Give you good-day, aunt,” says she. “The young
gentleman seems short of his English. I am come in a fortunate time
to assist you with some good Gaelic.”

“Welcome, great-niece,” said the old lady, in
the clear and fine English learned at the court of Elizabeth. “How
is your honoured father and your excellent mother? I am at a loss
in talking to this young man, for Latin and Gaelic are as difficult
of speech to me as the English to him.”

Meraud turned herself about and spoke to the
young man in Gaelic. He answered in brief speech, looking on her
with a smile as she on him. It was strange to see those two in the
dark hall, beside the small old woman in black. Out of the old
woman's eyes looked the deep piercing experience of thought;
between her brows stood wisdom and kindly craft. They thought not
of her nor did they understand her; but she looked at them and read
them up and down like words in a printed book, or like two lilies
growing side by side in a field. Well companioned they seemed, both
tall, both strong, young, and fair. They had both the composure of
beauty, the physical dignity that comes of a large and handsome
make of body and limb; each, he far north, she far south, had had a
common rearing in field and wood, and hills.

“Noble person,” Meraud was saying, “what is your
name, and to what sept do you belong? What errand has brought you
to the city?”

“Beautiful woman,” he answered, “my name is
Estercel. I am of the O'Neills. My errand is to the most powerful
Earl of Essex, who I am told holds a commission to pass the gently
bred youth of Ireland to the colleges of Oxford.”

Meraud translated his reply faithfully to her
aunt, then turned back to the young man and looked him up and
down.

“Estercel of the O'Neills,” said she. “You do
not appear to me to be one greatly in need of the learning to be
found in books.”

Her hazel-brown eyes travelled over him. To the
young man it seemed as though two clear lamps were held up before
him; to her it seemed that she had never before seen so goodly a
creature whether among beasts or men. The noble head and neck
towered above the splendid shoulders, the strong locks lay upon the
neck. Clear, large, and grey, the eyes looked forth from his
composed countenance.

“You have the appearance,” she went on, “of a
man knowing neither fear nor the need of walls, and doors, and
streets to guard him. God knows I have a reverence for the learned,
but they are commonly undersized or else weak of bone or of
spirit.”

Estercel looked solemnly upon her. His brain was
working in his head, and although his eyes were cheerful, he spoke
craftily.

“Yet there are many lusty monks,” he said.

“Nay,” said Meraud, “the monks have need of
strength of limb, both to run from the officers of Elizabeth's
religion and to guard any pieces of property that may be left them,
but pure learning has no need to be either active or strong.”

Estercel continued to gaze on the maiden, but
kept his mouth shut.

“Come now,” said she, “tell me, and I will tell
nobody else. It was not for college you were bound on that white
horse. What would you be doing with him in a university?”

A broad and eager smile lit the face of
Estercel. “Ah, then, and it was you looking from the window?” said
he; “and so you have seen Tamburlaine — isn't he the beauty of the
world? Did you notice the mane he has got? The strength and the
curl of it? — it's like a lion's; and the hind leg action of him,
the way he springs from his hocks as if he could carry the world on
his back and go to the moon with it. Oh! he's a great beast. I love
him as if I were his father.”

“Dearly I would like to ride on such a horse,”
said Meraud, and her eyes kindled. “I have but a bay pony here in
Dublin, and he is fat and quiet.”

“Tamburlaine will let no man but me upon his
back,” said Estercel; “but who knows? He might take a fancy to you.
Therefore, beautiful maiden, if you will come to the meadow beyond
Mary's Gate at seven of the clock tomorrow morning …”

“Niece,” interrupted Lady Clancarty, “what is
the gentleman saying?”

“He is discoursing of his horse,” said Meraud,
turning to her aunt with a grave countenance. “I ask your pardon,
aunt, for having talked so long with him, and you not
understanding. His speech is all of his white horse, Tamburlaine,
and of the colleges of England whither he desires to go for his
better education. He wishes to have speech of the noble Earl of
Essex.”

“He has a good conceit of himself. And would not
a less man serve him?” said Lady Clancarty. “Is the young
gentleman's education, or his white horse, an affair of state?”

Meraud laughed. “I suspect him other than what
he says,” she answered. “Help him to speak with Lord Essex, aunt,
if you love me, if only for the sake of his fine appearance.”

“Out upon you, you naughty baggage,” said Lady
Clancarty. “What should a girl know of the comeliness of men?”

“I don't care, aunt,” said Meraud. “You know my
humour. I will make no pretence of bashfulness. Other girls may
pretend blindness, but I know a man when I see one. And there he
stands.”

“I have a mind to correct you, Termagant,” said
Lady Clancarty sternly.

“Ah, but you will not!” said Meraud, flinging
her arms about the other's shoulders, “because you are small of
stature, and I am great. Also there is an ancient affection between
us, be I Termagant or not.”

“You will oblige me by moving two paces off at
the least, niece. I like no female antics under the eyes of
gentlemen.” And she waited till Meraud had obeyed. “Now tell the
young gentleman in decent terms that if he will come again tomorrow
evening at six of the clock, I will do for him what I may.”

Chapter X. - Tamburlaine at Play

At seven o'clock next morning the wild Meraud,
hooded and cloaked, went on her way at a good pace to St. Mary's
meadow. The gates were open, and she passed freely out and went on,
looking sharply this way and that over the fields. Soon far off,
she spied two moving figures, a white and a brown, that came
hastening towards her. The wonder was to see them come. Estercel
ran, his locks on the wind, his hands thrust within the leathern
belt of his tunic, and round about him galloped, leaping, the
monstrous white stallion. His red mouth was open, and from his
round snorting nostrils came his breath. His gleaming, polished
eyes shone in his head, and there was no spot on his beautiful
white hide. So lively and full of youth and delight was the sight,
that Meraud laughed out, flung back her hood, loosed her mantle and
ran to meet them.

“So you have come, beautiful girl,” said
Estercel. “I am glad to see you, and so is my horse.”

“You appear to be at play together like a couple
of children,” said Meraud.

“We are indeed,” said Estercel. “It is this way
that I train him. Every morning of his life (for I had him when he
was but a foal of six months) I have taken him to play for an hour.
It would break his heart if I were to forget him. When I am at
home, he comes to call me himself. See now, I will show you how
strong his love is. Will you strike me now in play?”

Meraud turned round to where the horse stood,
his head tossing up and down to his broad chest, his hoofs far
apart and firmly planted, his eyes fixed upon her as if questioning
himself concerning her disposition. Meraud smiled provokingly at
the animal and nodded her head to him, then raising her hand she
struck Estercel a light blow on the cheek.

The effect on the horse was fearful: he uttered
a low and horrid scream, laid back his ears and bared his teeth,
while his mane seemed to roughen itself, like a wild beast's hair.
In a moment, all beauty and kindness had left him, and like some
terror of another world, he rushed upon the maiden, rearing his
front hoofs in the air that he might strike her down with them. But
Estercel was beforehand. He ran and leapt on his neck, put his two
hands upon his eyes and whispered fondly in the ear of his friend.
The horse stood still and listened, his head began to droop, his
breath still panted in his quick-heaving sides and through his
nostrils, while he leaned his neck lovingly on Estercel.

“I have told him it was only play,” said
Estercel. “Come now, Meraud, and make friends with me that he may
learn to know and like you too.”

Meraud approached a little timidly, for the
beast had terrified her with its awful appearance of rage. He was
still looking upon her sideways with the white of an eye.

“I dare not, Estercel,” said Meraud. “I am
afraid of him, and I never was afraid of a horse before.”

“Little wonder, noble girl,” said Estercel
proudly. “Do you know that I count him the equal of twelve men in a
fight? He would frighten anybody. But look at him now: he is all
love. Unless he is angry, he would not hurt a child. I have seen
him sweat and shake for stepping on a little rabbit. If you will
come and make friends with me, he will be pleased with you in a
minute.”

Meraud still looked doubtfully at the great
beast who rolled the white of his eye at her.

“I could fancy him jealous, Estercel,” said
she.

“Not at all,” he answered. “He is not so mean as
that. My friends are his friends, and I am the friend of anyone who
does him a kindness.”

A wicked light lit up Meraud's eyes. Estercel's
attention was entirely upon his horse. Proudly and affectionately,
he stroked the shining white neck; he never looked at her at all. A
sudden impulse overcame her prudence. With an unnatural boldness
she approached the youth, laid an arm upon his neck and, reaching
upward, kissed his cheek once and then again. Somewhat astonished,
Estercel turned his eyes upon the maiden, then back again upon the
horse, who had raised his head and was regarding her with interest.
Meraud's cheek had turned pale, and for the first time in her life,
she trembled.

“I thank you, noble girl, for complying with my
request,” said Estercel, courteously, “and now look at my horse. He
is grateful to you also. You can place your hand upon him without
fear.”

Willingly, Meraud turned from the young man,
and, going fearlessly to Tamburlaine, she stroked and caressed that
noble head, forgetting for a moment her secret thought to admire
the life and intelligence that streamed from his eyes, answering
her own, almost as though in that strange and outlandish shape
there lived a spirit akin to hers.

“Stand away now,” said Estercel, “and I will
show you what he can do,” and he called and spoke to the horse as a
shepherd might to his dog.

On the instant, Tamburlaine reared upwards and,
wheeling upon his hind-quarters, with tossing mane, plunged forward
in a gallop. Down the field, he went and back again, but as he came
near and just as Estercel whistled with a loud shrill call, he
seemed to stumble and come down to his knees and then, falling
sideways, lay prostrate on the ground.

“Holy Mother!” cried out Meraud. “He is down!
Was it a hole? Is his leg broken or what?”

“Come and see,” said Estercel, and together they
ran to the side of the horse where he lay motionless, with not a
sign of life. Estercel lifted a foreleg and it fell back helpless.
With tears in her eyes, Meraud went on her knees and stroked that
large strange head, throwing back the rippled white locks of the
mane and striving to look into the full half-shut eye.

“Poor thing, poor thing, oh, what a pity!” she
kept saying anxiously.

Then the large eyes opened clear upon her, and
the lip curled, and a strange whistling sound came from the
nostril. Meraud started.

“Upon my honour, he is laughing at me! Oh, and
you are laughing too! Oh, it is too bad, it is a trick and nothing
the matter!”

And she started up and away, Estercel laughing
loud and long and guiding her further back with his hand. He called
and spoke to the horse, who gathered his legs under him. With a
struggle that sent the clods of grass-tufted earth flying, he was
up again and, coming to his master, was feeling with his lips at
the pouch he wore.

“Did you ever see the like of that?” said
Estercel proudly. “Isn't that a wise horse? Could a man do more? He
is fit to lead an army this moment. But wait till you see one trick
more. Only first, he must have his reward.” Opening his pouch, he
drew out a round cake and gave it to the horse, who took it piece
by piece, eating daintily and with cleanliness, tossing his head
gently up and down to show his pleasure in his master's
kindness.

“It is wonderful to see him,” said Meraud. “You
would say he understood the thoughts in your mind.”

“He does,” answered the other. “I know he does.
I know he longs to be a man.”

“Perhaps he would not be so happy then,” said
the girl.

“Maybe not,” answered he. For a moment, the look
of youthful happiness left his face, and the smiling lips closed
tight and stern: seeing which, the horse lifted his head and
reached forth an immense tongue to lick his master's face. But
Estercel was too quick for him and, laughing out, caught him a slap
with his open hand on the side of his face. Then seizing his head
in his two hands, Estercel whispered in his ear. Turning to Meraud,
he said, “We are going to show you one trick more; it is my turn
now.”

Beginning to run swiftly, he traversed the
field. Tamburlaine remained beside the girl, watching his master
and blowing through his nostrils, while he beat upon the ground
with his hoofs. Estercel turned and came back as the horse had
done. When he was near to Meraud, he called with a short bird
whistle of two notes and then dropped as he ran and lay motionless.
Instantly, Tamburlaine plunged forward. He was beside his master in
a moment and, stooping in his trot, caught his leather belt between
his teeth, then planting his feet firmly wide apart, he swung the
man, tall, heavy-boned as he was, first into the air and then with
a circular sweep of his strong neck sideways and towards his back.
Estercel seemed to catch hold and spring. In a second, he was
upright on the animal's back and going at a gallop round the field.
Coming round to Meraud again where she stood: “I'll take you up,”
he shouted. “Give me your hand and step on my foot and spring!”

As the pair came by, Meraud made ready, seized
the hand held out to her and with a rapid bound was in her seat,
her arm round Estercel's waist, and her cheek on his shoulder. The
motion of the gallop was violent beyond anything she had felt. The
very air seemed to rock as she went, but for all that a strange
sort of joy seemed to settle upon her. She felt the spring wind and
heard a lark singing as it went up from the grass into the sky and
wished she might ride so for ever. But even as she thought it, her
ears, trained from birth in the stillness of an idle land, had
caught, beneath the thunder of the white horse's tread, the faint
intimation of another sound like an echo from miles away. Estercel
heard it too, for he checked the gallop to a trot, and then to a
walk, and at last stood still.

“Do you hear a sound?” said Meraud.

“I do,” said he; “get down, noble girl, and I
will get down too. I must be sure what that noise is.”

“It is all very well to say 'get down,'” said
Meraud, “but your horse is very high, full nineteen hands, and it
seems to me a long way to the ground.”

“What could happen to you?” said Estercel. “I am
afraid you are very foolish. You have nothing to do but to slide
down, and it is what any child of four years could do. If you are
afraid, you can step on my foot and jump forward. Only make haste,
noble girl, for I wish to find out what is that noise.”

With a sigh and a laugh, Meraud prepared to
slide, as right well she knew how, and came safely to the ground.
In an instant, Estercel was beside her.

“That hillock there is good for sound,” said he,
pointing his finger to a little hill at a distance. “There is no
passage for it underground here where we stand.”

With a word to his horse, who stood obedient and
motionless, he ran to the hill and cast himself down, ear to the
ground, while Meraud did the same. As if a door had been opened,
most wonderfully there came to their ears the noise of an
innumerable tread: hoof of horse, and foot of man, and the rolling
of wheels. Heavy was the noise and great. Estercel groaned as he
lay to hear it. Meraud lifted up her head and gazed upon him. His
eyes were closed, and his lips parted, and an expression of anguish
stiffened upon his face.

“Aha,” said the girl to herself as she looked,
“you are no Queen's man. I know you for what you are, coming from
Tyrone's country and all. You are no boy to be looking for an
English college. I have you now in my hand to play with!”

Even as she looked at him, he raised his head
and stood up.

“We had better be going,” he said. “That is no
common sound. Anyone would say the whole world was come to
Ireland.”

He looked keenly at Meraud, who gave him no
straight look back, but turned the corner of her shining
wine-coloured eye upon him. It was the look of the enchantress,
while his was the hero's gaze. The emotion left his face. Cold and
grave, he said to her:

“Now, noble girl, we have had our play, and I
thank you for coming, but it is time you were safe at home. Will
you ride now to the gate?”

“I will go my own way and on foot,” said the
damsel; then with a wicked smile she asked: “And when I am got
home, shall I speak with my uncle to procure you speech of the Lord
Essex on the subject of the English colleges, or have you perhaps
other means of your own for getting at him and other matters to
discuss?”

Estercel's cheek whitened over as a cruel anger
rose in his breast. Meraud saw her danger and trembled before it.
Instinct warned her that here was a man whole and strong, who would
destroy, and that at once, the fairest creature alive that played
the traitor. For one moment, he and the white horse behind him
seemed to grow in stature before her eyes till they seemed
something huge and terrible. With a gasp, the evil spirit left her,
conjured away by fear. With gentle looks and pale and speaking
face, she went near and said to him:

“Do not look so fierce all in a moment. I meant
no harm and was only in play. Sure, what do I know of you but that
you are beautiful and kind? I only ask for your friendship.”

“I give no friendship to false faces,” said
Estercel, in cold rage. “You have taken my hand and sat on the back
of my horse. More than that, you put a kiss on my cheek. And was it
a spy you were all the time?”

Fierce and hard was his look, but Meraud's
courage rose too. “Ay, and I would kiss you again for a penny,” she
said with a smile. “I am no spy. Would you fight with a girl?”

“Ay,” said he, “that I would. For there are
women as I know that have sold the men that trusted them. Now it
seemed to me that you were the sort.”

“No, no,” said she, and her bold and open look
was her very own. “I love no underhand ways, but always speak my
mind. Do not get in a passion like a foolish child, but ask
yourself and see: would I have given you the hint that I knew what
you would be at if I meant spying?”

“Well, and that is true,” said Estercel more
doubtfully. “But, indeed, your wicked look shook my very heart.
Perhaps I have done wrong to speak with you at all, knowing all the
danger of the times.”

“Indeed, you have done no wrong, and you shall
not repent speaking with me,” said Meraud earnestly. “Trust me now.
I will be your friend, I will not ask to know what you are after. I
should break my heart to lose your friendship.”

“It is very hard to deal with women,” said
Estercel. “If you were another man, I would know what to do: break
you over my knee, or else I would swear brotherhood in all things
with you. But you are a girl, and the most strange and wonderful
ever I saw. I don't know how to manage you at all,” and he stared
helplessly at her.

Meraud laughed, a wild sweet laugh. Her danger
was over. She sprang forward and kissed his hand, then she ran
forward towards the gate of the town. But as she went, she cried to
herself in a sobbing voice: “I am bewitched! I am bewitched! What
in the world has come into my heart to make me so bold all in a
moment?”

Chapter XI. - In the Cathedral

What a day was that on which Essex rode to take
the sword at St. Patrick's Cathedral! Such state had never been
seen, not in Ireland certainly, not in England at the coronation of
Essex's great mistress Elizabeth. The sun shone, the breeze, half
salt, half sweet, wavered and turned between mountain and sea.
White clouds balanced uncertainly, seemed to wait upon their wings
to behold the shining river of gorgeous men that streamed along the
city streets.

Four hundred and eighty great gentlemen rode at
Essex's back. The gold of the new world, silk and satin of the old,
shone and glistened in the eye of the day. Above in the windows of
the tall houses crowded many faces. A deaf man seeing those open
mouths might have heard the shouting. Below, rags and hunger and
hatred were grouped with the white-coated foot soldiery. A hedge of
shining jewel-like eyes of the wretched watched flowing the
gorgeous river of the inheritors of the Earth.

Behind the gentlemen, adventurers came an
endless file of orange-coated horsemen. Here and there you might
see an honest English face fresh from the plough. Most of them were
rogues and worse — savages full of the lust to trample and devour.
Rome never trembled before the Goths as did those tormented ones
before the gorgeous procession of gentlemen adventurers,
formidable, hungry, every man of them, for spoil.

Inconstant April airs, blue sky, rags and
beggary, and orange-coated horsemen, all remained outside the
cathedral. Within was the music of trumpets, harps, and drums; an
incredible glance and blaze of gorgeous colours, the perfume of
silks fresh from the loom, and a noise and rumour of voices. The
smaller companies of the ladies had already arrived and sat like a
bed of bright garden flowers disposed in the nave, bright indeed,
but less adorned than their lords. Up the middle aisle came Essex,
shining in the Queen's colour of snow-white, hung with chains of
heavy gold, gallant in his masculine beauty, majestic in his port.
Thousands of eyes followed him, and a murmuring filled all the
arches of the cathedral.

No more eager pair of eyes followed the passage
of the great Essex than those of Meraud, where she sat forward by
the side of a pillar, penned in the rear of her mother and aunt,
and other reputable ladies loyal to the Queen's government and of
high position. Angry and impatient, Meraud sat and stood. Now she
flung herself backward, now stood up or stepped upon her chair,
where her tall shoulders rose above the crowd, and her good mother
turned about and angrily beckoned to descend. But in vain, for from
this post she could see all around; see all the stir among the
cathedral arches where the people turned and re-passed like a field
of sea-birds new come from the sea. Many feelings, strange and new,
rose in her breast, the desire to lead, to be at least among the
first, to be away from these tamed ladies who were so poor of
spirit. Another feeling possessed her and sent her glances fleeing
abroad, seeking continually for the golden-locked hero whose beauty
had bewitched her. And at the back of all was the imperious desire
to know and understand the secret intrigues and the hidden
movements of the time.

As Essex passed up the centre aisle, the Earl of
Southampton at his shoulder, behind him a never-ending procession
of manhood, gorgeous to the eye, thrice gorgeous in renown,
Meraud's heart leaped in her breast at the gallant sight. And when
Essex, burning like a white star of magnitude, stood high above
them all, lifting to the chancel roof the sword that proclaimed him
the Queen's regent, the arbiter of Ireland's destiny, she forgot
Estercel and thought only of powers and thrones. How could she
dream the truth of that shining uplifted figure? dream that that
noble head was a marked prey and even now rocking upon his
neck?

When Meraud leaned against the pillar, round the
stone cylinder, a small whispering voice reached her, and another
answered, bitter as a dried lemon. Meraud leaned backward, but no
more could she see than a red satin sleeve of a curious fashion,
all gathered and drawn and pinked; and part of a man's leg, and
that by no means a good leg, but well clothed in black hose; so she
bent her ear again to listen.

“I will swear to those black hose,” said Meraud
to herself. “They are those of Sir Xylonides Bullen, whom I dislike
the most of any man in all this town.”

“The Queen's Majesty shall know of it,” said one
voice. “Look at him, a crown on his head and garments of such
state, never saw I the like. The Queen's Majesty herself was
coronated in a simple cap of maintenance. Sir Anthony Standen said
to me even now that his state is over-great. He would make himself
a king, that fellow.”

“Nay,” said the other voice, “he is a king
already in his own estimation. It were time Her Majesty chastised
him with something more consummating than a clout upon his
ear.”

And the men laughed: one of them cackled, the
other laughed a soft musical laugh. “He has run to the length of
his tether,” said the first voice. “He has enemies he doesn't know
of: and they have the Queen's ear. Even now comes her order that
Sir Christopher Blount, Essex's man, shall not be sworn of the
council. You will see how that council shall guide him to ill
purpose. And before long, he will find there is a hole in the
bottom of his bag of treasure. Great as he appears, I tell you he
goes to his undoing.”

“Nothing more easy,” softly answered the sweeter
voice, “than to undo him who is for ever undoing of himself. I am
told there has been open speech between Essex and Sir John
Harrington of Tyrone: some scurvy nonsense concerning that base
bush-kern's fluency in the French and Italian tongue and of his
honourable and courteous bearing. That were vile treason did Her
Majesty hear of it. There is one that has made a note of his very
words. This town is full of Tyrone's spies. Perchance, there are
two or three under our polite noses and in this very place. It is
but to take and squeeze one of them, and the strange matters that
come forth can be sorted for Her Majesty's ears.”

“Good, right good. The Tudor lioness raves every
day more loudly against the disorders. I myself saw but yesterday a
letter in her own handwriting, wherein she spoke of those 'base
rebels and their golden calf, Tyrone' — Her Majesty's own
words.”

Chapter XII. - Crispin and Crispianus

early the morning after, Meraud was awakened
from her dreams by the sound of a trumpet in the street. It was not
long before she was at the window; and there was a trumpeter on
horseback crying the play of Crispin and Crispinianus to be played
that very day upon the Hoggin Green. Meraud had never in her life
beheld a play, and soon she was on foot and attiring herself in a
white gown of new fashion, also a head-tire so ingenious that the
very birds of the air, skilled as they are in weaving, might have
envied its neat intricacies.

All the town was pretty near as excited as
Meraud. Who thought of rout, defeat, famine, plague, or red death?
The gay coats of the soldiers might have been designed for
festival, not for murderous war. The sun shone, and the merry tramp
of the carpenters' hammers, as they put up the stage upon the
green, was heard all through the town. Rows of benches in front of
the stage were provided for Essex and all honourable company.
Behind the stage stood up the spring bushes and trees in every
shade of purple, brown, and green. Ropes were drawn to keep the
soldiery and the common people from pressing upon their betters.
From early morning crowds gathered together, as much to see the
multitude of the gentlemen as to watch the play.

At last, the hour drew near. Strange and
delightful, the appearances began to be seen. Whenever some
outlandish creature, such as an angel with wagging, unsteady wings
or a devil with horns and a tail, looked out from behind the
bushes, huge was the roar of delight. But that was nothing to the
shouts that greeted Essex as he came on with his gorgeous and
somewhat unruly host of gentlemen adventurers. The sun shone upon
them as upon some Persian garden, astonished to find such a freedom
of colour in a suffering land. Not one of all these men but felt
himself too fine for the earth he stepped upon. What was the art
and literature of the Celt to these captains? To be near is to be
despised. They had smelt the gold of the Aztecs, the silver of
Peru, the beauty and magnificence of England, France, and Spain was
known to each one of them. Their errand here was one of blood,
extermination, and divided lands.

Playing, laughing, jesting, shouting, these fine
fellows came on, and the vulgar crowd cheered them again. The
people owed them no worship, nor the soldier either. The common
soldier was the milch cow of these captains. Him they starved and
robbed of his clothes, his food, his pay, and left him to rot for
thanks. Yet such power lies in a gold chain and a satin coat, and a
gay demeanour, that those who had been ready to curse now blessed
instead.

Among those whose arrival was most noted by the
crowd was Meraud, who walked by the side of her mother with many
gentlemen about her. She was half a head taller than any other
girl. Those that looked upon her remarked that in brilliancy of
colouring and noble port she was like the Elizabeth of a generation
ago, only more fair. Eagerly, the girl looked about her. Passion as
well as ambition was in her heart. She listened to the compliments
of the gentlemen, but she longed most to speak with Estercel.

Soon enough she saw him. He had on a fine
brand-new suit of brown velvet and a gold chain. She saw more than
one man pointing him out, so striking was his appearance of beauty
and strength. But much as she wished it, she could not come at him.
By good favour of Sir John Harrington, the Queen's own godson,
Meraud was well seated to see the play, at the outer end of the
very front row of benches which was covered with good crimson
cloth. By bending back her head somewhat, she could see Essex in
his raised seat, dressed this morning in a soldier's coat of blue,
with no very pleased expression on his face.

Apparently the paramount lord, the Earl of Essex
began to find himself helpless in the nets of his enemies. His
favourite Southampton, whose reminiscences of mad days in Paris
were so delightful to him, whose gallant spirit resembled his own,
had just been roughly removed by Elizabeth from his command as
Master of the Horse, an intolerable slight to the leader of an
army. Struggle as he might, his designs were for ever thwarted by
the council; some malign influence breathed upon his army; already
their spirit was altered; many of them were sickening, losing heart
in the neglected, infected camp which was all that had been
prepared for them outside the walls of the town. But though Essex
had a sort of second sight that always made him alive to
approaching misfortune, it was only one vein in him that was so. In
the main, he was careless, generous, and high-mettled. In a second
now, he threw off his gloom to watch the shoemakers of Dublin go
through their lively performance.

A curious mystery it was, and one very
astonishing to the vulgar. The play opened with the appearance of
two beautiful young cobblers who sat opposite to each other on the
ground in chains and leather aprons, with shirts open at the neck,
singing a pious Christian hymn. Then entered the gaoler, a surly
man with two torturers dressed from head to foot in blood-red. They
fall upon the lads, drag them to their feet, saying:

“Vile ones, you must come away

To the Prefect Rictiovarus.

Tortured you will be this day

Unless your hateful hymns you spare us.”

Striking them repeatedly, they bind them with
thongs, drawing them tight. On the upper stage sits the Prefect
Rictiovarus and his officers, and other torturers. The trial scene
goes on, and to all the threatening curses of the officers who
require them to sacrifice to “Jupiter and Mahound”, Crispin and
Crispinianus answer in sweet broad tones and words of heavenly
steadfastness.

Meraud turned away her eyes from the stage as,
with a parade of cruelty, the torturers ran here and thither making
ready for their dreadful task. She heard the blows of the mallet as
the nails were driven through and shuddered. Pressing up behind the
ropes was a coarse soldiery, awed by the mystery, but partly
rejoicing in the torturer's work and ready to take the hint and
exercise the like practices among the Irish rebels of the
north.

Meraud looked up. Another curtain had been
drawn, and on a raised platform above stood Mary, the Virgin, all
in blue, and angels and archangels standing about her. She sends
Gabriel down, and he touches the fingers of the two lads. By some
sleight of hand, the awls fly about in all directions, striking the
officers and torturers, who fall down dead. The heavenly host
depart, singing a sweet roundel as they go.

There was a pause, and the Earl descended from
his raised seat and, attended by his gentlemen, began to walk up
and down in front of the stage. Meraud rose, and many gentlemen
crowded about her as she too began to pace up and down. Her quick
eye soon saw that Estercel was moving slowly nearer and nearer in.
A book was in his hand where a sword or an arquebus would have
better become him. He was coming to speak with her, she felt, and
she stood waiting to receive him; but with a smile, he passed on.
His face was now pale, and he was frowning. Meraud drew her crimson
cloak about her, for the April wind blew fresh, and the scene of
torture had chilled her blood.

Estercel passed on, and his heart was in his
mouth. The desperate danger of his position almost caused him to
shake. Here, before this throng, must his message be delivered,
secretly to the ear of one who lived always in the centre of a
crowd, and who in a moment of impatience or suspicion could give
him instantly to a cruel death. But the young man was gifted with a
bold and fighting spirit and a mind of single integrity. He did not
pause a moment, but approaching Lord and Lady Clancarty, asked to
be presented. The moment was well chosen: Essex and his gentlemen
in full parade were approaching again, having turned at the far end
of the green. Beautifully, the sun shone on their glancing jewels
and noble apparel. Lord and Lady Clancarty stood forward a little
with Estercel, and chance aided them. No sooner had Essex, who was
a great lover of a noble person, clapped eyes upon Estercel than he
stood and exchanged a greeting with Lady Clancarty and with her
stout good-humoured husband.

“And who,” said he, “is the young giant that
carries his book like a weapon and has a face like Gabriel?”

“My Lord,” said Clancarty, “he is one of the
sucking pupils of Oxford: a fine Latin scholar and speaks a fluent
French, though he has no English.”

“Moreover, my Lord,” said Lady Clancarty in her
dry accents, “he possesses a marvellous great white stallion who
loves him like a father, and who he proposes shall share his rooms
at the university.”

“That indeed is a recommendation,” said Essex,
smiling.

Estercel bowed profoundly. He purposely spoke in
a low voice and dexterously removed Essex a step or two under
pretence of turning back to the sun, and without changing the tone
of his voice. Holding open the page on which was emblazoned a
well-known four-lined epigram of Politicus, he followed the lines
with his finger ostensibly reading from the book, first raising his
eyes to the face of Essex with a fiery and instant significance.
Then in a low voice, but with clearness and tremendous intensity,
he delivered his message in the Latin tongue.

“I, the messenger of Tyrone and all Ireland,
speak as Tyrone to you, Earl Marshal of England. Hear and heed
well. I, openly your enemy, am secretly your friend. Many are your
apparent friends, who secretly work for your destruction. Your
gallant and generous spirit has conquered me without a battle. Give
me a meeting that I may unmask your foes and give all Ireland into
your right hand.”

“Read the epigram once again, young man,” said
Essex blandly. “You have an excellent appreciation of the Latin
tongue.”

Estercel repeated the epigram. Essex, with an
apparent carelessness, received the copy of the epigrams, remarking
on the fine parchment and decorated script, passed it to an
officer, and motioned Estercel to withdraw.

It was over. The message had gone home. Estercel
drew back, Essex passed on to his seat. The mystery recommenced. On
the stage lay the two lads, Crispin and his brother, moaning and
crying, while the gaoler and his men kicked them for sport.

Estercel never marked the play. His face was
pale and set, his eye bright; he looked straight before him, seeing
nothing but one gallant face and form. Now he might return the way
he had come, for his errand was done. As the thought passed through
his mind, there was a slight stir on the bench. On a pretence of
the heat and crush, the bold Meraud had forced her mother to change
her place, and there she was on the outer seat of the crimson bench
looking up at him with a face like a star.

There is a might in beauty, a power and a light
that speak to the soul! The very air about the head of Meraud was
suffused with a brightness. Her hair shook down a radiance that
covered her shoulders like a cloak. As he gazed, the set pallor of
Estercel's face relaxed, and his cheek flushed. He turned away his
head, for he dared not gaze too long lest he should be overcome.
While for a moment he had so lost himself, he felt warm fingers
seize upon his hand which hung innocently down by his side. He
started and glanced down, and there was Meraud looking up at him
with a witch's face. She had hold of the very finger on which was
the twisted gold ring.

“Noble person,” said she, maliciously regarding
him, “where did you get this ring? It is an ugly thing, but
curious. Take it off that I may inspect it.”

“Beautiful girl,” answered Estercel, attempting
to draw away his hand, “do not meddle with it; it is a fairy ring.
Who knows, if you took it away from me, it might bring a blast upon
you?”

“A fairy ring?” said Meraud, looking malignantly
at it. “How? Did it come out of a barrow? Did a fairy woman give it
to you? Why do you wear it?”

Estercel gazed in front of him seeking for a lie
that should be convenient and good to be told.

“It is said to be a charm against whooping
cough,” said he.

“The whooping cough!” said Meraud scornfully. “A
great man like you to wear a charm against whooping cough. Nay, I
don't believe you. It was some woman gave it to you, and I don't
believe about your colleges either. And I want to know what piece
of a book you were reading to my Lord of Essex?” And she made her
eyes as narrow as two slits.

Estercel turned and looked upon her with a
solemn face. “For two pennies I would correct you,” he said.

Meraud laughed and threw off her malicious look,
but she never left him alone. While Meraud laughed with all the
company, gentle and simple, still she was teasing Estercel.

“Stay but two more days,” said she, “your
education is unfinished. You will gain much by frequenting the
gentlemen of the court. Your manners are something rough. I would
gladly help to form them. Also I have a great curiosity to know
more about this fairy ring,” and she sought again to take his hand.
But at this moment her lady mother chanced to turn.

“My eye is upon you, Meraud,” said she. “Do not
imagine that while I talk to Sir Anthony Standen, yet I cannot at
the same time see what goes on behind my back. Unless you alter
your behaviour, bitter brewing awaits you at home. After meat,
mustard!”

Chapter XIII. - Meraud Goes to Court

At first glance, it would have been hard to
recognise the wild free-gestured girl in the splendid lady who
stood before the mirror but four days after. The kincob gown was on
over a satin petticoat: the stiff golden cloth, the large sleeves,
the ruff, the decorated head-tire, the tightly cinctured waist
combined to disguise the natural form: even the countenance was
altered, seeming at once more lavish yet more guarded in its
beauty.

It was a wonder, too, to see the chamber. The
whole paraphernalia of luxury was there: rich draperies flung down
in disorder, combs, ornaments, pots and vials of essences and
perfumes. As she stood a moment before the mirror, while impatient
voices called her from below, a gorgeous figure in the midst of
this disorder, Meraud's face was pale. But an instant before she
had stepped back into the chamber for a last look in the glass, and
a strange chance had frightened her.

The late afternoon had grown dusky, and the
serving women who had helped her to dress had lit two candles which
burned with no very great light. As Meraud hastily approached the
mirror whose surface shone palely in the double crossing lights,
her own resplendent figure gleamed in it, moving towards her from
its furthest depths. Behind her there was, or seemed to be for one
moment, a something that did not move at all, a face that drew her
eyes. It was ruddy-haired like her own, with crimson cheeks, the
red lips were open, and the fierce eyes were bent upon her. With a
movement of instinctive horror, Meraud turned about to see what
thing stood so menacingly behind her in the room, and when she
looked again in the mirror, the face was gone. One instant, she
stood. Then obeying the shouts that called her from below, she
darted from the room.

Once safe downstairs, Meraud clean forgot her
short moment of fear and lived only in the atmosphere of admiration
and excitement that surrounded her. A wonder and a novelty was
before the door, a coach with six horses, sent by a member of
council to draw her and her father to the great assembly at the
castle, for not only was her father a man of weight and importance,
holding extensive properties in the south and loyal to Elizabeth,
but the beauty of Meraud was famous already.

Fourteen days it was since Essex had landed,
fourteen days of deep excitement and unrest, while Essex and the
lords of the council debated disposing their armies and arguing
their plans of war. From the camp outside the city walls came a
rumour that filled the air and lasted from early morning till late
at night. This murmur was echoed in men's waking thoughts and even
in their dreams. Never before had such an armament been spied on
Irish shores. And never before had the men of Ireland been so
united; never before had they had so gallant and so wise a leader
as Tyrone, a gentleman schooled at the same court as Essex and a
graver man than he.

Tonight, there was a great assembly at the
castle. Already from all quarters of the city those who had any
titles of authority, on foot or on horseback, were crowding towards
it, eager to see the great earl. The centre of Ireland's fate
tonight was the castle. The centre of the castle, the unseen point
from which depended all that was visible and seen, was the hidden
heart of Essex.

As the coach lumbered heavily up Castle Street,
and the horses trod hollow on the drawbridge between the two round
towers, Meraud's heart beat high.

“See, now, child,” her father was saying. “These
are dangerous times; see that you bear yourself discreetly. To be
seen speaking to the noble Earl of Essex shall advance us
greatly.”

But Meraud did not listen at all to her
father.

Within the castle shone a memorable pageant. The
hall, one hundred feet in length and eighty in breadth, was lit by
candles and torches, and filled with a great throng of figures that
continually moved. A lane was kept clear up the middle, leading
directly to the upper end of the hall where stood the Earl of
Essex. The eye was at once awed and enchanted that rested upon him.
Behind him was the dark wall, and over him the dark roof. Against
this background, his person blazed, an emblem of power shown forth
in actual beauty of manhood and state. From head to foot, he was
clothed in very rich white satin embroidered in pearls, with a
short mantle of white velvet upon one shoulder. A jewelled order
hung on his breast, suspended by a ribbon of blue. His bearing was
august, almost suggesting the sovereign, but crossed by sudden
flashes of impatience or delight. The noble head was thrown a
little back, and the light, brightest in that part of the hall
where he stood, showed the dark locks of hair, the beard lighter by
many shades, the bright red lips, the well-formed features, and the
high brow. On either hand of him shone a constellation of his
officers: those next to him young and brilliant as himself, the
grey-beards further off.

Although Meraud, more than once, had had direct
speech of him, she was awed in spite of her pride as she approached
him. Quitting her father's arm, she sank him a curtsey. He, taking
a full step forward, extended his hand and raised her up. Meraud
looked into his face and met his flashing look.

“Ah, beautiful Mistress Meraud!” he said.
“Lovely shining emerald of ladies, I am conveyed straight to
another world when I look on you. In truth,” said he, lowering his
voice and gazing earnestly upon her, “such beauty as yours is like
a still pool to a troubled spirit. So exasperated as I am, with
sage councillors and foolish counsels, I do long for nothing so
much as some enchanted ship that would carry me with so fair a
companion as you to some island of rest, where I might find that
peace which honour ever denies me.”

“Ah,” said Meraud, gaily smiling and also
speaking low, “I thought your Lordship had had enough and too much
of the sea of late. And did you indeed find such peace, where were
your Lordship's glories then?”

The eyes of Essex darkened and his face, that
but a moment before had been so victorious, became uneasy and
perturbed.

“Truly, fair lady,” he said in still lower
tones, gazing upon her radiant form and countenance and as if
impelled to speak, “I fear there is small augury of any glory
coming to my house by way of this country. Did not my unhappy
father lose here fortune and life?” And as he spoke, a black cloud
rested on his brow for all men to behold, for the countenance of
Essex showed always the open sign of his loves and hates.

Seeing Essex with his eyes cast down upon the
floor in the attitude of despondency, Sir Henry Cuffe stepped
forward and touched him upon the arm. Essex started and flung off
the warning hand as, in an instant recovering his customary look of
gallant animation, he turned to those who continually pressed
forward from the other end of the hall.

Meraud passed on and, at her father's bidding,
took the arm of Sir Xylonides Bullen, a round-faced middle-aged
gentleman with a cold, keen eye, reputed an able governor, known in
those harsh days for his harshness.

“You have been highly honoured, Mistress
Meraud,” said he. “The noble Earl spoke long with you. I see many
eyes upon you, and many are wondering of what he spoke so
earnestly?”

But Meraud would give no heed; she was wild on
the gaze. “Oh, what a day! what a night!” she cried. “I am glad to
be here. Was ever so much grandeur seen before?”

“It is in truth a splendid scene,” said he. “And
the noble Earl, the sun or centre of the firmament of lesser
lights. Small wonder if all men's eyes follow him. He is fantastic
in his humours of late, but it were something beside the ordinary
if he spoke of something particular in the very centre of this
crowd?”

Meraud looked at him, and for all answer, a
strange slow smile that was not her own overspread her face. Then
of a sudden, she cast down her eyes and fell to considering a mean
leg in a handsome black stocking which she well recognised. Sir
Xylonides looked at her with fresh attention.

“You are wise beyond your years, Mistress
Meraud, for you will keep counsel. Look how bitterly Captain
Anthony Falconer looks down into his beard. He doesn't like the
complexion this expedition has put on. Men say that the evil augury
of this voyage is likely to be fulfilled.”

“I have heard of none,” said Meraud, her looks
still seeking through the crowd, “save that the ships met with ill
winds and were long at sea.”

“Haven't you heard then how nearly was the
Queen's treasure lost? When the ships were endeavouring to recover
over the bar with all their sails up and full, the Popinjay and the
Charell, that had all the treasure on board, made together and were
likely to have dashed each other in pieces, and with much ado
escaped one from the other. It is said that when the army marched
out of London, and the whole city was gone out to see them, such a
thunderstorm burst upon all as has scarcely been experienced
before, for the wonder of the lightning and the violence of the
rain.”

“That is strange,” said Meraud. “But my father
has told me that so great an army or so much gold has never come
into Ireland before, and that even Tyrone, himself, is no match for
the Earl of Essex; so that out of this war we shall get peace at
last.”

Sir Xylonides smiled upon her. “Heaven send
peace, indeed, fair Mistress Meraud. We are long enough distracted.
But this Essex from his boyhood was a Queen's darling, and I do not
like the breed.”

While they spoke, Meraud's eyes that had
ceaselessly roamed about the hall now at last, like a travelling
bird that sights her home, joyfully lighted on the face they
sought. Far back in the hall, leaning against an arch's side, was
Estercel. Since ever she had seen him come riding down the street,
the whole desire of Meraud's heart, strong and untamed, had been
placed upon him. In her youth and pride, Meraud had never doubted
of happy love. All men told her she was beautiful. Already she knew
them for her subjects and practised consciously arts of subjugation
till her more simple mother wondered at the once simple girl.

Now as her glance flew and rested upon Estercel
standing in dark clothes at the back of the gaily-dressed crowd,
there was a simplicity of delight in her face that transformed the
stiff attire, the more calculated bearing, she had assumed. At the
same moment, his eyes lit upon her, and either smiled.

Sir Xylonides saw the greeting which passed.
“Fair lady,” he said, “I see plainly that you are in all the
secrets. I would give ten crowns to know what is that young man's
business with the Earl of Essex, and I would give twenty for that
white horse he rides.”

“You would not get him,” said Meraud, laughing.
“That white horse is father and mother to him, for neither has
he.”

“What does he do here, fair Meraud?”

“That I don't know,” answered she.

“I will wager you two crowns,” said Sir
Xylonides, “that he will not tell you.”

“I will take up the wager,” said Meraud smiling
from under her eyelids; for she said to herself, “Estercel will
tell me if I ask him, but I will not tell you, old man.”

“Let us go round the hall, and you shall speak
with him, mistress,” said Sir Xylonides, and they began slowly to
make their way.

“I will tell you what I think,” said Sir
Xylonides, speaking in a small bitter voice, the voice of the
plotter, his mouth to her ear. “I believe this young man is a spy
of Tyrone's. They say he sends lame men and blind men everywhere as
his messengers, but he may well employ a piece of comeliness on
such occasions as this. For this youth has had speech of Essex and
the council, and men are now whispering that the army moves not
against Tyrone. They will first destroy his allies in the south. I
know how it comes about. Could I but find there had been parleying
between Essex and Tyrone, I could make up a budget for the Queen's
Majesty's ears which, God bless her, are always open for such. Who
knows, fair mistress, but that fortune for us both may lie that
way?”

He took Meraud by the arm as he spoke and drew
her into a side doorway that opened on a vaulted passage. A dank
air moved up from it, and it was black dark and chilling cold. The
voice of the plotter, the same that spoke in the cathedral, was in
her ears.

“See, Mistress Meraud,” said he, pointing down:
“George Arglass that has the charge of this castle is my good
friend, and many matters we have in hand together. It is but the
word 'spy' in his ear, and a few words from your lips, fair
mistress, and we have a traitor by the heels.”

Meraud turned and gazed into the black depth of
the passage, then back into the bright hall whose floor was like a
moving garden, whose roof was filled with the loud mingled murmur
of many voices. Either seemed real, either seemed to make the other
unreal. Often in her short life Meraud had looked upon fear, and it
had passed her by. Tonight, it took hold of her. Her strong and
lovely face turned pale, and she was shaken in the comfort of her
beauty and youth. For the first time, she knew that behind day
comes the night; behind joy, sorrow; that behind beauty waits
decay, and behind security wanders fear. Her keen intelligence
suddenly fathomed the depth of the plot against Essex. His friends,
Blount and Southampton, excluded from the council through the
Queen's jealousy, which was easily manipulated to their own
advantage by his enemies at home; the council, packed with his
enemies, forcing him on the southern war, while Tyrone camped in
the north. The same council aided by a hundred, a thousand, false
and bitter tongues whispering everywhere the rumour of Essex's
traitorousness, because he secretly parleyed with the enemy — of
his cowardice, because he dare not meet Tyrone. Her heart was torn
with pity for Essex so hedged about as he was with perfidiousness,
one foot in a deadly trap. She felt a great pang of fear lest
Estercel should be caught also and destroyed by this terrible
man.

Did Essex know his enemies? Did Estercel know
his danger? She might warn them both, she thought.

But when they were got round to Estercel and
stood face to face with him, being a girl and young, she forgot the
black passage and the jealous eyes of Sir Xylonides and felt only
joy. Like old friends, they turned to each other and talked
together; talked of the life each had known before they had come to
town; of riding and the day's joy out hunting, of the lakes and the
fishing, and much of the music that they both loved.

“And where in the north is it you live?” asked
Meraud.

“In the O'Neill's country,” said he, “beyond the
Yellow Ford.”

“And perhaps you know Tyrone?” says she, smiling
sly to herself.

“To my glory I do,” says he, “for a great man he
is. There is more strength and seriousness in him than in the Earl
of Essex; although the outward appearance of my Lord Essex is grand
indeed tonight. But Tyrone has very fine clothes of his own too.
Tonight I have seen a great sight that will last me my life. I am
glad and sorry at the one time to be going back to my own country
tomorrow.”

“Going back tomorrow? Tomorrow, oh, no!” said
Meraud, and her voice had a new note.

Estercel looked upon her, saw her pale face and
the tears springing to her shining eyes, and in part he loved her.
Looking round to see if they were observed, he laid his hand upon
her shoulder.

“And will you come back with me,” said he,
laughing to her, “on the back of Tamburlaine?”

Meraud forgot the kincob gown and her dignity
together. She could not bear to lose her great shining Estercel.
She turned herself to him, and if they had been alone, she would
have cast her arms about his neck. “Oh, I will come with you,” she
cried. “Oh, that would be the joy, to ride together!”

Then Estercel remembered himself, for upon his
finger he saw a slender ring of twisted gold. He took away his
hand.

“I ask your pardon, Meraud FitzPierce,” he said,
and to his face came the sudden colour of regret and shame. “I
ought not to have asked you any such thing. I have given my promise
to another girl, and if I should ride home with you behind me, what
would she say to me then?”

Have you seen a galloping horse brought up on a
sudden by a powerful rider? Have you seen the rearing, the
indignant mouth, the wild eye, the panting nostril? Even so was
Meraud checked; all this for one moment Estercel saw and recognised
his fatal mistake. The next minute, the girl had turned her face
away and stepped to meet her father who hurried towards her,
saying:

“Come, Meraud, child, where have you hidden
yourself? His Lordship asks for you.”

In a kind of forlorn regret, Estercel watched
her go, as a child's eyes will follow a departing light or a hand
that takes a rose away. He had heard her father's words, and, in
going, she appeared so splendid in her golden gown that almost it
seemed to him as if she were chosen to take the shining path to
honour, while his lay out in the dark. Then he went out and left
the castle. Involuntarily, as he went along, he turned the ring on
his finger. Clear as in the moonlight of their last meeting, he saw
the brown Sabia, her tender face looking upon him, and he was
consoled for the loss of bright Meraud.

Chapter XIV. - The Abbess Interferes

That night when Meraud at last found herself
alone in her chamber, the vacant sense of newly-won triumphs left
her, and the deeps of her heart came up. Till but a few weeks ago
she had been fancy-free. Then her fancy in all its wildness had lit
upon Estercel. Ardent and strong, fanned by strange winds, the
flame burned in her; how was it with her now? In a dead pause, she
waited, questioning her own heart. Now and then, a foot sounded in
the passageway or on the stairs passing to the upper chambers of
the house. From the street, voices of those that went home now and
then reached her lattice. Idly, she rose and went to the mirror;
idly, she looked at her own likeness there.

Suddenly, coming from where she did not know,
hate, like an arrow, passed into her heart. So great a passion of
rage at the insult she had received seized upon her, that she was
convulsed. With swelling bosom, out-straining arms, and clenched
hands, she stepped a pace backwards on the floor, while through her
closed teeth came indistinctly such words as she had never before
uttered, the dangerous language of hate. Before her passion had
exhausted itself, her unseeing eyes, that looked beyond the mirror
at the object of her anger, on a sudden, saw. Her own face in the
mirror was distorted and grown strange to her. For one second, it
seemed to her the likeness of the face she had seen before setting
out. Grown cold, she turned away and, sitting on her bedside, began
to think. Neither love nor hate are sufficient to themselves. As
love seeks to render a golden service, so hate must yield her
service too, the poisonous service of revenge.

Meraud's pride was great, her nature high and
tyrannous. She had received her first insult, and she would destroy
the man who had insulted her. With that determination, she unlaced
the golden gown and presently lay down upon her bed and slept.

With the early morning, she was up again,
following the impulse which had survived, even gained strength in
her sleep. A few words written with much labour on a piece of
parchment from her father's cabinet sufficed, and a quick messenger
sent from the house in haste. Late the same evening, a packet was
brought to her. Receiving it from the hand of the man that brought
it, Meraud retired from the noisy hall to the quiet of her own
chamber, where she opened it. Two silver crowns fell into her lap.
Paying no heed to them, she read the writing:

“Most Fair Mistress, — Most fairly have you won
the wager. Our friend we spoke of lies safe in the castle or, as I
might more truly say, under the castle. He has suffered a rap upon
the pate; Heaven mend him soon; for George Arglass advises that we
do apply some sort of persuasion to speech. If this matter be
shrewdly pushed, fortune may be found to lie behind it. Small bolts
will sometimes bring down mighty great birds. — In haste, fair
mistress, I remain, your devoted servant,

“Xylonides Bullen.”

When Meraud had succeeded in spelling out her
letter, with an unmoved countenance she folded it and tucked it in
the bosom of her dress. Downstairs she went again to join in the
common life of the hall and parlour where there was noise and
laughter, and coming and going.

Although it was the month of May, the day was
cold and cloudy, and the windows of the houses were now and again
buffeted by drenching storms of rain. Towards afternoon, a
trembling seized upon the limbs of Meraud. How did she know but
that they might be torturing him now? She rose from her place and
went slowly up the stairs to her room. On the threshold, she
paused. The chamber was filled with a greenish light from the
lattice upon which the rain beat. It seemed to her as though there
was, or had been, some presence in the room. With a fainting heart,
Meraud crossed the floor: sidelong she glanced at the mirror which
she had learned to fear. It seemed to her that a formless shadow
swept across its depths. Turning her face away, she moved to the
bedside and sank upon her knees. Not many minutes elapsed before
the abbess entered the room and, approaching the kneeling girl, sat
down upon the bedside and took her cold hand in hers.

“What ails you, daughter?” she said.

Meraud answered no word, but turned and laid
down her shining head upon the abbess's white knees, sighing as she
did so with a pitiful sound. The abbess felt her powerless hands
and her damp forehead; then crossed herself many times and murmured
a prayer while she gazed about her and round the chamber so filled
with the air, the very perfume of vanity. Meraud's beauty and
demeanour had brought her many lovers, for the city was full of
gentlemen. And these had given her gifts: draperies and kerchiefs,
and perfumes, and buckled shoes, and little toys, and there was no
order in the room at all.

“What ails you, daughter?” asked the abbess
again, and again came no answer, but only the pitiful sighs.

“It is even as I feared,” murmured the holy
woman. “This is no bodily illness. The girl is bewitched and will
die.”

Herself now paler even than ordinary with fear,
the abbess turned her eyes sideways upon the mirror. The rain
streamed upon the lattice, and the shimmering greenish light moved
within the glass.

“The mirror is accursed,” said the abbess.

Rising with determination, she unclasped the
girl's hands from her knees and endeavoured to raise her so as to
place her on the bed, but Meraud, still kneeling, cast her arms
over the coverlet and buried her face in it. The abbess made the
sign of the cross over the girl's head; then with a great boldness
went and faced the mirror. The light flickered in it, and her
loathing for it as an evil thing grew upon her as she gazed.
Lifting it in her arms, as it swung on a double chain, she looked
between it and the wall.

“Spiritus Sanctus, adjuva me!”* she murmured, as
turning she hurried from the room.

(* Holy Spirit, help me!)

In a moment, she came back carrying a huge
brass-bound book of prayers. Raising it high in the air, she dashed
the heavy clasp against the glass. Meraud started at the crash. She
looked up and saw the splintered glass flying, then buried her face
in the coverlet as before. But when, in another moment, she felt a
hand laid upon her head, as though the breaking of the mirror had
loosed her spirit, she raised herself and, throwing her arms across
the abbess's knees, burst into weeping and bemoaned herself most
bitterly.

“What ails you, child? What ails you?” said the
abbess anxiously, feeling her stricken state.

Meraud ceased her weeping, drew forth from her
bosom both money and letter and put them into the abbess's
hands.

“I have given a man's life for two crowns,” she
said, and putting down her head again, she resumed her weeping.

The abbess, once used to authority, had long
skill in reading people's faces and much activity in inquiring into
their affairs. She loved Meraud, and because she had carefully
watched her, and because she had in her zeal contrived to peruse
the letter before Meraud had received it, she needed but to ask a
question or two, and the whole matter was clear to her. Her pale
face became lit with a holy fervour; her hands hovered over the
head of the weeping girl.

“You have done an evil deed, child,” she
said.

“I have indeed!” cried Meraud. “I am undone. Oh,
Mother of God, in the black dark they will have put him. They will
be torturing him even now. The saints forgive me, but surely I was
mad.”

“Worse than mad, daughter,” said the holy woman,
“bewitched! And for the time the child of the devil. Look round at
the room, Meraud. It is the chamber of a wanton. Not another night
do you sleep here till it has been cleansed. The spirit of that
woman lingers here and has overcome yours.”

“But the evil is done, reverend mother. They
will show him no mercy. What can I do? Take me away to some
convent, reverend mother and aunt, for I will go into the world no
more.”

The abbess made no answer for a long while.
Still the girl wept on in anguish, and the heavy rain beat on the
latticed window. At length, she spoke.

“Daughter,” she said, “lift up your head and
listen to what I shall say.”

In the midst of her weeping, Meraud lifted up
her head, her face was pale as death. The white lids of her eyes
were swollen, and down her cheeks ran rivers of tears.

“Daughter,” said the holy woman, “those tears
are blessed. Long enough you have shown me the face of pride. And
of late, I have feared my prayers were unacceptable for it was the
face of a wanton as well. But now, daughter, that you have
repented, did you but will it, your body, which is of itself but
vileness, might be as the throne of an angel. Did you but accept of
heaven's grace, your carnal beauty, which is even now more powerful
than ten swords, might be as an arrow in the hand of the Almighty.
I will bring holy water and sprinkle your jewels and your fine
clothes and your slippers and your pots of unguent, that all may be
used in His service. I have heard much of you of late, and it is
borne in upon my mind that you are intended for greatness. Come,
daughter, rise up and leave your weeping. We must find means to
liberate this young man, if it be possible, under God. Come away
from this chamber; you shall stay no longer here.”

Slowly, Meraud rose up, a faint life stirring in
her sick heart. In her going, she paused on the threshold of the
room that she was not to enter again till it was wholly purified
and cleansed. She looked at the broken mirror and the glass that
lay in fragments on the floor. Memory showed her a picture of her
own countenance as she had seen herself therein only the night
before. She saw the red cheek and lips, the crown of shining hair,
the golden crown. Now like the glass, her pride was shattered, and
she turned away, loathing her sin.

“I don't know what to do,” said she, with meek
voice and countenance, “nor how to save him!”

Chapter XV. - The Horse-Thief

Owen Joy, his head wrapped in a mantle, his
heart beating under its folds, roamed the corn market, avoiding the
pale light of the half moon that shone on the centre booths. On his
feet were silent shoes of supple cow-hide. He was looking for a man
and horse, either of them the beauty of the world to him. The city
gates were fast shut, the three clocks answered each other: one
chiming from the castle, one from the tholsel,* one from the
cathedral. So worn was he by grief and panic fear, that as each new
chime fell upon his ear his heart leaped like a deer's.

(* Merchant's hall.)

Three days now since a message had come for
Estercel, brought by a man in the livery of the FitzPierces. Three
days since Estercel had mounted his horse and ridden away out of
the Dame Gate, and along Dame's Lane, when man and horse alike had
disappeared. Owen Joy and his men had scarce slept since then. Like
madmen, they wandered the streets, keeping their madness secret,
dreading the wild bands of soldiers they must be continually
meeting. By day, they had explored north, south, east, and west of
the city boundaries, and but one trace had Owen Joy come upon.
Three men lay sick in a hut half a mile beyond St. Andrew's Church,
an old woman nursing them. She told one of Joy's men they had got
their broken bones from a great white horse that was more fiend
than horse. That was all the old woman could say; the men were very
bad, near death indeed. Therefore, Owen explored all that
neighbourhood more particularly; not an outhouse or a dirty stable
but he had peered into it, often at the risk of his life.

Now the watch came up past Hanging Tower crying
the hour. He dodged into a doorway, then turned up Back Lane. Half
way up, a noise struck upon his ear, the noise of iron upon wood
and stone. Owen Joy's heart leapt again; his mantle fell from about
his face, as he craned forward to listen. The noise had ceased.
There was silence, broken only by the baying of dogs and the crying
of some woman far away. Owen went forward: a turn to the left into
an ill-smelling alley brought him presently to a door in a high
wall that stood across the way. From the other side of the wall
came the thundering noise again.

“No horse in the world could make that noise but
himself,” said Owen Joy, and he sprang like a cat on the door. It
was bolted on the inside, but there was a round hole over the lock.
Owen Joy put his hand through and grasped about for a bolt inside.
He felt a horrid tingling in all his fingers and up his arm: who
knew but a sword cut might come down upon it from the other side?
After some fumbling, he found a wooden bar. It was heavy and
rattled in the stanchions as he pulled on it. Softly and steadily,
he drew it back, and the door gave in. Owen waited a moment, then
slipped inside and closed it, shutting himself in.

He was standing in a yard round which were the
closed doors of stables. In the middle of the yard, the moonlight
shone. Owen drew into the shadow, he whistled low and soft, making
a sound like a distant owl-note. It was answered by the whinny of a
horse from a stable near at hand.

“It's himself,” said Owen.

At the sound of his voice there was a mighty
thundering of hoofs, not four, but thirty-two hoofs, you would have
said were in it. As Owen watched, he saw splinters dashed from the
stable door across the moonlight. He slipped along in the shadow
and whispered at the door.

“Horse of my heart, is it you?”

A piercing neigh answered him.

“Be still then, son of my soul: look under the
door, I will pass my hand to you.”

The hand was slipped under, and the horse's
great tongue licked it over and over again while he snuffled and
whinnied with a sound like weeping. Owen drew his hand away. He
stood up and examined the door. It was bolted on the outside and
secured with a huge padlock.

“Keep up your heart, my son. Somehow or other,
I'll come to you,” he whispered.

He examined the lock. Almost he could get his
finger into the keyhole, but not quite. He drew out his
sheath-knife and fitted it in; one strong turn and the lock shot
back. Cautiously he opened the door and passed inside, closing it
again. Seeking out the shadow of the great beast in the darkness,
he threw his arms about his neck. Man and horse communed together
in sighs and moanings, weeping for the sake of him that was not
there.

Owen opened the door a little way that the
moonlight might come in. Tamburlaine was in a fearful state: his
white hide was sullied and stiff with sweat; his hocks were running
with blood, his eyeballs red and nostrils too. Owen took off the
neck-cloth that he wore and mopped head and neck, while the
creature gratefully tossed and exulted in the touch of love, the
familiar thing. Throwing his arm along the horse's neck, he rested
his forehead upon him and continued his thought in silence. Raising
himself up at last, he said:

“Listen to me, well beloved: I am going now, but
I will return again. Keep up your heart and practise patience. I
will know no rest till I have liberated you and him that we adore
and restored you to the hills of the north.”

Tamburlaine turned his rolling eyes upon Owen
Joy. With ears pricked forward, he listened to every word. “Lie
down, my son,” said Owen, “and wait patiently till I come back,”
and he laid his hand upon Tamburlaine's forehead lock.

The horse bent his knees. Owen moved to the
door. In the dim light, he saw the whole great bulk sink peacefully
to the ground. Softly, he closed the door and swift and silent as a
cat sped on his way. As he ran in the shadow, glancing from left to
right, his beard on his shoulder, he thought, and he planned.

Coming to the yard of the Black Dog Inn where he
and his fellows had a corner of a loft (and thankful to get it, so
crowded was the town), Owen Joy opened the stable doors each in
turn and looked within: every stall was occupied. The uneasy stir
of the horses woke the sleepers above, and a head was thrust
out.

“All right,” said Owen. “It's only myself. I'm
away to my bed.”

The head withdrew grumbling, and Owen climbed
the ladder to his loft. Picking his way among the sleeping forms,
he threw himself down at last beside Black Maurice, the trustiest
of his men. Quiet he lay for a few minutes while his mind flew here
and thither reviewing many places and things, fixing on one after
another as suitable to his purpose. Now he remembered: that other
tall house beyond was Lord Clancarty's. Now his plans were made.
Rolling over, he laid hold of Black Maurice and whispered in his
ear.

“Wake, you snoring devil, and tell me where will
I get a ball of twine?”

“Holy Virgin!” gasped Maurice in his
bewilderment. “Owen, my friend, can it be that you are drunk?”

“Listen, Maurice,” said Owen, and putting his
lips close to the other's ear, he whispered long and with less
noise than a mouse would make in his corner. Much he said and ended
with: “Now, where will I get a piece of twine?”

“Oh, glory, glory, wisha, wisha!” said Maurice.
“I seen a good hank in Alexander's waist-belt,” and crawling on his
hands and knees and ejaculating all the way, he came to his
companion and, cleverly rummaging him over, extracted at last the
hank of string from somewhere about his person.

Down the ladder, Owen went like a cat and in at
the inn back-door. Two servant maids lay asleep in the back
kitchen. Creeping softly, he snatched the can and brush and the
lump of ochre and, hiding all under his cloak, set out at a sliding
trot back the way he had come. At the entrance to the dark alley,
he paused, laid down his bundle and can in a dark corner and turned
aside, taking to another lane. Here, for awhile, he lost his
bearings, for a knot of quarrelling soldiers came hurling out of a
house and sent him off down another alley. At last, as the clocks
struck the half hour after one, he reached the great house of the
Clancartys. Stealing along by the wall, he came to the stables. The
gates were locked but the small man-door was open. Entering, he
crept along and laid his ear to each door in turn, and in each he
seemed to distinguish the breathing of a horse. Despair filled him.
He went the round again. One door led to the biggest stable which
had six stalls, he knew. He listened and heard the stir and the
munching of more horses than two or three. Still there might be one
empty stall. Softly, he pushed back the bolt, and, as he did so, a
head was thrust out from a loft.

“Who's that, and what are ye after?”

“Haven't I been,” said Owen, in sulky accents,
“sent up from Lisadill with a horse for his Lordship? And three
mortal hours I've been looking for Clancarty House, and my man
below there is lost standing in the street with a led horse and
nowhere to put him.”

“I've heard tell of no horse coming for his
Lordship.”

“It's a gift horse and a mighty particular one.
I'm to see her Ladyship in the morning about it,” said Owen.

“Well, well, there's a small box on the right of
the stalls that's vacant. Put him in there till the morning. Maybe
I had better come down.”

“Don't trouble yourself, O steward of the
Clancartys,” said Owen. “I'll just have one look at the box, and
then I'll go fetch the horse. And may I lie down beside him till
the morning?”

“Well, and I suppose you may unless, as you seem
a well-spoken man, you would wish to come up and share a
place.”

“Don't trouble yourself, sir,” said Owen,
“thanking you all the same. In about half an hour's time, if you
hear the walk of a horse, that will be me and himself. A great
beast it is, and a great tramp he makes.”

And with that, Owen disappeared into the stable.
Presently, he came out again and whistled till the head appeared in
the upper window frame.

“What can I do about the gates?” said Owen. “You
can't bring a horse through a man-hole.”

The man above rubbed his head perplexed.

“It is a great pity that my sleep should be
disturbed in this way. And I not at all well in myself this week
past. I sorely need all I can get,” he said at length in a stifled
whisper.

“Don't be troubled,” said Owen in the same
voice, “leave it all to me. Suffer me to keep one side of the gate
unbarred for a short half hour. After I have placed the horse in
the stall, I will bar it again before I lie down.”

The gate ajar behind him, Owen sped forth like
an arrow from a bow. A lean strong runner, he bounded noiselessly
at a greyhound's pace till he came to the alley where he had left
his bundle and can. A stray dog was smelling them who started aside
as Owen came up to him with a yelp that set all the other dogs
around howling. Owen sank on the ground in the dark corner, his
head on his hand, planning his way. The noise of the dogs died
away; the stillness became complete; it was the dead hour of night.
The moon was now descending the sky, and soon her light would be
quenched. A wet touch on his hand made him start. There was the
stray dog again who leaped backwards a yard when Owen lifted his
head. He held out his hand, and the dog came and sniffed upon it.
Owen felt in his pocket for a piece of stale bread and, breaking it
in half, gave a piece to the dog who ate it ravenously. Presently,
it came close and timidly lay down beside him. Owen put his hand on
its head, and something of the love and sorrow and longing that was
in the man's heart reached the dog's.

At last, Owen rose up and took the bundle of
cloth. Pointing to the can, he whispered to the dog, “Watch it,”
and then stole away.

Coming to the gate, he found it bolted on the
inside when he had left it merely closed. Owen was worn with grief
and watching. A brave man, he was seized with unreasoning terror.
That part of him which he could not control told him that on the
other side of the gate death waited for him. Owen had faced ten
foes at once in battle. He felt he would rather face them again
than thrust his arm through that hole. It must be done. He bared
his arm to the shoulder, measured his distance on the here side of
the door, then with a wonderfully rapid and silent movement shot
back the bolt and withdrew his arm. As he did so, he heard a
movement in the yard. There was someone behind the door.

Owen laid his ear to the crack. He was not a
hunter for nothing. His ear soon told him all that his eye wished
to know. A large dog lay crouched there panting hard and ready to
spring. Owen smiled. He pulled off his cloak and wound it round his
left arm. He drew his long knife from his belt, no need to feel the
edge, for he knew its sharpness. Collecting all his force till the
whole of him was strung like a bent bow, he pushed the door with
his foot and sprang into the yard. The bloodhound leaped. Owen
thrust his left arm in his throat and drove his long knife between
his ribs. In that one silent moment of strife, a noble dog was
dead.

Owen lifted the dead body that was as heavy as a
calf into the dark corner of the wall, drew out the knife and wiped
it on the dog's hide. Then he stood in the shadow, listening,
motionless as a statue, till the clock struck two. Whoever it was
that loosed the dog must have gone back to his rest. There was no
sound in the yard save the occasional stirring of the horses. But
in all that time, there was no sound from Tamburlaine's stall, and
Owen's heart was heavy in his breast. Was he gone? Or was he dead
that he knew not when Owen was by?

Waiting a few moments till the last vibration of
the striking clocks had died upon the air, Owen crept to the stable
door. His spirit rose, for it was as he had left it; the lock
closed, but not fastened. He slipped within. There lay the great
white beast calmly asleep, as Owen could see from the heaving of
his sides.

“Ah, poor fellow, poor fellow,” murmured Owen.
“He was worn out with sorrow. His heart was at rest once he had
talked to me.”

He bent down and whispered: “Wake, beloved;
wake, but lie still.” The large eye opened; the horse had dreamed
of Estercel and woke to look upon Owen.

With rapid movements, the bundle was now
unrolled. Taking one of the four pieces of cloth, Owen began to
muffle a hoof, padding it with straw and binding it with string
around the pastern, neat and tight. Tamburlaine raised himself on
his shoulder that he might look on. He had been muffled before and
understood there was need of silence. Soon the four feet were
trimmed and ready and, “Rise, good horse,” said Owen and stood off
from him with circumspection. Tamburlaine got upon his fore hoofs,
raising up the hinder part of his body afterwards, without lashing
or struggling. Then standing upright, he laid his chin on the
shoulder of Owen in token of affection and obedience.

Owen opened the door and looked out: all was
empty and silent. He crossed the yard and opened the door.
Tamburlaine had followed of his own accord, stepping like a shadow
on his muffled feet. Owen went back and shut the stable door, then
the yard door. Softly as they went, still he thought he heard a
sound somewhere behind him. He sped up the alley, the horse after
him, till he came to where the can was, the dog watching it. He
snatched it up, then leaped on the horse's back. “Trot soft, boy,”
he whispered. The great horse put himself in motion, the dog
following behind. Owen guided him, as he had often done before,
with a hand on his neck. To Owen, the beat of Tamburlaine's feet
was as loud as thunder, and his own heart beat almost as loud. So
near a half safety, yet he was sure that he was followed, that
danger was behind. Three-quarters of the way along Back Lane was a
timber yard, just before the turning into Nicholas Street. Arrived
opposite, Owen slipped from the horse's back and ran before him
through the timber to a low pile at the back of the yard.

“Down!” he said to horse and dog, and in a
moment, all three lay crouched together. The hind-quarters of
Tamburlaine stuck out and shone in the moonlight. Owen took off his
cloak and spread it over them. The horse turned his head to look,
and Owen could have sworn he laughed. For full five minutes they
lay hidden. Then two men came running round the corner. They
stopped on seeing the timber, stood still and listened. One of
them, a tall man in leather jacket and breeches, with a reddish
head and a big nose that shone in the moonlight, came forward and
looked behind the nearest stack. The hair on the neck of
Tamburlaine stiffened, and his sweat broke out under Owen's hand.
He began to move and stir himself, when suddenly the little dog,
who had been lying quiet as a mouse, rushed forward barking. Owen
felt as though his heart would burst at the noise, but it was well
for him in the end. The men kicked the dog aside and, thinking it
belonged to the yard, went on. Owen waited till the sound of their
feet died away as they went past Clancarty House. Crossing and
blessing himself, he arose and, with the horse at his heels, ran
soft and cautious along Back Lane and round the turn into Nicholas
Street. All was empty and silent. Without waiting a moment, he
turned in at the gate, Tamburlaine following; he dared not remove
the muffles outside. Deep thankfulness was in his heart as he let
down the iron bar on the inside and let Tamburlaine into the empty
stall. Once there, he turned about, laid his arms on the horse's
neck and broke into a sob. Then he pulled himself together, went
out, fetched water and worked hard as dyer and painter for the rest
of the night. By morning, it was a chestnut horse, and not a white
one, that stood in the stall.

“It's the queerest colour of a chestnut ever I
beheld,” said Owen as he regarded his work in the morning light.
“God send the weather may not wash away the ochre and leave him
only the good sea-weed dye. What man has ever seen a pink horse
from the beginning of the world up till now? A strawberry roan is
what I'll call him from this out.”

Chapter XVI. - Essex and his Council

Out of doors in the sweet May weather, there was
liberty and delight. The morning wind blew fresh from the sea. Grey
clouds travelled fast across, turning and rolling and changing
their shapes. Below in the sea, fish darted and swam in their
silver armour, all pleased and happy in the young light of day.
Above in the air, the grey-spotted crows turned somersaults from
pure glee. Loudly and hoarsely, they talked to each other as they
amused themselves about the walls of the castle, those old walls,
four square and of incredible thickness, nigh four hundred years
old. Fair and green every inch of the way, the creatures of the
leafy kingdoms rose up to meet sun and rain. In peace and freedom
they grew, and stretched up their stalks and branches, tossing and
nodding in the free wind.

From sea to sea there was unrest and misery
among the races of men. The ancient inhabitants panting with rage
and fear, looking on their beloved meadows and their herds that
would soon be snatched from them. The soldiers of the camp, slaves
to the officers, herded like wolves, to be loosed like wolves to
savage ends and brutish deeds, in obedience to the inevitable
necessity that was at the heels of them all.

In the council chamber within the castle walls,
there is enough of talking and jesting. Good stories are told. Now
come in the Lords Justices Loftus and Gardiner, in their scarlet
robes. With them comes the squire of Cockington in Devon, Sir
George Carey, the new Treasurer at War. A big lusty man, with an
air of good humour; a born calculator behind that merry eye.
Already he is revolving how to make his own profit out of this
campaign. Soon he will come to his great idea of collecting sacks
full of the worthless leather tokens that are passed as money on
the people of Ireland and forcing his sovereign mistress to relieve
him of the said sacks at their full money value. But no man is more
alive than he to the corruptions of the captains and the cheats put
on Her Majesty by the army chiefs. A bald-headed lawyer has him now
by the lace of his doublet, while he bends a willing ear.

“Listen here, my Lord Treasurer, pay no money to
the captains on account of their companies, for they will have
their profit of it. Let your clerks see instead that each man has
his pack, in especial two good shirts, a strong sheet and blanket.
Better let them want a blue coat than go without a shift. I tell
you that in this country I have known Her Majesty's soldiers forced
to wear the same clothes for three months without a change,
sleeping on the bare ground, so that they are ragged and diseased,
and we say that they are shadows not men. Small wonder that they
are unfit for Her Majesty's occasions.”

There is quite another sort of talk where the
men of war are gathered together at another end of the apartment.
Chief among them is Sir Warham St. Leger, like the war-horse always
ready for battle, who has with difficulty been brought into the
plot and only consents through jealousy of Essex.

“Good company?” says he. “In faith, there is
little of it to be had in the south. You will find rogues and
bastards out of England putting on the great gentleman.”

“Aye,” says Sir Anthony Standen, “and they are
so imperious that every gentleman would be in commission of the
peace.”

There was a stir caused by the entrance of the
Earl of Ormond, a noble and powerful old man in a splendid dress.
He was to be captured that very summer by McRory's men and dragged
about from house to house, and from cabin to cabin in a long and
bitter captivity while his wife and much beloved daughter made vain
efforts to relieve him. By the end window, Sir Edward Moore had
buttonholed Lord Justice Gardiner. The talk of all these men was of
the south, of the people they were likely to come into contact or
collision with.

At this moment, a shout was heard in the
corridor, followed by the sound of an approaching hum of voices.
The door of the council chamber is flung wide. With gorgeously-clad
officials walking backwards before him, the Earl Marshal of England
and Lord Lieutenant of Ireland makes his entry. There is an instant
commotion and breaking up of groups. Elizabeth still loved him, and
her presence seemed to preside where he was. This was the deciding
moment of his fate as he faced the council, practically alone. If
the man himself had been resolute, if the strength of his heart had
corresponded with the strength of his position, he would have
forced their hands, taken his own course and triumphed. But even as
he entered, he was torn by useless passion, and there it was
written black upon his brows.

Where were his friends Blount and Southampton?
Thrown out of the council through the machinations of his enemies
at home, an intolerable affront, which now, as he faced the room,
he realised to the full. So sensitive was the nature of Essex, that
the air of the council chamber affected him unpleasantly. It seemed
to him as it were charged with some inimical element. He was soon
to realise the nature of the opposition that he was to meet, which
was far other than he expected. Very smooth and suave are the
salutations of those that greet him, some of them are even uneasy,
for a great man may yet break loose and confound his enemies.

Prayers once over, down sits Essex in his chair,
the councillors upon their stools, and business begins.

“Nay, but, my Lord, your Lordship's Grace does
not know the country.”

“Pardon us, my Lord, but to march against Tyrone
at this season of the year were madness! There is no grass for the
horses; there is no corn in Ulster; or if there is, that desperate
rebel will burn all before him.”

“We have no beeves in store, my Lord, without
which the army cannot march.”

“Let this season pass, my Lord, till the new
grass be grown.”

“Listen to this, Excellency: the troops are weak
from the diseases of winter. Wait till their health grows sounder
with the summer months.”

“Nay, my Lord, the rebels be now proud in
insurrection, confident of your coming, and all prepared. It were
better to make an expedition into the warmer south. One blow driven
home there will strike terror into the north, and you will come
upon them then of a sudden and take them unprepared.”

“To me it seems,” said Essex, “that boldness and
the straight course are the soldiers' virtues. An army is sent to
you to chastise this Lucifer of the north, and you would turn it
against the south.”

“Your pardon, Excellency, but your Grace has no
knowledge of the people or the country. These Irish wars are
peculiar. They are not to be conducted like wars abroad.”

This for three hours; till Essex, chafed,
gloomy, angry, was overborne.

After the breaking up of the council, the Earl
is alone in his closet, with Sir Henry Cuffe, that hot and
ill-fated councillor of a hot, ill-fated man. Sir Henry Cuffe sits
on a stool in the corner, his hands clenched upon his knees, his
back against the stone wall that is hung with embroidered silk.
From beyond the curtained doorway comes the loud buzzing talk from
the two-score of gentlemen that pack the bed-chamber. Under covert
of murmurs, the talk between the Earl and Cuffe is carried on.

“I have a sure presage of coming misfortune,
Cuffe,” says the Earl. “I doubt I am undone. My enemies have it
their own way, for my back is broken at home.”

“A blast seize Robert Cecil,” said Cuffe, the
tears of rage pouring out of his eyes. “Fly him, I say. A poisonous
great spider with his webs and his plots. They are about something,
and I cannot rightly make out what.”

“There is more in this than appears. I doubt the
air of this island is unwholesome for my family,” said Essex. “Here
it was my good father lost his fortune and his life at the hands of
Leicester's poisoners. I doubt but my enemies have it now in mind
here also to make an end of me.”

A heavy silence fills the narrow closet in
strange contrast to the loud roar of talk in the bed-chamber.

Near enough for their Worships to be incommoded
by certain foul smells is the castle-prison, called the Grate.
There in a stone room half-dark, lit only by a narrow spick or slit
window, hangs the tall figure of a powerful young man, suspended by
his broken bleeding thumbs. His head is fallen forward on his
chest, his face ghastly pale is convulsed, while from his forehead
run down drops of sweat that fall on the floor. Beside him stand
two men, laughing, who with sharp-pointed staves prick him till he
swings and spins.

Chapter XVII. - The Written Word

In the early morning light, Meraud sat up in her
bed, her arms about her knees. She was newly awake from a strange
dream. Some obscure infection must have lingered in her blood, for
though the mirror was gone, her dream had been of it. She thought
she wished to look into a round whitish pool and always, as she
came near, the pool fled further away. Under the glassy face of it
was a mist, and something moved in the mist that she ardently
desired to catch a sight of. It was brightly coloured, she saw, but
the shape she could not see. So she followed and followed, and of a
sudden, the pool raised itself up from the ground and stood in her
path, a circle of mist. Out of its depths, there dashed in that
instant a terrible golden apparition, ruddy-haired, fearful-faced.
And the creature made at her with such violence as though it meant
to destroy her, so that she screamed and woke and found herself
shaking on her bed with the dawn light coming in at the window. Her
room had a cold pale look, like a person in penitence. Everything
in it had been sprinkled with holy water, even the walls and the
floors. All the shining silks and the pots of essence, and the
charming follies were put away in the big chests. On the wall was a
faint round mark showing where the mirror had been. Now in the
midst of it hung the cross, the symbol of pain.

The only unchastened thing in the room was the
girl herself, painted as she was in all the colour and splendour of
youth. Neither was there any chastened spirit in her eyes. They
burned with resentment of the varied pains of life. She raged as
she sat there, holding her knees. She abhorred her aunt's
governance. She hated the chill purity of her room, sanctimonious
it seemed to her. Most of all, she hated the gnawing pain at her
heart. She could not get rid of it, night or day. It lay down with
her and rose up with her. She was like one who had been stabbed not
once, but twice, and in the same place; the wound was open and
would not heal. Even as she sat there, her face contracted and
turned pale, her eyes closed, and she laid down her head on her
knees. A spasm of anguish ran through her. She felt in the very
marrow of her bones the tortures of Estercel.

The evening before, Sir Xylonides Bullen had
called at her father's house. Meraud had turned her back upon him
and made to go upstairs to be out of his sight. But her father had
bidden her return and, though she sat sullen, she had to hear him
speak.

He began by paying her many compliments on her
beauty, which Meraud disregarded, troubling herself no more than if
he had been an old piece of furniture at her side that creaked
through age. At that, the man's malicious nature awoke in him. He
took a strange-looking toy out of his pocket and began turning it
about. Meraud could not but look on it. The more she looked, the
less she liked it. She glanced up at the face above it, then down
again at the steel toy, and a shudder crept along her flesh.

He laughed. “You don't like it, pretty mistress?
Can you guess what it is?”

“I cannot,” said Meraud.

“Why, it is a gag for our comely friend. He is a
most difficult disciple. There are times when he will bellow like a
bull under the torture. So great is his noise, that we must
instantly relieve him, or the place would be about our ears. For it
is no ordinary outcry he makes like that of a soldier under
punishment, but a most barbarous and unmeasured hulloing that
provokes inquiry. Therefore, I have procured this gag which is of
most ingenious construction. See here: these screws fit into the
two cheeks, here is a neat spike, sharp enough you perceive to keep
the tongue from wagging. This part with a bend runs down the throat
quite a great way. Why, a man would tell all he might know just for
the pure privilege of getting shot of it.”

Meraud looked at him with cold eyes in a face
that grew sensibly paler. All the malice of the man was plain to
her. She had had more than one hint from her lady mother of his
intentions with regard to herself, which she received with
contempt. Now she read in him the triumph of his jealousy.

A strange smile broke over her pale face as she
asked him, “Has he confessed anything?”

Puzzled by her manner and expression, he
answered, “No, mistress, no. Unfortunately nothing but bellow or
keep silence. But we shall try a better persuader tonight or
tomorrow.”

Meraud was learning that it was easier to throw
a man into a dungeon than to get him out again. Every effort that
she had made to approach the person of Essex had been in vain. She
had written him a letter, which was rolled up small and carried in
the bosom of her gown. She had determined to give it him, but in
the end dared not, for she must have done it openly. Foolhardy as
she was, she had a vague idea that the written word was dangerous:
she was soon to find it out.

In her gown of grey homespun, she was sitting
listless at the breakfast-table. All about her sounded the hubbub
of the morning meal. The FitzPierces were a lusty race. When
father, mother, eight children, twenty servants and retainers, all
in a high state of bodily vigour, are all feeding at once and
restraining the emotions of half a score of dogs, the noise will be
great. Sir Alan was occupied in quarrelling with his victuals.

“Abominable hard! Most nauseously salt! A man
could not begin the day on a more unfavourable diet than this
beef!”

“Fie for shame of your chiding, sir!” cried his
wife. “The beef is good beef enough. Don't you know it is the last
of the great roan Kilbracken ox? We have ate up one side of him and
down the other. Now, thank God, we are very near the tail.”

“Mistress Meraud is too fine to eat of him at
all!” called out a fine lad of sixteen, with all a brother's
malice.

Every one looked at Meraud where she sat silent
amid the noise, islanded in her own atmosphere of trouble and
grief. Her mug of ale was untasted. Before her lay her apportioned
lump of salt beef on a round wheaten cake, and she had not so much
as cut it with her knife.

“She has been sad ever since aunt took her toys
from her,” said young Alice.

Meraud looked up fiercely. But her mother's
controlling eye was upon her. At that moment, the door opened, and
a servant in the livery of the Clancartys appeared on the
threshold.

“Lady Clancarty desires Mistress Meraud
FitzPierce will wait upon her instantly,” he announced. “I am to
attend her.”

“I will come, Shaun,” said Meraud, escaping with
right good will to muffle herself in her hood.

There was a dead silence in the hall of the
Clancartys' house as Meraud was ushered in. The old lord, a fine
portly man with a large face, was standing in front of the blazing
log fire, his chin thrust out. The dame sat on a carved stool near
by with a severe countenance that altered not by a line as the girl
approached her. Meraud was about to precipitate herself on her
aunt's neck after her usual fashion when the chill of that face
communicated itself to her and stopped her half-way.

Meraud dropped a low curtsey, like a flower that
stoops in the wind, and stood up, her brilliant head uncovered, her
hood thrown back. Her uncle nodded to her with a doubtful face. Her
solemn aunt relaxed not a line. From a little bag of dyed leather
that hung by her side, she took a small soiled roll of
parchment.

“Come here, niece,” said she, “and look on this
and tell me whether the handwriting be yours or no.”

Meraud approached, a vague sense of fear
stealing over her in spite of all her boldness. She took the roll
in her hand. As soon as she touched the parchment, she knew it for
her own, a tiny slip, rolled up. It was the enclosure she had sent
in her letter to Sir Xylonides Bullen. It was written in
Gaelic:

“Noble youth, will you speak with me privately
at the gate of Mary's Meadow at six of the clock tomorrow evening?
There is news of a surprising sort for your ear, by the telling of
which I would recompense you for all your courtesies. — Emeraud
FitzPierce.”

The girl was struck speechless. To gain time,
she read the letter again and again. A change passed over her as
she stood there so tall in her long dark mantle like a
bright-headed iris that springs from its sheath. The change was
like that which passes over a flower when the sun is suddenly
hidden. Her very hair seemed less shining because of the shame at
her heart that overflowed in her veins and washed around her like
the cold waves of an invisible sea.

“Come, come!” said the uncle; “speak out, girl.
I should know your writing. Where is the young man? That letter was
found in his chamber by his man here, Owen Joy, who has got the
horse below in my stable. I have had warning from a personage to
whom I will not give a name that the young man is missing and must
be accounted for. It is no affair of mine, unless it were to be
proved that he is come to harm through a relative of my own who had
become acquainted with him in my house. Speak up, girl, I say. Why
did you write the letter? Where is the lad?”

Meraud tried to speak. It is one thing to know
oneself a traitor and an evil-doer; another thing to be exposed to
the world as such. Her mouth could not frame an answer; her lips
were dry; her hands were as cold as though they had been dipped in
the chill waters of shame. So she stood helpless in a bitter
abasement, all the more bitter to one of her proud spirit.

Lady Clancarty was a generous old woman. She
never saw suffering, but she wished to relieve it. Now she changed
her face and held out a hand to her niece. In an instant, the girl
was on her knees, glad and thankful to take refuge in the
comfortable rich brocade of her aunt's gown.

Lord Clancarty was beginning to weary of the
scene. He walked impatiently up and down, while his wife signed to
him with her hand.

“Speak now, girl,” she said at length. “Remember
that the truth is master and commands us all. Better say the truth
while you are alive today, than have it called out tomorrow above
your grave.”

“Well, good aunt, I will speak then,” said
Meraud rising; “here is all the truth. The young man insulted me;
or rather I took certain words that he spoke as an insult when he
meant none. I revenged myself upon him by delivering him into the
hands of Sir Xylonides Bullen, who took him and his horse in Mary's
Meadow, by readily slipping bags over their heads.”

Uncle and aunt looked at each other in horror.
Was this the child who was in her cradle but yesterday? They looked
at her again and saw her for what she was, a woman, brilliant,
bold, and dangerous.

“I do repent now,” said Meraud. “I would save
him if I could.”

“Where is he, you naughty wench?” said the old
Earl.

“In the Grate and under the torture,” answered
she.

“God's wounds!” said he in a rage. “Women and
fools are at the bottom of every mischief. Little do you think what
hangs by this young man's captivity.”

“My Lord,” said Meraud, “I know all you could
teach me and more beside. Could you but help me, and that at once,
to speak with the Earl of Essex, you would do many a service.”

“The Earl of Essex, you baggage!” roared old
Clancarty in a rage. “Will no one less than the Earl Marshal of
England serve your turn? I have a mind to take you home and bid
your father give you a whipping. A little slut to be meddling in
high matters! Get home to your needle and your prayer-book,
mistress.”

For all answer, Meraud lifted up her head still
higher, her wreathing lips half smiling, her quivering eyelids half
closed upon her eyes, while two long cold shafts of light escaped
beneath them. The old aunt drew in her breath as she looked at her.
Here was a girl the like of whom she had seldom seen. The old man
looked at her, cursed, turned away to the window and sulked in
silence.

Lady Clancarty spoke first, shaking her head and
sadly grave.

“You were a bad one to betray the young man in
that fashion,” she said.

“I do allow it, and I do repent,” said Meraud
with sincerity.

Lord Clancarty turned round and addressed her in
an altered manner.

“You have talked with the Earl already,” said
he.

“I have so,” said Meraud. “He will listen very
readily to me, could I see him alone. I have more than one piece of
news for his private ear.”

“To see him alone were not proper,” said Lady
Clancarty.

“Whisht, good aunt!” said Meraud; “we talk of no
light matters now.”

“It is a difficult thing that you ask for,” said
Lord Clancarty. “The Earl is so surrounded, but I will bethink
myself. I shall find a way. Go home, Meraud, I will come to you
before the end of the day.”

Meraud curtsied again and silently quitted the
room.

Chapter XVIII. - Stable Companions

As Meraud left the hall, she paused for a moment
in the porch. Then turning to the serving man who stood ready to
attend her:

“You have a strange horse in the stables?” said
she.

“Yes, lady, a big horse, and a cross one, at
that. I have not seen him. He has a man of his own, lady, who takes
him out to exercise in the early morning hours.”

“I will have a look at him,” said the girl.
“Wait you here for me, Shaun.”

As she went round to the stables, her face
changed: a queer smile crept over her mouth, a flicker of devilment
woke in her. Her uncle had abused her, had he? She could make it so
much the worse for him if she wished, and she would too. A word
about the horse and sundry other little informations placed in the
right quarter would supply her uncle with annoyance sufficient to
keep him well occupied for some time to come. Thus she would serve
all who interfered with her; she would teach men to dread her.

Smiling, she came to the yard and, meeting a
groom, asked him where was the strange horse.

He ran to a door, calling out: “Have a care,
lady, he might leap out on you.”

“Go, George,” said the high and mighty young
madam. “He knows me. I am safe enough.”

The man drew the bolt, and she stepped inside.
Next moment, she was stepping out again when a second thought drew
her back. Certainly, it was the wrong horse and yet — there was no
horse of her uncle's of that height, nor of so unusual a colour.
She stepped inside, closing the door. It was an ordinary loose box.
The light was misty and dim. It came from the little window in one
long bar filled with dust and motes cast up from the straw below.
This bar shot straight upon the queerly dun-shaded side of the
creature that faced her.

Meraud knew him again. She spoke the words
softly that Estercel had taught her. The horse reared up till he
struck the stable roof, then came down with his forefeet wide
apart, his hind feet planted together forward. The whites of his
eyes rolled in his head, and his breath came gushing loud in a
double stream from his two nostrils. She made as if to step up to
him, when something in that rolling eye repelled her, warned her of
danger.

Tamburlaine's memory was swifter and more
certain than a man's. Once let him travel a road, and he knew it
again; every inch of every mile he knew. Once let him look in a
face to consider it, and he knew it again, knew its sense and its
inner meanings. Large tracts of the minds of men were open to his
understanding, he knew love and rage. He knew a traitor by the
smell of him. And he knew revenge.

As clear as in a glass, he saw again the
bright-headed one first strike, then kiss, his master. For the blow
he hated her, the kiss he but half forgave. All the fire of him,
quenched by grief and wounds, and sad imprisonment, now started
again at the sound of his master's words. As Meraud watched the
creature toss his head up and down, his ears laid back while the
foam gathered at the corners of his mouth — as she read the
judgment of his eye, her heart misgave her. Tamburlaine knew how to
trample and strike, and tear with his well-furnished jaws. He
seemed a dragon-horse to Meraud as she slid panting along the wall
to the door.

Now the straw in the corner moved. A man's face
was thrust up, and Meraud recognised Owen Joy. He had the blank
look of one that wakes from sleep.

“Speak to the horse, man! Up and hold him!” she
loudly cried.

Tamburlaine turned his shoulder to look at Joy.
Joy turned his head to look at the horse. The two consulted
together. While gazing, every tinge of colour faded down from under
the sun-brown of the man's face, his eyes opened to their fullest
extent, and his lips became white. He turned his awful gaze for a
moment on the girl. Rising to his feet, he uttered a barbarian
shout, not loud but fierce and wild.

“Up, up, good horse! Strike the woman down!”

Brave and hardy as Meraud was, at that shout she
uttered a low scream and sank down on her knees by the wall. At the
word, the good horse raised himself, but came down again; raised
himself once more, but, still doubting, came down and planted
himself on his forefeet, looking on the girl with a now more gentle
eye. As well as possible, he knew that Owen was his friend and
servant, but not his master. When Estercel spoke, he obeyed; when
Owen spoke he listened, but acted according to his own judgment. He
did not like the woman with the bright head, but he was not going
to strike her while she crept in the straw.

Meraud saw his milder eye, and her spirit rose.
She reared up her head and spoke passionately to Owen. “Traitor and
coward,” she said. “I will relate that trick to your master. The
horse is a better man than you.”

Owen made one bound across the straw.

“Traitor and coward, you!” said he. “What have
you done with my master? Where is he?”

Meraud stood upright and faced him, her back
against the wall.

“In the Grate,” said she.

“In the Grate?” said Owen. “Oh, wirra, wirra!
Have I then seen his face for the last time in this world?”

He wrung his hands in fearful grief. The sight
of the beautiful form and countenance of the young woman before him
turned his grief to rage.

“Ay, woman of the false tongue,” said he
furiously, “and your doing it is. I have watched you when you
thought yourself alone. I have read that letter of the two meanings
that took him out to his mischance. There is a punishment for the
murderous girl, and such are you. Ay, and a boat on the sea it is,
no sail and no oars to it, and neither food nor drink. Ay, and you
will be known for what you are from one end of Ireland to the
other. Many a knife will be sharpened for you. Faith, here is one
now that longs for your blood, many nights it has cried in my ear,”
and he drew a long sharp knife from his belt.

The horse seeing the steel snorted violently and
took two steps backward. Meraud stood still and straight.

“Frog-headed fool of a fellow,” said she. “What
is all this talk of a murderess and Estercel a living man?”

“There are few days of life reserved for them
that go into that prison,” he answered. “Also Estercel has called
upon me in my dreams, and I know that his state is bad.”

“It shall not be so for long,” said Meraud. “I
had power to put him in, for he offended me. I have power to get
him out again. I will see the Lord Essex; he will be set free.”

The man looked at her doubtfully. He stepped
back a pace or two, a little moved by her courage.

“And when?” said he. “They are dying very quick
in the Grate sometimes.”

“Tomorrow,” said the girl with cool
confidence.

“Swear it,” said Owen.

“I swear it.”

“Remember,” said he, “there is no well deep
enough, no hill high enough, no wood thick enough to save you from
your punishment if you fail.”

“I will remember,” said Meraud, and with one
glance, half gratitude, half apprehension, at the wise face of the
horse, she opened the door and stepped out into the fresh air and
daylight.

Meraud was a strong girl, stronger than many a
man, but she staggered as she crossed the yard, and when she
reached the knees of her aunt, she sank down powerless and
silent.

Chapter XIX. - The Toilet

Much noise and rumour arose from the chamber of
the Earl of Essex while he dressed of a morning. His lodgings were
in the north-eastern tower, and to and from them went a continual
stream of very fine gentlemen in rainbow-coloured clothes. The
rooms below were crowded and many stood talking on the stairs. In
the midst of the bed-chamber sat the Earl, newly come from his
perfumed bath, giving his head and beard to his barber, his white
hands to two valets, his legs to another, who reverently endued
them with silk stockings and riding boots, his ears to ten
gentlemen, and his tongue to ten more.

One of those most forward in attending the levee
of the Earl was Sir Xylonides Bullen, not that he received
encouragement, rather the reverse. Just then, he was standing by
the closet door, a station which he usually affected, when a page
brought him a sealed letter which he opened and read with
attention, shortly afterwards taking his leave.

At the moment, Sir George Carey had the Earl's
ear.

“Pitiful, my Lord!” says he, “I tell you it is
pitiful. They lie on the bare ground in the camps, unwatched,
untended. There is no surgeon for them, no relief.”

“I have no warrant, as you know, dear Carey,”
said Essex, “either from Her Majesty or the council to make
provisions for the sick. But such open neglect is indeed a scandal
to our title of Christians. Cuffe, my purse to Sir George! And
Cuffe, let one of my surgeons and one of my chaplains attend Sir
George to see what may be done for the relief of the sick. Bedding
and sheets, at least, I should wish to be provided in my name.”

“Nobly done, my Lord,” said Sir George, taking
the purse from Sir Henry Cuffe and weighing it in his hand; “these
are the deeds that are not forgotten to a man, but live on after he
is dead.”

But Essex merely waved his hand; he was already
deep in another man's petition.

This time it was Sir Ralph Birkinshawe who
begged to be confirmed in his trust of the keeping of the muster
books. He was a little round fat man with nothing pointed about him
save his pointed beard and his sharp eyes. “I beseech you to
confirm me, my Lord,” said he; “there be some of them that would
have me away from there, for that they see I will not allow so well
of their forwardness to lash out Her Majesty's treasure to make
their friends with.”

“Well, well, Sir Ralph, I will see what may be
done. But I would have you know that the council are in favour of
appointing Sir Ralph Lane to the post. And here comes Sir Griffith
Markham. Good-morrow to you, sir; and how goes the world with
you?”

“Scurvily, my Lord, scurvily. I am knavishly
dealt with by the council. These five years have I been petitioning
to be made Governor of Connacht. This is no time to be putting men
that are but half men in posts of danger. The miserable and sleepy
disposition of Sir Arthur Savage will go nigh to wreck Her
Majesty's cause in the west.”

Here a slight movement was caused by the
entrance of the Earl of Clancarty, followed by a tall page in a
black velvet cloak, who took up his station by the closet door. Sir
John Harrington stepped forward. He carried as usual his own
translation of Ariosto's “Orlando Furioso” under his arm, out of
which he was quite ready to read to all and sundry.

“My Lord,” said he, “the Bishop of Cork has
arrived. He is gone in and will soon be coming up. We shall get
some sport of him.”

“I know the man,” said Sir Edward Moore. “He is
long and lemon-faced; has a hollow voice much like to the old
grey-bearded verger that speaks through the trunk in the Cathedral
Church of Gloucester.”

“He is famously infamous, or infamously famous,
in the south,” said Sir John. “His Grace of Ormond tells me that
when that excellent Christian gentleman Mr. Thornborowe, the
new-made Bishop of Limerick, rebuked him for keeping no trust with
the people and calling the Irish priests good milch cows, he
answered, 'My Lord of Limerick, when you have been here a
twelve-month, no man will believe one word that you speak.'”

Those around the Earl laughed, and in the middle
of their laughter, a strange hollow voice was heard speaking loud
without, like one used to the pulpit, and the laughter redoubled.
Pushing through the crowd came the lemon-faced Bishop in his robes,
but before he reached the Earl, his timidity overcame him, and down
he went on his knees and shuffled across the floor upon his
marrow-bones.

“Welcome, my Lord Bishop,” said Essex in
slightly sarcastic accents.

“Thrice welcome, your gracious Excellency, to
this thrice miserable land. When without a doubt the sun of your
noble presence will dissipate the rheum or fog of rebellion with
which we are afflicted.”

“How goes Her Majesty's cause in the south, Mr.
Bishop?”

“Ill, my Lord, ill,” said he of Cork, scrambling
to his feet in his excitement. “The insufferable arrogance of the
great devil of the north has infected the whole of Her Majesty's
dominions.”

“Your hatred of the disloyal Irish, good Mr.
Bishop, and your activities against them are well known,” said the
Earl with a smile.

“Would I were more of a terror to them,” said
the Bishop. “Under my very nose and in my own diocese do they
pursue their foul traffic. There is a merchant of Cork that buys
his powder of the French ships, now in the harbour, sells it to the
rebels for a hide, and that hide he returns back to the Frenchman
for a French crown — may the Lord of Hosts confound them both, I
pray in charity!” added he with a pious snuffle, holding out long
hungry fingers that ached for the crowns of the Frenchman.

Essex's valets had now finished his toilet and
stepped away, facing him with profound bows. The great man rose
from his chair, turning his back on the Bishop and showing plainly
on his face the disgust that he felt, while those around him
laughed and with some rudeness hustled the holy man out of the way.
It was Essex's habit to step across to his closet, there to say a
short prayer alone before setting forth for the day. As he now
moved towards the curtained door, his face still kept the moody
look that the Bishop's speeches had brought there.

Sir John Harrington walked at his side. “Cheer
your countenance, dear friend,” said he. “Do not let the mad words
of yonder rascal in lawn sleeves affect you. There are men of his
kind everywhere to be found.”

“True, Harrington, but I am not content that men
of his sort should be turned loose to prey on the population. I
don't like it, Harrington, nor that it should be matter of
laughter. I have, as you know, a natural antipathy against this
service. I have the best warrant ever a man had, and I go in the
best cause. Compassion I myself shall not greatly need, for
whatsoever the success may be, yet I shall be sure of a fair
destiny. Only I would have your Lordships pity Ireland and pity the
army committed to my charge.”

Then he made to enter his closet, but Lord
Clancarty laid an arm upon his sleeve and spoke for a moment in his
ear. Essex nodded, lifted the curtain and went in. The little
closet was hung with silken tapestry of a fair blue colour and lit
by a narrow window. By it stood the tall page in black velvet with
bright uncovered head and pale cheek. The noise of the gentlemen
talking was great without, yet it was in the lowest of low tones
that Essex spoke.

“What, is it you, Meraud, my bright favourite!
Why is this disguise, and in what can I serve you?”

Meraud fell upon her knees before Essex. She
clasped his in her two hands and spoke in a low whisper.

“My Lord, I have been a false woman. I have
betrayed a noble young man into the hands of his enemies. George
Arglass has him in the castle pit. Even now he may be torturing him
that he may get word of Tyrone's secret message to yourself, my
Lord.”

“Hist, you silly fool!” Essex leaned forward and
shook her by the shoulder: “What do you tell me?” he said in a
still lower whisper. “Who is the young man? — the large-boned
student with the yellow locks that would to England?”

“The same, my Lord, but no student is he …”

Essex laid a hand on her mouth. “Where is he
now? In the castle pit? When taken, girl?”

“On Tuesday at evening, my Lord.”

“By whom?”

“Sir Xylonides Bullen, a bitter enemy of yours,
my Lord.”

The eye of Essex flashed intelligence upon her
for one second. Meraud spoke in a low voice, scarcely breathed: “He
is staunch. They have got nothing from him, my Lord.”

Again that eye flashed upon her. “How do you
know?”

“Sir Xylonides Bullen told it me.”

“They will be at no loss to concoct somewhat if
we are not too quick for them. Get up, child, and stand,” said
Essex.

Turning from her, he clapped his hands. Sir
Henry Cuffe entered the closet.

“Cuffe,” says my Lord, “George Arglass has got a
man in the Grate whom I would have out. Speak with the young
gentleman apart upon the matter. Use a golden argument or one of
steel. Use any argument, but out he must come, and that at once.”
With a wave of his hand in farewell to, he moved for the doorway;
but she was too quick for him: she sprang to his side, seized him
by the arm and whispered in his ear:

“My Lord, I am in fear of my life. The men of
the north will slay me for the imprisoning and torture of this
young man. I was set upon but yesterday by man and horse. Help me
out of this kingdom, my Lord.”

Essex looked steadily on her: pale face and
whitening lips spoke the reality of her fear. He set a kiss on her
cheek.

“Do you know, my pretty girl, that there are men
in my position who, far from assisting you, would have you straight
put out of their way? You are too bright-witted for an enemy; too
foolish bold, too unsafe for an ally. Your place was by your
mother's skirts. What bid you venture out where hard knocks are
going?”

Meraud grew paler, and the large tears rose in
her eyes. Essex took her round chin between his two fingers.

“It is only for a messenger to leave yonder
room, and in ten minutes by the clock you go straight to your
doom.”

Meraud drew away from him.

“Good,” said she. “Even let it be so. But you
mistake me. I am not here because I was afraid.”

“Bend no brows on me, sweetheart: I do not
threaten. I give you a much-needed lesson in discretion.”

“I will observe it, my Lord.”

“In faith, I hope as much. But cheer yourself
now, dear Emerald. I am not so powerless but that I can set those
safe that trust to me.”

Chapter XX. - The Pit and the Prisoner

At eight o'clock that evening, three dark
figures turned quietly out of the great hall of the castle and took
the long passage leading to the Grate. The head gaoler of the
castle led the way. He was a man of size and strength, with a vast
paunch and amazingly agile in spite of it. Next to him went Meraud,
masked and in a dark cloak; and behind her Sir Henry Cuffe quite
unrecognisable in a false beard. As they went on through the stone
passage, the air grew increasingly cold and foul.

The gaoler turned about and spoke to them in a
loud whisper: “Here are no lilies and roses, sirs,” said he,
laughing till he shook. “Master George Arglass himself carries a
clout dipped in eau-de-vie and held to his nose when he has
occasion to visit the souls in prison.”

But Meraud scarcely noticed the odours which so
inconvenienced Sir Henry Cuffe that he covered his mouth with a
fold of his mantle. Her whole soul was intent on one thing and on
one thing only, the farewell to the passion of her heart. In three
days she was to leave Ireland. Essex had found her a friend and
protectress in Lady St. Leger, whom she was to accompany on her
return to England. Ambitious as she was, she yet felt more than
three parts downcast. She was very loth to loose the last link that
bound her to the young hero. She divined that all her life after
she would compare other men to him.

“I know him for half a fool,” she said to
herself querulously. “What a crazy jade am I to be so taken with
him. Yet he is a beautiful fool, and a noble fool, and a staunch
fool, and maybe not such a fool after all. Fool yourself, Meraud!”
And twenty pictures of the young man rose before her mind's
eye.

Strength and beauty have a radiance of their
own: light proceeds from them and is scattered around them. I have
seen gold shadows from gold hair lie on white clothes. I have seen
a pale bright face shine in a dark room, casting light before it.
More especially will the eyes shoot light, clear rays and very
strong, sometimes to a great distance. Black eyes will send out
burning flames of black and white; grey eyes will send out arrows
of blue fire. All these lights can live within the memory.

So clothed, so enhanced, the face and figure of
Estercel haunted the mind-places of Meraud. She knew that she had
done with him, yet his image persisted; persisted in all its
original beauty and strength, though now and again, black dreams
would come when she saw all that remembered beauty tortured and
torn. Most often she remembered him as he played with his horse in
St. Mary's Meadow, and the two had seemed to her like winged and
fiery creatures of the morning. With such images, such thoughts,
still flitting through her mind, she found herself at last standing
at the low grated door that led into the prison. Steps led up to
it, steps littered with rubbish; odours and strange sounds filtered
through the barred door. Her dreams fell away, and she saw the
actual.

Here in this place, every sense was assailed at
once. The noise of the opening door awoke the prisoners from their
quiet. Cries and smothered shouts filled the place with hollow
echoings that were flung back from the walls and beat about the low
passage roof like dark birds caught in a stone cage. The air was so
chill that it penetrated their mantles; it was thick with foulness
and showed misty and dim round about the gaoler's lantern. The
darkness was heavy and black; not the pure translucent dark of open
night, but a vile darkness like that of a thick and abominable
curtain flung over the head. All the senses were entangled in it;
the lantern served but to show its complexion the better. The only
comfortable thing in this net of misery was the sound of a far-away
voice, a man's voice, but so dulcet as to be almost a woman's, that
sang a song that seemed to have no end and no beginning, so sweet
that it pierced through the mixed rumour of the other frantic
voices and came whole to the ear.

Seeing the pails of carrion refuse that stood in
the passage, Sir Henry Cuffe drew back and was for returning.

“Come on, come on,” laughed the gaoler. “Dirt
will not bite.”

Cuffe whispered in Meraud's ear: “Go back, Lady
Meraud. I will take you back myself and come again. No Christian
stomach can tolerate this and not rebel.”

“My stomach shall be a pagan then,” said Meraud
stoutly. “Go on, Sir Henry.”

At the passage end was a narrow, narrow winding
stair, just wide enough to let the stout gaoler squeeze himself
round and round. Below was another passage, and the same vileness.
They stood awhile to let the gaoler get done with his panting. At
the noise of their feet and voices, the same callings and cries and
groans arose, as a flock of wild birds will fly up from their
feeding when disturbed by the passer-by.

But here was no wild voice singing; only at the
foot of a low door Meraud saw white fingers that writhed, and a
piece of a cheek that lay on the stone, and a voice that called,
“Pity, pity, pity,” from under the door. But the stout gaoler had
none, for he lifted his boot and trampled and kicked at the fingers
and laughed at the scream that followed, as a boy will laugh that
stamps on a toad. Meraud had stern words ready on her tongue, but
like a coward she forbore, saying to herself, “If I anger him now,
he will make Estercel pay for it.”

The next stairs were of the same width, with
narrower steps, on which only half the foot at once had leave to
rest. As he was preparing to descend, the gaoler took the oil lamp
off its nail.

“Take it, your Worship,” said he to Meraud; “it
is very dark below in the pit.”

Deeper and deeper down they went, winding their
way by a close and narrow stair. At the foot of the steps, a
passage slanted downward with a low roof, so low, that the little
company were forced to bend their backs till they were near doubled
in two. They stood at last upright on the brim of a circular pit.
The depth of it was not great; no more, perhaps, than eight or nine
feet below them. A great scuffling and squeaking of rats followed
their entrance. The lanterns burned badly. Though they could hear a
rattling of stones as the creatures ran to their holes, they could
make out nothing of them by sight.

“Of all the places I have seen,” said Sir Henry
Cuffe, “I like this the worst. I wish I were anywhere else. If I
were to see the foul fiend himself sitting there below, I should
say it was the very place for him.”

“Nay, nay,” said the gaoler laughing, “he has a
better place than this. He has a clean lodging, for what so clean
as fire? This is the old cesspool of the castle. Yonder is the
spot. Look, there is but a slight flooring of boards placed over
the top, and that is rotten now and eaten away. A body has need of
circumspection if he would not fall in; and to fall in is
death.”

Meraud heard with her ears and took in the sense
of what she heard, but her eyes and all her thoughts were busy
hunting through those dark spaces for a sign of a living man. But
there was none. Their own voices echoed from the low roof. The dead
and poisonous air was completely still.

Sir Henry Cuffe turned away from the brink,
utterly overcome. Meraud's fierce anxiety spurred her on.

“Where is the prisoner?” she asked. “I can see
nothing at all.”

The gaoler stooped and lowered his lantern till
a faint light lit the black floor below.

“There he is, safe enough and quiet enough,”
said he. “Near gone by this, I expect. They are dying very quick
here. One died here yesterday; but this one is rare and
strong.”

Meraud looked where the finger pointed: a pale
white glimmer seemed to float and flicker above the boards: There
was no movement really, it was only her eyes that trembled in her
head, shaken by the beating of her heart. “I will go down,” she
said. Going over to Sir Henry Cuffe, she took from the poor
groaning creature her own light basket, while the gaoler dragged
forward and placed in position a ladder that lay by the passage
wall. The stout man came down first, Meraud followed and safely
reached and stood upon the filthy floor. At the first moment, she
fainted up against the stout man's shoulder, but the next second
she had thrown it off. Holding up her lantern, she crept along in
the direction of the white shadow she had seen.

She reached the place. Stretched along in the
darkness of that loathsome floor lay that great form,
blood-stained, dirt-stained, naked, save for a cloth about the
loins, an image of pained and desolate mortality. The gaoler
stooped and laid a hand upon the breast.

“Faith, he's there yet,” he said.

Meraud knelt down shuddering upon her knees and
held the lantern up. She moaned like one in mortal pain. Where was
all his beauty gone? Was this horrid thing indeed Estercel? She
held the lantern to his face, his mouth was open wide and filled up
with a swollen bleeding tongue; his eyes were shut and sunk far
down in his head. Coarse hair bristled upon his face. The hair of
his head was black and matted. Across the mottled purple skin of
his forehead the vermin travelled, fast and slow.

Meraud lifted up one heavy hand, then let it
drop again: the rats had gnawed the bloody finger ends. Meraud
moaned on like a creature in agony. She never knew what sounds she
made, but her voice reached Sir Henry Cuffe, who recovered himself
somewhat and, descending the ladder with cautious steps, came to
her side.

“Faith, that's a pity,” he said in his everyday
voice. “A fine frame of a fellow like that. Six feet four or five,
I should say, and well put together. Is he gone, Mr. Gaoler?”

“Ah, no; ah, no,” said the gaoler. “He'll do
nicely yet. The rats have been at him, but not much. But we had
better move him. Once they begin, they'll soon make an end.”

“Get your men, Mr. Gaoler, and move him then.
Come away, mistress,” said Cuffe. But the girl shook her head and
made no move. “Mistress, forgive me,” he went on, “I have a weak
stomach that will in no wise permit me to remain here. I will await
you in the near end of the passage. If you call, I will come at
once.”

Meraud never even heard him. She had taken the
brandy from the basket and was essaying to pour some drops into the
open mouth. The gaoler, who lingered on, watching her curiously,
laid his hand upon hers.

“You'll burn his mouth,” he said. “Water is best
for him. He's sore from the gag. Now that gentleman up there and
myself, too, could make good use of the brandy.”

Meraud paused a minute, then added a few drops
of brandy to the soup she had brought and handed the rest to the
gaoler. She bathed the face and the bleeding hands with water. She
bathed the broad chest, rubbing with her two palms, strong and
warm, above the still beating heart. She never saw that she had
been left alone. As she worked, she sighed aloud, lost to all but
her own agony. The spectacle of his misery was like a whip that
scourged her. Her armoury of weapons was taken from her: pride and
delight, vanity and malice were slain, and she was left trembling
and bare. Diligently, she worked, lifting up that frightful head
that had once been so powerful and fair. Again and yet again, she
passed drops of soup into the mouth, till it seemed that some was
swallowed.

The little rats came and sat in a half circle
round, longing for their meal. While Meraud waited, she watched
them in the dim light of the lantern. One came quite near to her
and sat and washed down its pretty brown sides and smoothed its
whiskers and little delicate ears.

“I am no better than you,” said Meraud, softly
talking to it while the creature looked at her; “I have served him
worse than any of you.”

A small, small sigh and then a struggling groan,
another and another came from the mouth of Estercel. His face
changed. Meraud's heart bounded half with horror, half with hope.
His eyes opened and rested upon her. Meraud lifted up his head
again and fed him with the soup. It was from the castle kitchen and
strong and good. In spite of the swollen tongue, she got it down,
and he began to revive. Meraud had thrown aside her cap and mask;
her hair sunned itself all about her head. The tears ran on her
white cheeks and dripped from her chin. All the time he ate, the
miserable man kept his eyes upon her face. Now and again when she
paused, afraid of feeding him too fast, his swollen tongue moved in
his mouth, and he tried to speak, but could only mumble
unintelligibly. When he had taken all the soup, he remained quiet
for a time with his head upon her knees while she chafed his
forehead and hands.

Then he opened his eyes again, and a look of
awful sweetness spread from his eyes and passed upon his face. She
bent down to listen as he tried to speak again. At first, she could
not make out what he was saying, then she caught two or three
words:

“Bread of the angels!” he stammered out.

Meraud could not understand him at first. Then
suddenly, the whole scene of “Crispin and Crispinianus” in their
prison cell returned upon her mind, and she found herself repeating
aloud, “Bread of the angels is wholesome cheer.” The thought of
them and the miserable now came upon her, and her tears came down
afresh. She leaned over him.

“Estercel,” she said. “Will you ever forgive me,
Estercel?”

There was no answer. In silence they sat. The
little rats never moved, but sat watching. They smelt the bread and
soup, but they were afraid of Meraud and remained still. In that
vile place, a sort of peace could be felt, the peace of repentance
and the quiet of pain.

Suddenly, a sense of some change ran through all
the veins of Meraud. Something was different. Estercel had moved:
he was pulling himself sideways away from her, as far as his
shackled feet would allow. She started and looked down at him. His
face was convulsed. He pushed himself backwards from her. He glared
upon her with fury as he reared up his head. He was trying to
speak, but the words would not come.

Filled with fear, Meraud got upon her knees.
Estercel raised himself on his hands.

“Curse you,” he said in loud thick voice, “a
curse on you!”

Meraud moved backwards in terror, but not fast
enough. Raising himself still higher, the wretched man spat full in
her face. Meraud leaped to her feet and screamed with horror and
rage.

“Ay, take that,” he stammered, “or come near
that I may strike you down. A curse on every drop of food and drink
I have had of you. Look now, false devil that you are, was I not
dead already, that you must be summoning me back from Paradise to
my torment?”

Meraud wiped her face in the corner of her
mantle. For a moment, she remained silent. Then hearing the feet of
the men who returned, she forgot all but his extremity.

“I have deserved it, Estercel,” she said, “but I
came to take you out of this place. I have been very sorry,
Estercel. Will you not forgive me? You have punished me now.”

And all the time that she spoke to him, it
seemed that she was talking to a corpse. How could a slain man
forgive his slayer? That wild and awful figure opposite, faint,
bleeding, maimed, distorted, could it indeed forgive? Slowly, it
turned from her and sank down upon the hideous floor, while now the
voices of the men returning could be heard above.

“Estercel,” said the girl, again coming nearer
to him, “perhaps I shall never see you again. They are coming now
to take you away. Will you forgive me before we go?”

The figure on the floor shivered and shook as if
with weeping. Something moved and wavered in the miserable
darkness, a hand that was searching blindly; was it to find her
own? She stepped forward, and though fearing greatly, she took it.
In both hers she clasped and kissed it. Then looking on it, saw on
the little finger the same twisted golden ring. With fear and
humility in her heart, she bent down and kissed it in token of a
pure repentance.

Chapter XXI. - The Hope of Owen

Tamburlaine soon got his health again now that
he had Owen Joy to be his servant and to give him all the love and
the company that he liked to have. It was a hard matter to keep him
quiet. He would romp and clatter in his stable, making a noise like
that of ten. All the horses and mares in the stalls around would
plunge and tear at their chains and whinny in answer to the
trumpeting of his voice. The breath of the spring was in his
nostrils, and his heart longed for his own country. Moreover, he
was not used to so much dry food; he had always had his liberty on
the hillside or in the fields, and plenty of sweet grass: now the
warm stable and the rich corn heated his blood over-much. Also
Estercel had brought him up more like a dog than a horse: he had
the habit of play. Imprisonment was therefore worse for him than
for another.

Owen had to make a big horse-cloth for him to
conceal as much of his curious colour as possible and take him out
for a gallop among the mountain valleys of Wicklow. The pulling of
the great horse was such that Owen returned home with his arms sore
at the shoulders and his hands cut with the leather of the
rein.

“Ah,” said he, shaking his head reproachfully at
the horse as he watered him in the stable, “you're not good; no,
you're not. You're wanting home. Some day you'll be doing a bolt,
my fine boy, and leaving master and all behind.”

The little babe that cannot speak understands
every word the mother says. So did the horse understand his good
servant. He left his water and lifted up his head, all dripping
from the bucket, and looked at Owen with sad questioning eyes. He
could not bear a reproach in the stable, though when his blood was
up, Owen might use all the curses ever he could invent, and
Tamburlaine would neither hear nor heed.

“Yes,” said Owen, “you're forgetting the master.
You have no heart at all. Look at me, the way I am: thin as a rag
and harished. And look at you, the satin and the silk is not in it
with your coat,” and he stroked down his yellow-white neck.

The horse knew he was praised, but the sad tone
went to his heart. He laid his head on Owen's shoulder, remembering
his woes and the dear master he had lost.

“There, there,” said Owen, “go back to your
drink. You're not so bad after all. I know you have a feeling
heart.”

A tap came to the stable door, and a lad's voice
called, “Owen!” He waited till the horse had done drinking, then
came out, carrying the pail.

“You're wanted within,” said the young
groom.

Owen went into the house and was taken at once
into a small dark room, used as a gun-room, on the ground floor.
There he waited for long enough. At last, the door opened, and a
lady entered dressed in black clothes. It was Meraud, but quite
another Meraud. She was pale and red-eyed, and grief had been
cutting new lines about her mouth. She held up her head and spoke
calmly and fearlessly to Owen; and he, remembering his own threats
and ill-deeds, and the knife in his belt, respected her for her
courage. Ever since she had been in the stable, he had been
thinking what a fool he had been not to cover up his anger and
hatred. He had put himself entirely into her hand; ay, and the
horse too. She had got all three of them in her hand to play with,
powerful sorceress that she was, thought Owen, as he looked at her
standing in the door.

Owen was dressed in long trousers tight to the
leg, and a rough tunic all of pale-coloured woollen homespun belted
about the middle. His knife was stuck in his belt, and he wore
solid shoes of half-tanned leather. His big hands hung down by his
sides. His black beard showed threads of grey, and his black eyes
looked keenly out over the top of his crooked nose. He was ready
for either perfidious peace or open war.

But he had small chance for either. Without fear
or uneasiness, Meraud spoke to him in few brief words.

“I have seen his Excellency the Earl Marshal,”
she said, “and Estercel will be set free.”

“Is it true what you say?” said Owen, a sort of
bitter earnestness in his manner.

Meraud took no notice of his question; she went
quietly on:

“Come tonight at seven o'clock to the gate of
the Storehouse Tower, and he will be given up to you at that
hour.”

“Mary be praised!” said Owen.

Meraud turned to leave the room, then hesitated,
looking at the man's radiant face, all over joy and simplicity.

“He is weak and ill,” she said.

“What matter for that since we have him?” said
Owen. “He's great and strong. A good waft of the fresh air and a
little sup of sour milk, and he'll be all right enough.”

“You had better have a stretcher to carry him,”
said Meraud.

“Ah, no,” said Owen; “ah, no! A stretcher for
the like of him, is it? He'd be laughing at me. It's his own good
horse I'll bring with me, that goes as easy as the swallow. Sure if
he was dying, Estercel would know how to ride him.” He sighed
deeply. “I think my heart will burst with joy,” he said, pressing
his two hands tight over it.

Meraud looked gravely at him.

“And as for you, noble young woman,” he went on,
“I will endeavour to pardon you for your evil-doing if my master
wishes it. I am glad after all to think I shall not have to kill
you, for it's poor work warring upon women.”

Meraud made as though she heard nothing.

“Seven o'clock,” she said. “Wait by the
horse-pond at the gate of the Storehouse Tower,” and then she went
away.

Chapter XXII. - The Release

All day, the castle, the camp, and the city had
been full of rumour of excitement. The amazing decision of the
council and the great Earl Marshal had been made known. A host had
come over to crush Tyrone and the north. That host and its renowned
captain were about to turn their backs upon their adversary and
conquer him by marching south, and that under the eyes of all
Europe and against the furiously expressed will of a most powerful
sovereign. Essex might struggle, half-aware. Elizabeth might rage,
unconscious, and send out letter after letter of magnificent
vituperation and remonstrance. She and he were equally powerless
for the present in the hands of clever Cecil, who was forcing Essex
to grind the axe for his own destruction.

Therefore, the heavy cannon were already
ploughing their road southward, and the stoutest of the soldiery
getting ready for the march. Tomorrow, the 9th of May, Essex was to
astonish Christendom by setting out backwards in all his glory. For
now May was in, and the fresh grass was everywhere springing, a
carpet for the feet of men and a pleasure to their eyes, a spread
banquet for the hoofed beasts. All round the coasts, the sea
appeased herself and smote the rocks more gently. In all the glades
of the woods, the young flowers rose up dressed in many colours.
And if the rooted green life of the meadows was happy, the free
creeping, running, active creatures were many times happier. Theirs
was a conscious excitement. The birds went wild in their joy, and
not less wild of heart was Estercel's white horse, whenever he
might escape from his stable into the free air.

Earth and sky were turning gold in the sunset
light as Owen and his little troop rode round the outskirts of the
town. They went by circuitous ways to reach the horse-pond near the
north-east tower of the castle. Owen rode on Tamburlaine, whose
coat was now of a strange-looking cream-colour. He fretted and
chafed and could hardly be held in, so eager was he for galloping
and play.

It was still the full light of evening as they
reached the pond's edge. They took up their station where a few
trees might serve them as cover. Overhead, the crows and jackdaws
were wheeling to their nests; the quiet of evening was setting in.
All about the pond, the ground was trodden by the feet of the
horses. Opposite them stood the old grey walls and towers of the
city, and the sounds of evening reached their ears. Right in front
of them was the square Storehouse Tower, solid and strong with many
narrow windows. A small arched door opened on to a rubbish shoot
which here almost choked the gripe or moat that surrounded the
castle walls. As they watched, a man came out of the door with a
sack of rubbish on his back, which he shot down by the side of the
moat. There he stood and aired himself a while, rubbing his hands
together; then returning again, closed the door behind him. Now and
then they heard bursts of shouting and laughter from bands of
soldiery returning to camp. Scarcely anyone was in sight but a tall
stout gentleman with a page by his side who walked slowly up and
down on the other side of the horse-pond.

The clock of the castle struck seven. The hearts
of Owen Joy and his men beat in their throats as they watched the
gates. Tamburlaine plunged and reared; he was becoming more and
more ungovernable.

“It's a pity you haven't more sense,” Owen said.
“Here we are on the great day waiting for the master, and you can
think of nothing but your own diversion.”

Tamburlaine rolled his eyes upon Owen in anger
and contempt. He tossed his mighty neck and head, lifting Owen off
his feet. He sweated, he snuffed the air and uttered a loud and
piercing neigh. Now Owen lost his temper and struck the horse. He
might as well have struck a thunderbolt, for the horse screamed and
shook himself, then reared heaven-high. Throwing Owen to the ground
and dashing the turf from his heels, he galloped away free. The men
looked at each other in consternation. They knew well that no one
could take Tamburlaine unless he came in of himself.

“Are you hurt, Owen?” they said.

Owen got up slowly, cursing.

“The devil's in the horse,” he said and stood
scratching his head as he watched him trot in a half circle, coming
round in the light breeze like a boat with its white sails
spread.

“Queen of Heaven, is it a bath he wants?” said
Maurice.

Tamburlaine trotted to the edge of the moat and,
lifting his head, neighed again and loudly. Putting one hoof before
another with extreme caution, he stepped down into the shallow
water.

“It's a drink he wants,” said Owen; “he'll come
back of himself;” and he turned his eyes towards the Essex gate
looking to see the guard of soldiers and the well-known form of
Estercel.

“What in the world is he doing?” said Maurice,
laughing aloud.

Owen looked. There was the horse scrambling up
the rubbish strewn bank on the further side of the ditch.

“Well,” said Owen, “you'd think that would be
the last place a horse would go of himself!”

They watched him laughing, sure that now he was
quiet and, so to speak, reasonable, he would certainly come back.
For all the temper had gone out of him, and he stood quietly
smelling at the old brown sack the man had thrown out, and now and
then lifting his head and looking across at them.

“Oh, Mary have pity!” cried out Maurice, in so
awful a tone, that Owen turned like a shot from watching the
gate.

“Easy, easy, man, what's the matter with you
now?” he said, following the finger of the man who with open mouth
pointed at the horse.

“As sure as death,” he said, quaking, “I saw it
move. Look at it, look!”

They all gazed, their eyes starting in their
heads, as something like a man's arm came up from the rubbish heap,
and a hand touched the horse's neck.

“Come on, Maurice. Stay with the horses,
Michael,” and with a bound, he was off, running like a deer for the
narrow plank that crossed the gripe. In another moment, he was by
the side of the horse.

There was the cold plunge into woe for Owen.
Where was the guard of soldiers and the beaten drum? Where was all
the glory of Estercel? There lay the hero, thrown out like a sucked
lemon from the hand, and above him stood his horse, weeping large
slow tears from his great eyes while the hand of Estercel, covered
with sores, touched the side of his face. For he was alive, was
Estercel, and the air revived him. Those awful eyes of his smiled
at Owen out of their deep pits, and his thick tongue tried to
stammer out a welcome. Owen gasped with rage and grief as he lifted
up his master's head. A long string of horrible curses mixed with
words of sweetest love and pity came out of his mouth.

“What have they been doing to you? Are you
broken all to pieces, Lord?” he said and, supporting him on his
breast, tried over his joints with a gentle hand. “You're never
going to die, dear?” Then rousing himself with energy out of his
grief, “Come,” he said, “we must get you out of this.”. Looking
round at the place they were in, he roared out with rage at the
insult. “Can you sit a horse, Estercel?” he asked.

“Ay,” said the young man.

Owen shook his head. “You'll go easier by the
plank than by the gripe,” said he. Bidding Maurice lift him, he
charged him on his back. Stepping softly and easily, he crossed the
ditch and lowered him with care on to the grass under the
trees.

“I am thirsty,” said Estercel.

“Run, Maurice,” said Owen, “see you get a clean
drop where the stream runs into the pond.”

Maurice came back with his leather cap full, and
Estercel drank it all.

“Now, dear, we'll try you,” said he, and he went
to the horse who had followed like a dog and bade him kneel down on
his knees.

Tamburlaine obeyed. Owen and Maurice lifted
Estercel between them and placed him in the saddle. Then the horse
steadily rose. For one moment, Estercel sat upright and looked
around, then he sank upon the horse's neck. Weeping, the two
servants lifted him down again.

“I am thirsty,” he whispered, and Maurice ran to
the stream once more.

The stout gentleman who had been walking up and
down came forward; the page waited for him at a little distance.
Recognising Lord Clancarty, Owen stepped out to meet him and bowed
low.

“I have got him, Lord; but he is hardly to be
called alive. He wants some woman to wash and clean him. I fear to
handle him: he is so sore.”

Lord Clancarty stooped down, then raised himself
again, horrified. The eyes of Estercel were shut, and his soul was
playing in a dream.

“Poor fellow, poor fellow,” said Lord Clancarty.
“It is no use for me to try and speak with him now. I have provided
for him to be taken to the house of Ann Ahohone at the boundaries
of Ring's End. Her I can trust. There he will have nursing and
food, and I will come and see him.” Then he stood back to watch how
Owen would get him away.

He began by taking the saddle off Tamburlaine,
rolling his own mantle into a pad for his broad round back. Next,
he unbuckled the saddle-girths and Tamburlaine's bridle rein and,
joining them, made a long band. Once more, they raised Estercel and
charged him on the horse's back, laying him down at his ease, with
his head on the broad white neck. It was a hard matter to dispose
of the long legs of Estercel. In the end, one was doubled up, and
the other hung down. Over him they spread his own mantle, and then
Owen passed the bands around and, pulling gently but firmly, bound
him down.

Owen went round and looked his master in the
face. “How are you now, lord?” he said. “Is it very uneasy with
you?”

Estercel opened his eyes. “It is the best bed I
have had this many a day,” said he, and his voice was louder and
something clearer.

All this time, the horse had stood as patiently
as though he were twenty years old and the son of an ass,
obediently kneeling and raising himself, occasionally putting forth
a huge warm tongue to lick at the hand or face of Estercel. Now at
the clearer sound of his voice, he lifted up his head and,
whinnying, turned himself about to see his master's face. Owen
clapped his hand upon his bridle.

“Reach me the rein off the bay horse, Maurice,”
he said; “he'll be going off with the master next.”

It was now well after eight o'clock, and a soft
windy dusk was coming down. Under the trees it was fairly dark. All
decent and quiet folk were indoors for fear of the cut-purses and,
worse still, the cut-throats that ranged about at this hour. The
last crow and the last jackdaw had settled for the night, and the
soft-winged and soft-footed creatures that love the night had begun
to come from their hiding-places.

This was the hour that Tamburlaine loved. He
lifted his head and blew clear through his nostrils. His heart
swelled within him with an emotion of love and pity that was half
fear.

The black page crept forward to say farewell.
She took the hand of Estercel in her own, covered as it was with
unhealed sores, and kissed it. Estercel opened his eyes upon her
and smiled, and she bent forward and left a kiss on his thin and
haggard cheek. The horse turned his head round and looked closely
at the page's face. Meraud stroked his forehead. “I'll not forget
how you would not hurt me!” she said.

Tamburlaine tossed his head snorting loud, for
he distrusted that countenance. He remembered too much. The sudden
movement twitched the rein out of Owen's hand. Tamburlaine felt
himself free and started a few feet away, standing to shake his
head and look around him. He was angry with Owen since he had
struck him, and he despised him for a fool because the blow was
causeless and Owen himself stupid and in the wrong. Seeing him go
free, Owen and Maurice ran forward together to take the rein. Their
rapid movement startled him in his excitement, and he trotted out
from among the trees making a wide circle.

Owen saw his mistake. “Hold back,” he shouted to
Maurice. “Take him easy, or he'll be off.”

Tamburlaine stood for a minute there on the
grass, his forefeet spread wide apart, his hind feet drawn up
together, his head and strong neck rocking between his shoulders.
His heart was beating fast and drumming in his ears like the noise
of battle. The uneasy weight on his back frightened and disturbed
him at once. Fear of unknown calamity beset him: fear of darkness,
of men's cruelty half understood, of narrow and miserable prison.
The odour of the whole city was hateful to him. Every breath of his
body, every drop of his blood cried out for his home in the
north.

He saw the three men coming forward to take him,
he heard their voices of hypocritical softness and knew well what
they would be at. The earth began to fly in clods from his pawing
feet, a sign of his rising temper. Wildness came upon him that was
half terror, half delight. He trotted a few steps forward. Then
with a mad bound that nearly shook the life out of Estercel, he was
off! He heard the shouting behind him, but ten seconds of that
mighty speed left it far away. He knew the road to St. Mary's Ford.
Once there, he took the cold water gingerly and with caution. He
got across, though the depth and force of the stream would have
swept a lesser creature down and away. Dripping like a dog, he came
out, stood a moment to listen to the faint groan of his master,
then off with him into the Stony Batter, the paved highway that led
to the north. Far away behind, he heard the shouting on the other
side of the river, but that soon faded away.

For Owen recalled his men, and they stood in a
little group looking upon each other in dumb distress. Slowly, Owen
shook his head up and down, his lips compressed in bitterness.

“We've done finely,” he said, “finely for the
master. He's off to the north. And the master will die on his
back.”

“Oh, what sense has a horse?” said Maurice.

“More than you anyway, this one has,” said Owen
angrily. “Come, boys, we might as well try to be catching the north
wind, but we must ride after him this night.”

Returning to their horses, they found Lord
Clancarty and the black page were gone. Owen knelt down and laid a
blighting curse on the city of Dublin and its inhabitants, and more
especially on the red-headed witch girl who had betrayed his
master. Then not feeling quite sure whether his curse was heard, he
rose up and, fetching a handful of hay and straw from the nose-bag
of one of the horses, he spoke a Druid curse upon them both that
was ten times more powerful and withering than any Christian sort
and threw the wisp in the direction of the town. Satisfied in his
mind, he watched the wind idly carry it away.

Owen had good reason to be satisfied, for a
heavy punishment was preparing for Meraud. Three days afterwards,
she stood by the side of Lady St. Leger on board the good ship
“Falcon” and watched the wide stately ring of blue mountains
dropping away from before her face. Ten minutes more, and Lady St.
Leger was on her back below in a miserable cabin, and Meraud
attending upon her. The English lady did so scold and trounce her,
calling her Irish ape and fool and worse, that between such
peevishness and the motion of the vessel Meraud wept many a salt
tear before she reached England's shore. And many a tear did she
weep in England too before she came to power and place; many a hard
English box of the ear taught her to regret Irish woods and
mountains, the free air and the free spirit of her early youth.
More than once she thought to return, for there was in her nature a
heroic wildness, but stronger was the lure that for ever enticed
her. She had looked early into pleasure's magic glass, had seen
therein the cold eyes, the hard heart, and the passion-fed lips of
pleasure herself; and the glamour had passed upon her. Forever
turning aside in repentance, continually redeeming ambition by true
greatness, she was yet rendered incapable of simplicity.

Chapter XXIII. - The Ride

There were men on the road to the north that
night who witnessed the passing of Tamburlaine in the twilight.
Seeing the strange burden he carried, more than one would have
stood forward to hold him had they dared. But he appeared of so
unnatural a greatness as he leaped forth white as cream through the
curtains of the dusk, that they shrank back, afraid it might be a
fairy horse and that ill luck might follow.

Tamburlaine was bound for home, a home that he
passionately desired. He carried with him the thing he loved most
in the world; and behind his back lay fear. He had every reason for
swift going, and mighty swiftly he went. And each spring of the
powerful creature meant anguish to the bones of his master. At
first, his breath died away in him, his head and heart fainted.
Then old use and wont awoke in him and taught him to measure what
slight movement he could make to the rise and fall of the gallop.
The liquid pureness of the air revived him, and the warmth of the
horse's broad back beneath him saved him from perishing of the
deadly chill of his faintness.

Without pause or slackening, Tamburlaine held on
his way till he reached the tiny city of Swords. The ghosts of the
dismantled abbey and dead churches rose up within its walls like
trees in a winter. Silence that was all sadness sheeted it down.
Not an echo was heard of all the choir of bells that had rung there
for more than a thousand years.

Tamburlaine checked his gallop on the bank above
the stream. He was breathing hard, having sped come seven miles
without a break. A dog barked below, and another answered him. He
had no mind to have them after him with a helpless master on his
back. He raised his head and gazed about him remembering the road
he had travelled before. He looked seawards and saw the bulk of
Lambay rising from dim water.

A deep, deep sigh from his master called him out
of his thoughts. With the softest and gentlest whinny of love he
turned his head. Estercel reached out a hand to him and touched his
face. In a low whisper, Estercel began to say to him the old words
of affection. All their mad play and madder ridings came back to
them both, and their joy was great.

“Oh, rascal, son of a rascal,” muttered Estercel
in his thick hoarse tones, “have you run away with your master?
Kill or cure now it is, sure enough. Have you anywhere in your head
the sense to get us both home to Ardhoroe? You must be wise for
both, O white swan, wings of the day, snow-wind, sky-runner!”

So he praised and flattered him. Then of a
sudden, his strength failed him. His horse seemed to him nothing
but a beast after all, with no hands to help him. Tears began to
run out of his eyes, and his head sank down. “Almighty God,” he
muttered, “will I ever hold out? I'm afraid I'll be dead before
morning.”

Such a strange complaining coming from his
master puzzled and worried the horse. He shook his head
impatiently, blew through his nostrils and prepared to descend the
bank and cross the rapid little stream. There was a light in the
fort that guarded the opposite bank. Seeing this, he took his way
up-stream for a hundred yards, then down the bank. Had he been
alone, he would have gone down head first in a couple of bounds,
but now instinctively kept himself level, going carefully sideways
and letting his hind-quarters down first.

Below it was very dark. Only the reflection of
the pale light of the moon glimmered on the stream. The sound of
its fast running water roused Estercel, and as the hoofs of the
horse splashed it up, he raised himself.

“Stand!” said he; the horse stood like a statue,
glad to obey once more. He tried to reach the water, but it was not
high enough. “Go on!” he said, and the horse took his careful
steps, turning his head and waiting for the word to stop. The rapid
water was now above his knees, nearly to the shoulder. He stopped
and Estercel bent over and raised water in the hollow of his palm
and drank again and again. It was sweet as milk and exceedingly
pure. When he could drink no more, he bowed his wretched face and
head, longing the while to plunge his whole sick body in, he who
swam like an otter and laughed at the cold.

When it was over, and he could drink no more, he
patted the white sides of the obedient creature and said:

“Now, my brave fellow, shall we make for home
and Ardhoroe?”

At the words, the horse burst into a loud neigh.
The voice of his master had spoken aloud the desire of his heart.
With a bound, he was up the opposite bank. Shaking his head and
mane, he took one glance heavenward and around with his owl's eyes
that loved the night. Then throwing himself on the neck of his
desire, he abandoned the highway and rushed straight as an arrow
for the north.

Then followed a night of cruel toil. For
Estercel, the hours passed in a dull dream, broken by moments of
bodily anguish and illuminated by moments of exquisite delight. In
his weary dreaming, he would fancy himself under the torture in his
prison. Then at some wilder leap of the horse beneath him, he would
open his eyes to see the dark lovely shadows of rock and tree, the
merry stars and the delicate light of the half-moon above him. In
place of the foul odours of his prison, he smelt the unpolluted
sweetness of the temperate wind and knew himself a prisoner only to
his horse.

There were two things that Tamburlaine
distrusted, bogs and men. He preferred the high ground, however
difficult, eschewed both the walled houses of the invader and the
round huts of those they had enslaved. On leaving the paved road,
he made along Broad Meadow water, forded it and breasted the rising
ground till he neared Caragha. Keeping to the wilder country, he
passed the Hill of Tara. Then he stood and looked around him.
Smelling the water of Boyne on his left, he coasted along till he
saw the Bridge of Slane, the tiny walled town, the monastery, and
the castle. Forty miles he had come, and that with a heavy man on
his back that was more like a sack of bones than the creature of
springing muscles he used to be. He felt himself discouraged. For a
long time now, his master had not spoken to him. He had been
through scores and scores of difficult places. He had leaped broad
ditches and threaded his way through dark woods, he had been often
sorely perplexed. Instinct and memory had all but failed him, and
more than once. And his master had given him no help. But now he
was through a third part of his task and there was the Bridge of
Slane that he had crossed on his journey up. His instinct now was
to avoid the bridge and the little fort beside it and the town, now
sleeping sound. Yet he knew of no ford, and the faint shining river
looked broad in the moonlight.

He stood awhile, then cropped a few mouthfuls of
sweet grass. Presently, he raised his head and whinnied to his
master. The quiet and the silence, and the well-known sound roused
Estercel. He moved within his bands. His eyes opened, he was full
of pain, confused with it: his bones were working through his
flesh. The horse whinnied again, more loudly than before. Estercel
put out a hand and touched his neck. The horse turned his head and
with his large eyes watched the weak stained hand creep up and
down. Loneliness was all about them: very little light, danger
waited everywhere, pain had conquered the man, and heavy toil had
begun to press upon the horse. Yet such a mutual love was between
them that their hearts were at peace and took delight in each
other.

Tamburlaine whinnied again. Estercel understood.
He tried to turn, but his limbs and his whole body had stiffened,
and he groaned in pain. “I'm dying, boy, what's stopping you?” he
said. The horse moved sideways on and spoke once more and louder.
Estercel raised his head and neck, saw the water and the faint
outline of the little town. For a moment, a flame of excitement
flickered up in him.

“My God!” he said, “that's the Boyne. That's
great. That's great. You've done it well. Good lad, good lad. You
can't go by the bridge. I've had enough of prison. You must swim,
boy, swim.” His head sank down again as the horse neighed to him in
delight at his words of praise.

He had well understood. Down the bank he went,
straight and steady; then slowly and carefully into the stream till
the water swept him from his feet. Swimming, he was soon across and
stood dripping on the other side. Estercel had not escaped the
water. The night wind blew on the wet folds that covered his stiff
limbs, and he shivered and shook. Only the warm sides of the horse
below him kept the life in his body as yet.

Hour by hour passed, hours of lake and ruined
forest where the stumps of oak thirty feet round stood out of the
ground, and so up into the highlands of Armagh. As Tamburlaine,
trotting now, came in the Earliest dawn to cross the hill among the
rushes by Cranagh lake, a troop of half-wild horses swept down upon
him. Enclosing him in their midst, they played and gambolled mile
after mile by his side. They were led by a black mare who was
pleased by the white neck of Tamburlaine and angry and spiteful
against the strange burden that he carried.

But the heart of Tamburlaine was heavy within
him, he was in no mood for fighting or for play. Though he raised
up his neck and answered her calling, yet he held straight on his
way. Annoyed with this, she threw herself straight across his path
and broke his trot. Tamburlaine jerked up his head and, getting
round her, started again while the troop in their play circled
around him. Once again, the mare came at him, and this time seizing
the mantle that covered his burden, she tore it with her teeth.

At this, the eyes of Estercel opened. Hearing
the noise of the many hoofs and seeing the press of horses about
him and the open mouth and great teeth of the mare near to his
face, he thought himself in battle. He opened his mouth and uttered
so desperate a battle-cry, that his wounded throat was torn, and
the startled mare reared, and then away and off with her at a mad
gallop. Tamburlaine knew the shout and rejoiced in it. He forgot
his weariness and broke anew into a gallop which took him right on
to Benburb and the Yellow Ford, where the very air smelt to him of
battle, when on that great day two years back he had seen the
Blackwater run red.* The morning was already bright as he crossed
it and came dripping and staggering up the further bank. He was
nearly spent now, but worn out though he was, his heart was
encouraged within him. He knew his ground now, he had fought all
over these fields.

(* Battle of the Yellow Ford, 1597.)

Leaving Benburb behind him, he made on; the
mountains were before him. Far, far away, he descried the flat top
of Slieve Gallion. But a great need was on him for rest. The bones
of his master were hard and weighed heavily, they galled his back
and the tight bands oppressed him. Estercel appeared to have
slipped on one side, and his head was hanging down. Since he had
uttered his battle-shout, he had not spoken or moved again. It was
about half-past five in the morning when he entered the yard of the
old farm-house of Tyhallon. There they had stopped, and he had
eaten corn on his way up.

No one was in the farm -yard as he entered, so
he stood patiently. And what a sight the pair of them made! All
about them was the windy brightness of the morning, the young May
green of the bushes shone with clear light. Like the laughter of a
thousand fairies the birds sang in the trees. The little house was
well tended and kept. Away in the meadows sounded the call of a
girl's voice gathering in her cows.

And there in the yard was this fearful pair.
Over both of them, black wings seemed to hover, and the morning was
less bright because they stood there. Patiently, the horse stood,
his forelegs spread apart, his nose nearly on the ground, so
heavily did his head hang down. His eye was red and glazed; foam
and blood dripped from his mouth. His white coat was rough and
bristled and stained besides with a hundred travel stains. As for
the man on his back, the rough head with its dark and matted hair,
once golden, hung down by the horse's shoulder. The lower part of
the face covered with a young beard, the mouth was open, and the
swollen tongue was visible. The large skeleton hands hung down too
and shook to the breathing of the horse. Under the stains on the
face was a pallor like that of death, and the great eye-pits
appeared vacant of any eyes. There was not a sound to be heard but
the panting of the horse and the sound of the feet of the cows
coming nearer, and of the girl's voice calling to them still. The
heart of Tamburlaine took a little comfort as he listened to the
pleasant song.

The cows came in. Seeing the strange apparition,
they would have backed out again, but the girl behind drove them in
and followed them. She was a young girl: very slim, with a brown
face and pale gold hair, and a willow switch in her hand. When she
saw the horse, she uttered a cry and ran forward and looked
straight into the face of Estercel. A fearful scream broke from her
mouth, another and another. Out of the house, a man and a woman
came running who also looked and uttered loud cries. The woman
tossed her brown arms above her, uttering loud and terrible
death-wails. The horse was distracted: he had looked for kind and
friendly treatment, and not for yellings in his weary ears. He
recovered himself and lifted up his head; he gathered himself up
together and backed down the yard. He had an old dislike of cows,
and he was angry at these people. His heart was not broken, his
spirit was still stout. He backed away from the fools who screamed
at him and the shoving cows. The man ran forward to seize his
bridle, but Tamburlaine would not be touched. He showed his teeth
and laid back his ears, he sidled to the door of the yard, the man
still following and speaking softly now while the women held their
breath. A moment more, and he was out of the yard and sidling away
over the field. Yet still he longed for help and stood wistfully
looking at the pleasant house.

“Father,” said the girl, “leave me to deal with
him. That's no common horse. I had a great talk with him and Owen
Joy not a month of mornings ago. Give me a drop of poteen* quick,
and, mother, a sup of milk in the pail till I see is the young man
dead all out.”

(* Irish barley liquor.)

Hastily, the mother drew some milk from the
nearest cow, and with that and a leather bottle of spirit in her
hand, the girl left the yard and approached the horse. When she got
near, she curtsied and spoke respectfully.

“I mind your name well, sir. Tamburlaine, it is.
I don't want to lay a hand upon you at all, but, for the love of
God, let me see is there anything I can do for the poor young man
upon your back?”

The anger of Tamburlaine faded away. The girl
came gently forward and set down the pail by him, then went forward
to Estercel. The height of the horse made it difficult for her to
reach, but standing on tip-toe she managed to lift up the head of
Estercel and lay it on the horse's neck. In fear and horror, she
chafed his forehead and hands, speaking kindly to him and the
horse. Standing on tip-toe and using the tin dipper, she poured the
warm milk down the throat of Estercel. The cavernous eye-pits
opened, and the eyes of a dying man looked at her. At this moment,
the girl's father, who had thought it would be a fine thing to come
up behind her and take the horse unawares, suddenly ran out and
snatched at the rein. But Tamburlaine was too quick for him. He
jerked up his head and kicked out with one heel. Wheeling, he was
off again in a sprawling gallop on legs that felt like four
tree-stumps beneath him — past Dungannon, where stood Tyrone's
great castle on its limestone rock, guarding within it the mystic
crown of Phoenix feathers.* On towards the mountains and home.
Every foot of ground was known to him now, every bush and every
path. Ten miles more …

(* During the Nine Years War, Pope Clement VIII
sent O'Neill only a “phoenix feather” and his blessing, but no
other help.)

Chapter XXIV. - The Messenger

Heavenly spring lay like a green mantle over the
woods about Ardhoroe. A short while ago, and all was winter brown.
Now the last year's birds were so amazed at the new green bowers of
this, the first spring they had seen, that they sang themselves
silly from morning till night.

early, early in the dawning light, the old and
the sick were on their way to Ardhoroe, hobbling and groaning along
the wood paths, coming to Sabia to be cured. When Sabia rose at six
of the clock on the 9th of May and looked out of her window, there
they all were, ranged along the courtyard wall, waiting for
salvation. The custom was to serve them first with good oaten cakes
and wooden bowls of milk as they sat by the wall, and then to call
them in one by one to the hall where Sabia sat in the great chair,
her nurse standing beside her.

The first to come in was a hearty stout woman
with red hair, her head slewed round on one side in a most
unnatural position.

“The Virgin be merciful, Molly O'Halloran,” said
Sabia sweetly, “what's the matter with your neck?”

“I've got a blast,” said Molly hoarsely.
“There's a ratching in my spine and a ketching in my ribs. And the
saints know what it is that has tied down my head to my shoulder.
O'Halloran himself has to turn me in my bed, for I never could rise
without assistance.”

“Indeed, ma'am,” said Nurse Phaire, popping from
behind Sabia's chair, “it's a bad blast you have and no mistake.
But we'll soon cure you of that. Rowl yourself in red, ma'am, and
I'll give you a bottle of the white cure to rub well in. Haven't I
the good rhyme for that: 'Rub her in white and rowl her in red, for
twice the sun's round, let her lie in her bed.'”

“The people are saying,” said Molly, “that the
Lady Sabia has the fortunate touch, Now if she was to touch my
neck, maybe she might loosen the blast off me.”

“With all the heart I have,” said Sabia, and
rising at once, she went to the woman and gently rubbed the stiff
neck with her kindly delicate hands. Believe it or not, the woman
went out with her head straight upon her shoulders, uttering loud
praises.

The next to come in was a little wizened man
about sixty, with a face of the colour of a gold watch.

“Saints of God!” cried Nurse Phaire, “what's
turned ye? It's a meadow-frog you have the appearance of, and no
other creature.”

The man sat down, panting and looking proudly
about him. “Ay, that's what they're all saying,” said he. “I'm the
very colour of the net of lemons that came into the country last
year on the Spanish ship.”

“What's turned you such a colour at all?” said
Nurse Phaire suspiciously. “It's in the blood, it is. Is your heart
took bitter at anything? Has some misfortune come upon you, or has
someone done you an ill turn?”

The little yellow man twisted and rolled his
hands one upon another. His chin trembled and shook, but he uttered
not a word.

“Come,” said Sabia, “we are all friends here. If
there is anything on your mind, say it out. We cannot help you
unless we know your full complaint.”

“All my children are taken against me, all,”
said the little yellow man at last, trembling from head to foot.
“They're all wishing me dead. That they may broil for it in hell!”
and he began to scream and splutter.

Nurse Phaire went round and patted his back.
“Easy, easy, now,” she said. “Tell it all out, there's a good man.
Ye'll be better after. But mind your manners before a daughter of
the O'Neills.”

Rocking himself, with suppressed curses, out
came the long tale. His married son had taken his plough, his
darling Ellen had married against his will. His young son Dominic
had gone away for a soldier, he being unwilling. And now Bride was
going against him, his darling, his youngest.

Sabia looked on him with sad pity while he
relieved himself. Nurse Phaire shook her head muttering:

“Yellow forsaketh his fellow.”

She looked in the drawer of a tall oak chest.
Presently, she came over with a piece of yellow cloth in her
hand.

“Hang this,” she said, “in your window, look on
it when the morning sun smites it. Go abroad in the sunshine, not
when the weather is dark. Make a tea of tansy and camomile flowers
and the yellow marigold. Make your confession to the priest and
sign the cross upon heart and mouth, and the yellow fires of your
blood will die down.”

The man listened attentively and took the cloth,
saying, “God reward you.”

Sabia went and took his hand: “I will come
myself and see you and your daughter Bride, and decide between
you,” she said. “Pray you to God that He may make you better to be
loved.”

Hanging his head with a subdued look, the little
man hobbled out of the room. He went, and there came a sound of
shuffling feet in the passage and a woman's voice, saying: “Howld
up now, darlin'. Howld up your head.”

Two women entered, supporting between them an
emaciated but still beautiful lad. His feet trailed behind him, his
white face hung mournfully down. Sabia rose from her chair and ran
forward to him.

“John Joy,” said she, “whatever is come to you?”
and she helped to place him in a seat.

The boy looked wistfully up at her with sea-blue
eyes, then down again at his coat of white homespun which he
stroked and folded in his fingers.

“So runs the wave upon the shore, fold on fold,”
he was idly thinking. “And why can't they let me alone?”

Sabia went back to her chair; she was pale as
death with pity. Nurse Phaire stooped down and whispered in her
ear: “The sign's on him, Miss Sabia. Do you see the sign upon him?
We can do nothing.”

But the mother of the boy was talking away: “The
very day he was taken I can tell you. It was in the autumn and
nothing would serve him, but he would go down by the bogs. And he
told me himself when he was got as far as the water meadow. A cold
wind blew out of the ground upon him, and he's been not to say well
ever since. But he's better today, aren't you, Johnnie, my
lamb?”

But the boy only sighed. To himself, he seemed
to be piling up pebbles on the shore by a blue sea, while the
others thought he was only playing with his fingers on his knees.
The tears ran down Sabia's face.

“Indeed, ma'am,” said Nurse Phaire, “it's not
safe to be abroad these times. There's them goin' about that could
wish a stick or a straw into your backbone, to torment you till ye
die.”

“Holy Virgin!” cried the woman, casting up hands
and eyes. “Is it as bad as that with him, Mrs. Phaire? Sure I
thought he was lookin' a bit better today, or I wouldn't have
troubled to bring him along. What will I do for him, now tell me,
Miss Sabia, my child, don't I see the blessed holy tears of
sympathy upon your face? Consider, Miss Sabia, and the right cure
will come to you. Look at him, my beautiful one, perfect in every
limb, great at the learning; is the hope of our house to die?”

But Sabia could only stutter, words she had
none. The old nurse came forward and laid her wrinkled hand on the
boy's clammy forehead and felt the damp wisps of his honey-coloured
hair.

“Ah, dear,” she said, “the last of them that
could save him is gone from Ireland, gone five-twenty years ago.
The old skill is no more, and much do I grieve there is no doctor's
house of the ancient sort to put him into. It was they that were
wise and had the great invention. Four big walls had the doctor's
house of old and a door in each wall. Whichever way the wind blew,
on that side the door was shut, and on that only. The house itself
was built over a running stream. Day and night, the clean water ran
through the house carrying the sickness away with it.”

“I would put him in a place like that, God
knows, could I find it,” said the woman, “but failing the house
with the water and the doors, what will I do for him?”

“I'll tell you that,” said the nurse. “But I'll
not hide it from ye, ma'am, that he's very near death, unless God
wills to save him. Let the daughter of Ardhoroe make the sign of
the cross on his forehead and his breast. Take him home easy. Have
you a horse for him?”

“We have an ass,” said the woman, “a quiet
animal.”

“Take him home and lay him down where he likes
best to be himself. Don't stir him or be talking to him at all, but
just to give him a sup of new milk and all the water he asks for.
And pay attention now, for this is the powerful cure. The first
moth that comes in the house tonight to warm itself at the fire,
catch that, roll it in a piece of fat bacon and bury it away.
That's the way ye'll catch his sickness and destroy it, if it's
God's will.”

Sabia went to the boy and kindly and reverently
made the sign of the cross on brow and breast. He scarcely lifted
his head; he had almost taken leave of the visible world: time was
nothing to him. His soul sat already by the shore of the seas of
the infinite, waiting to hear a voice. Sabia sat still in her
chair, while he was carried out in the arms of a strong man. An
intolerable sense of grief and woe had of a sudden come upon her. A
cold hand clutched her heart, and a cold wind out of the future
blew around her, chilling her to the bone, till she shivered and
shook. She heard voices about her and at length dragged herself
from her abstraction and looked up to meet the eyes of a
queer-looking baby that sat on a woman's knee directly in front of
her.

The baby was a very large child about twelve
months old, with a head as big as a man's, and quite bald. It had
large pale eyes that stared out of its head and apparently saw
nothing. It wore a tartan dress of black and red and sat perfectly
still on the knee of the bonny, foolish-looking young woman that
held it. Anxious and worried she seemed as well as foolish. Her
mouth was open, but she lacked courage to speak.

“What's the matter with the child,” said Nurse
Phaire, “or is it yourself that's ailing?”

“Not the least touch of disease is on either of
the pair of us. Glory be to God,” said the young woman. “But I'm
harished: I'm demented.”

“God save you, woman,” answered Nurse Phaire,
“and how's that?”

“I'll ask ye to look at this boy, ma'am. Did you
ever see a finer child? Barring that he has no hair on his head and
can't speak and hasn't a tooth in his jaws, above or below;
wouldn't anyone on earth that had a heart for children call him a
beauty?”

“He's very large for his age,” said Sabia with a
feigned cheerfulness, as the boy directed his pale eyes upon
her.

“Well, then,” said Nurse Phaire, “I grant you
all that you say of him and welcome. But what's the matter with you
at the end of it?”

The woman drew up nearer to Sabia and spoke in a
cold whisper.

“It's this way, beautiful mistress of the
house,” said she. “The mother of him that's married to me says,
all's not right with him. She says, he's one of them, you know who.
She says, ice won't freeze him, nor water drown him, nor fire burn
him. And I'm in dread she'll try her experiments when my back's
turned. She'll murder him if she gets the chance. Indeed she's a
terrible old woman. She sits by the fire and looks at the child
till I think she'll look him silly. Faith, I think it's herself has
looked the hair off his head and the teeth out of his mouth.”

Sabia saw by the young woman's face, which was
now red, now pale, that her uneasiness was great.

“Don't go back home,” she said. “Stay here with
your boy.”

“Wait then,” said Nurse Phaire, “it's better
that we should make sure that all's right with the child, and that
he is no changeling. Let me tell you this, ma'am. Not one of the
sort can abide the look of a pot of eggshells cooking on the fire.
If he's one of them, he'll speak out. Mary,” she called, “go and
break a dozen of eggs and bring me the shells of them and a pot
till I make some soup.”

“The shells, ma'am?” said the girl appearing at
the door.

“Ay, the shells,” said Nurse Phaire solemnly

“Holy Trinity,” murmured the girl as she
vanished.

The pot boiled soon on the great hearth, and one
by one, the nurse threw in the eggshells. The child remained
unmoved, staring at the fire while every one anxiously regarded
him. Neither laughter nor expostulation came from his lips.
Encouraged by the silence, he turned his face to his mother's
breast, stuck his thumb in his mouth and peacefully slumbered.

“There's not a sign of ill-will in him towards
the egg-shells,” said Nurse Phaire. “Miss Sabia, dear, let us see
will he dislike the prayer-book? Will I fetch the big one?”

When the nurse came back holding the prayer-book
with the heavily embossed covers, the mother lifted up the child,
shook him and bounced him heavily down again on her knee. He
uttered a sigh, withdrew his thumb and opened his eyes. Sabia drew
near with the open prayer-book in her hands. A beautiful page shone
bright there with gold and many colours: the Mother of God sat with
her son on her knee and the angels about her. At the sight, a smile
spread over the solemn face of the child. He uttered an
inarticulate joyous babbling sound and held his arms out to the
book. The women crowded round exclaiming and praising the boy.

“There's a wise man to come of that child,” said
one.

“He has a grand considering head,” said Nurse
Phaire.

“How soft is his cheek!” said Sabia.

As they all stood so about the boy, tenderly
exclaiming on his wisdom, a noise was heard at the door. There was
loud talking, a moment's delay; then a young man burst into the
hall. The sunlight streamed in with him and showed him deadly pale.
He panted and struggled for breath.

Sabia sprang forward. “Speak!” she said. “Tell
it out. What is it?”

The man's chest heaved as though the walls of it
would crack.

“They're comin'!” he gasped. “They're comin'!
Oh, God in Heaven! What a sight!”

Chapter XXV. - Back to Ardhoroe

There are many sorts of love. Sabia's love for
Estercel was at once steady as the lamp, tall and aspiring as the
singing flame: such a love is cleansing, it sweeps out all baser
fires, and it runs in the blood like wine and steadies the
heart.

When the lad Murrough came in with his message,
Sabia's second self at once knew all that he had to tell her. In
these last days, she had had many previsions of misfortune, only
this actual one was more bitter than those that had gone before.
She went up to Murrough and took him by the sleeve.

“Is it Estercel?” she said.

“Ay,” said he, “it's himself sure enough! But
it's a dead man on a dead horse I've seen,” and he burst into
tears.

“Where?” said Sabia as she shook him by the
sleeve.

“Coming here by the Dungannon Road,” said
he.

Like a flash, Sabia was off, and every man,
woman, and child in and about the place was after her. Down the
hill she ran, over the bridge and past the wood. At the turning,
she saw a slow-moving crowd coming towards her. In some ways, it
resembled a funeral train, but in this case the dead man came first
on a staggering horse. No followers of a funeral ever wore such
faces of horror and grief.

Fleet as Sabia was, young Murrough, who was
Estercel's own horse-boy, outran her. Tamburlaine, all blind now,
was still staggering on, but when he heard Murrough 's shout and
felt under his feet the very sound and tread of home, he stopped
and began to waver and totter, and his hind-quarters to give
beneath him. “I can die now,” he said to himself in his dying mind;
“I have brought him home.” The astonishing thing about the horse
was how his flesh and his substance, and his youth had vanished
away in one night. In the evening, he had been young and comely,
round of haunch and back; in the morning, he had come in old and
gaunt.

“Hold him up!” shouted Murrough; “Hold him up,
the hero!” and he ran and put his shoulder to his neck. “Keep up a
minute, darling, just a minute more, till we take the poor soul off
your back!”

Two more men ran forward and held up his
hind-quarters while the women shrieked and cried on Mary and the
saints.

“That's what it is to go out into the bitter
world,” said one.

“Wouldn't you say they'd come back straight out
of hell?” said another.

“Ah, cease shouting, some of you,” said
Murrough, “and take the young man down from off his back.”

At this moment, Sabia ran in. When they saw her,
they became silent and drew back, standing circle-wise and bending
forward in their pity. It was young life looking upon death, and
youth suddenly grown old.

Sabia looked and looked and yet could not
believe what she saw: the open mouth, the grey face, the
defilement, the vermin-plagued sores. Paler and paler she grew: was
it Estercel? or was it not? It was, and he was dead. Unlike the
other women, she never uttered a sound, but raised her head and
looked about her; then beckoned: “Dermot, go to the horse's
shoulder quick. Murrough, come here and take him down.”

With her own fingers, she began to undo the
buckles and straps. A second man stepped forward. Murrough took the
head and shoulders, the other man the knees: they lifted him. Sabia
saw marks on the folded horse-cloth.

“Lay him on the other side,” said she

When he was on the ground, they saw that the
hip-bone had worked through the skin. A shout from the men drew
their eyes away: Tamburlaine was now tottering to his fall. Like
some gallant ship that dips and founders and sinks, he went down
with a groan, for his work was done, and he knew himself at home.
There they lay, the two heroes, a few feet apart, and one was as
bad as the other. Murrough was distracted between them. But seeing
that all the women and most of the men made a circle round
Estercel, he stayed with the horse. Unfolding the pad from his
back, he spread it over the trembling creature. He ran and fetched
water and washed the red foam from face and mouth; then mixed more
with spirit from a leather bottle. Dermot held up the horse's neck
while he poured it down his throat. Then he sat with the large
miserable head on his knee, chafing the bony forehead and neck,
calling to him, talking love words, praying him to come back to
life while Dermot rubbed the strained and trembling limbs.

The circle round Estercel opened out in silence
as old Nurse Phaire came hobbling in. When she saw the two
prostrate creatures who had gone out so gallant and so young, a
horror seized her. She tottered in and looked down on Estercel,
bending lower and still lower, going down on her knees and staring
with gaping mouth as though not believing what her eyes had told
her. Then she rose up and, throwing up her arms, began the death
chant of the O'Neills. As the old woman occupied the position of
family doctor, the raising of the death chant meant that she
considered Estercel was past hope. The first note of it struck like
a knife to the heart of Sabia: she flew at her nurse and shook her
with passion.

“Stop!” she said, “stop and shut your mouth.
Look here, woman devoid of sense. See this hand,” and she held up
the long helpless limb. “Look, old woman, the charm is there yet,”
and she showed the ring tightly encircling the swollen finger. “He
is not dead, and that I know. Leave your foolish canticles. To the
work now and bring him back to life, or you shall answer it to
me.”

There was a desperate strength of passion in
Sabia that hushed down all resistance and objections. Muttering,
the nurse stooped down and laid a hand upon his heart.

“If he is alive,” said she, “then life and death
can co-exist, and death can bring forth life.”

“It shall,” said Sabia. “Run, Owen and Michael,
run as you have never run before and bring back the carrier.”

The two fleetest runners started out. The May
wind blowing behind could not overtake them. Those of the
standers-by who wore their mantles laid them on the carrier which
was just a broad board with four handles. In deep silence, the body
of the young man was placed on the carrier and covered over. The
news of the arrival of a dead man (and that, the young Estercel)
brought home by his dying horse had got abroad. Men and women kept
hurrying in by twos and threes, who, as they joined the circle,
fell respectfully silent. Four bearers took the handles, Sabia and
her nurse walked behind, and the rest followed in a long weeping
train.

Sabia was full of bitterness. She hated the
little birds on the bushes who kept on singing as they passed. She
had looked to see the young man returning with glory upon his head
and fame in his right hand. She could not bear to see him so
abashed before all the people. Where had been his match for
stature, strength, and courage? And there he was lying, all doubled
up and hideous on a board. It was not that her pride was mortified,
but that she felt for him in his physical humiliation.

Sabia could not know the part he had played, nor
how nobly his integrity had upheld him. She could not realise how
pure was the heart that had almost ceased to beat. His position
looked like defeat, yet, had they but known, it was more really
triumphal than the return of a conqueror.

Chapter XXVI. - Nurse and Tenders

Lucky it was for Estercel that he had an old
woman and a young to doctor him. The tenderness of the one to
counteract the experience and ancient knowledge of the other. From
the first, Sabia would not be sent away: the intensity of her
feeling knew neither squeamishness nor fatigue.

They laid him down in a recess of the old hall.
A chosen number of helpers amounting to perhaps a score were
allowed in. The only man among them was the cattle-doctor, and he
had small chance of being heard. Soft linen cloths were got ready,
and a cauldron of hot water. His rags were ripped off him. Stones
were placed in the fire to heat and, wrapped in woollen cloths,
were laid about him. His hair was shaved close to his head. With
immense cleverness and quickness, these women, so skilled in life
and death, washed and cleansed the wounded body, chattering the
while like a wood full of magpies and jays. All the while, Sabia
hung over her charge.

“Oh, take care! Gently!” she cried. “Keep him
warm, keep him warm!”

The old women would make a show of him, for his
body was full of pricks and wounds that puzzled them, and they
could not make out why the ends of his fingers and toes were sore.
And his skin was cut where the bands had been, and his flesh all
worn away, and the hip-bone laid bare.

If the women had had their way, they would have
had the whole countryside in. The courtyard was crowded, and all
along the hillside the people were sitting. Now and then, one of
the women would go out and speak to them, and there would be a rush
to hear what she had to say. Every man was questioning his
neighbour: “Where were Owen and his men? Where had the two come
from?” “Had the horse found his way alone?” “Would the young man
live and not die?”

In the hall, the whole battery of Nurse Phaire's
simples had been placed on the table where the inquisitive smelled
at and tasted them.

“Bring the salt and fir-tree essence,” said
Nurse Phaire. “Let them be rubbed well into his wounds. There is
nothing equal to them for cleaning sores.”

“Do you remember,” said a woman commonly called
Catherine the Saint, “how young Shawn got the kick of a horse in
his shin-bone, and his father rubbed in salt and fir-tree essence,
and the sore spread, and he suffered a year's agony?”

“That was not the fault of the remedy,” said
Nurse Phaire; “the fault was in the nature of the kick.”

“It is no use your talking,” said Sabia, looking
up from where she knelt by Estercel, rubbing patiently his forehead
and broad chest. “I will not allow such remedies to be used.”

Nurse Phaire loudly cleared her throat and
bustled round the table looking at her collection of herbs.

A whole hour they had been at work, and he had
given no sign: not a sigh or a flutter of the eyelids. Only now and
then, Sabia believed she caught a faint fluttering of the heart.
Her despairing glance met the eye of Catherine who answered with a
smile. Catherine was a tall and gaunt old woman, with a bony face
of a yellow-brown colour, whitish hair, and a smile of heavenly
sweetness. It ran upon her countenance like sunlight on clear
water, spilling grace and loveliness over figure as well as face.
Sabia believed instinctively in the power of the touch. She
believed in her own touch, and she had heard that Catherine was a
famous rubber.

“Come you here, Catherine,” she said. “There is
life in him, I know, but I cannot reach it. I am afraid he will
slip away. Take my place, and I will go to his feet.”

Catherine, the wise old mother, sat her down
upon the floor and took the head and shoulders upon her knees. With
her large powerful arms, she cherished him, blew upon his mouth,
rubbed and worked the arms, called softly in his ear, clapped his
hands. She asked for spirits and wet his lips and chafed his
forehead and breast above the heart. She called for hot woollen
cloths and wrapped him round; not for her own son could she have
striven more earnestly. Sabia sat at the feet warming them in her
hands. Always, her eyes tried to meet Catherine's who avoided
them.

Half an hour more went by, and the slow tears of
despair began to drip from Sabia's eyes when suddenly a shock went
through her: a slight quiver ran along the limbs. She could have
shrieked in her excitement, she looked at Catherine, and Catherine
smiled and put a finger on her lip, glancing at the noisy group
about the table. The cattle-doctor sat by the fire drinking poteen
out of a glass. He saw Catherine's gesture and winked back, putting
down his glass and rubbing his hands together.

Another movement ran through the limbs and
another. The eyelids fluttered and sank, fluttered and rose, and
the weary eyes looked out. Sabia left the feet and came to him: but
the eyelids closed again. She knelt down by him and took hold of
his two hands. In all his wanderings, Estercel was conscious of
that friendly clasp. For an hour and more, he suffered all the
trouble of a drowning man. For a little time, he would come to
himself and see the dark rafters of the roof above him and the many
shining eyes and pale faces that watched around, Then the roaring
of the unshored tides would sound in his ears, and he would sink
away into his dream. His senses had been clean gone. Had they not
recalled him, he had never thought another earthly thought, never
felt another bodily pang. He had found his place in eternity, and
miserable and cold was his return to life.

On his second awakening, he uttered a groan
which startled all the hall. The cattle-doctor rose up and came to
his side. The women flew round screaming and ejaculating holy
words, but Nurse Phaire held up her hand.

“I will have no noise,” said she. “There are
three things required by those who are escaping from death: cold
water, silence, and the hand of a friend. There is sense in that
eye. He will live now.”

Half an hour later, Nurse Phaire went out of the
hall. Those who remained within soon heard a great noise and
shouting. Estercel's eyes questioned Sabia.

“The people are glad you are come home,” she
said softly.

He closed his eyes, and a more easy look settled
on his face. An hour more, and Sabia left her place: Estercel had
sunk into a sleep, and she could hear him breathe. The
cattle-doctor and three old women sat round him. Sabia went to her
nurse who was pounding drugs in a mortar at the far end of the
hall.

“Nurse, dear,” she whispered in her ear, “I am
afraid of old Ronnat. She has got up very close to him, and I am
afraid she will be rubbing gunpowder into him.”

“I will have her buried in Aughanee Bog with
nothing but her head out if she touches him with a finger,” said
the nurse.

“Look at her now,” said Sabia. “I want her sent
away from him.”

Sure enough, the old woman was slyly raising the
coverings of the bed. Nurse Phaire went directly to her, and old
Ronnat drew back her hand and sat hastily up with a false smile
upon her face.

“Ronnat,” said Nurse Phaire, with a manner of
deep respect, “a person of years and experience is required below
at the barn. A bullock has been killed, and many cakes of wheat and
oaten meal are being baked, that all the people may be decently fed
and entertained.”

“A thousand blessings on the mistress of the
house and the liberal hand,” said old Ronnat, getting up with the
greatest alacrity and hobbling out of the hall.

When she was gone, Sabia pressed close to the
side of her nurse. She laid her head on her shoulder and wept long
and bitterly. Nurse Phaire patted her head kindly.

“Cease crying and trust in your old nurse,” she
said.

“I will,” said Sabia, “if you will promise not
to hurt him with salt or any other form of torment.”

“Very well,” said the nurse; “I will do all to
please you, but do you be of a smooth temper and not get in a
passion. A lady must keep her face whatever happens. Now listen and
well attend. Those wounds are not clean, and I have well washed
them with the liquor of the ground ivy. Now, of this pounded
wych-hazel bark and well tried lard, I am making a healing ointment
which I will spread over the smaller wounds. With this piece of
transparent skin thoroughly washed in the juice of the nettle, I am
going to cover his hip that it may not be rubbed. With such a wound
as that, it will not be long before fever will come upon him. For
that, I have ready a decoction of goose-grass, betony, and other
herbs. As for his sore mouth, I intend presently with the help of
God to catch a toad by moonlight, the head of which I shall cause
him to suck.”

“That, nurse,” said Sabia firmly, “I will not
permit.”

“There now,” said Nurse Phaire reproaching her,
“what did I tell you? You are angry again directly!”

Since the day of the coming of Tyrone, there had
not been such excitement anywhere in the north as was provided by
the return of Estercel. The news of it, and of the baking and
roasting, spread far and wide and drew more and greater crowds.
There was a continual coming and going. To and fro, although the
fair promise of the morning had not held good, and a light rain was
falling, the people travelled between the courtyard of the castle,
the hillside, the haggard where the feast was preparing, and the
spot by the wood side where Tamburlaine still lay. Crowds
surrounded the horse, praising him, speculating, prophesying. It
was a fine treat for them to watch his quivering limbs and helpless
head and wonder what were the causes that had brought him to this.
And every man there proposed his own system of treatment and told
it aloud to Murrough the horse-boy.

For Murrough never left him, but sat beside him
in the rain rubbing him and talking to him encouragingly. Seeing
how the rain wetted the horse-cloths and chilled the trembling
beast, the men who stood round fetched stakes and the boughs of
trees and soon ran up a rough three-sided shelter about him where
he lay.

Towards nightfall, Estercel awoke. His eyes were
steadier. The mists were clearing away, and the floating outlines
growing firm. Seeing his more sensible look, Nurse Phaire came to
his side. He took some drink from her hand, and she looked to his
wounds. When that was done, she spread over him a gorgeous covering
of crimson cloth embroidered in a Spanish convent. Her helpers made
up a mighty fire of logs, and two men with flaming torches took
their places: one at his head and one at his feet: Sabia sat by the
hearth in the great chair, her nurse at her back. The doors of the
hall were opened to their full extent of seven feet, and a
messenger sent to the people who waited without.

The door space was filled with the twilight and
the sweet scent and sound of the rain. Up through it came the
people in an orderly line. Stooping without the door, each one
pulled off his shoes of hide and on bare and silent feet stole
round the hall. In silence, each one approached the low bed and
took one glance at the grey thin face, the bandaged head and
wrapped-up hands that lay on the gorgeous counterpane, the
half-open mouth that had as yet spoken no word. Each one then
stooped on his knee, kissed a corner of the drapery, then rising in
silence, stepped away to the door. Now one would whisper a
blessing, one would cross himself, one would drop down a tear, and
more than one went out sobbing.

To Estercel, it was like the wildest dream he
ever dreamed. Familiar faces floated by him, bright for a moment in
the torchlight, wearing an unfamiliar look. Why did some of those
faces work and twist as they looked at him? Why did the tears run
on some cheeks? Where had he been that they all bid him, “Welcome
home.” They wearied him at length. He closed his eyes and
presently, feeling again the motion of the wild horse beneath him,
he sank away in a half-sleep.

When the last of the long stream had left the
hall, a chosen watch of fifteen persons was set, half to sleep and
the rest to guard. About midnight, the fever of Estercel came upon
him like a clap. That one glimpse of the visible world, unstable as
it had been, was the last he was to have for many a long day. The
poison of the prison had entered deep into him and infected his
blood.

More fortunate was Tamburlaine lying in his
shelter away down by the trees. If Estercel had fifteen nurses, he
had a score. They built a fire about thirty paces from the shelter
and sat round it in their mantles, making nothing of the rain.
Their wise heads were waiting for the rise of the fever, warning
that the mischief in the lungs they expected had set in. Every now
and then, they would turn in the direction of the prostrate horse,
on whose strange outline heaped with coverings the starting flames
shed broken yellow lights. The horse looked worse than the man. A
man lies down and his limbs fall into positions of natural grace.
But a horse in extremity is a painful sight. That bulk of body,
those inflexive limbs have an uneasy look, a stupid look, as though
some prehistoric beast without intelligence was there smitten down.
In addition to that, Tamburlaine's four legs were bandaged by a
cunning hand from hoof to shoulder and stretched out straight and
stiff and uncomely as four broom-handles.

Now and then, a man would get up from his place
and would stoop to feel the pulse in the horse's pastern above the
hoof — but no fever was there, only the weak slow pulse of
exhaustion. A heap of straw had been thrown down on which his head
rested, Murrough the horse-boy sitting beside, his head sometimes
nodding on his breast, but for the most part pretty straight on his
shoulders. A strange feeling ran through the minds of them all and
was passed on in whispers from one to the other: that the lives of
horse and man hung on the same thread; that if that pulse of life,
now so faint and weak, ceased then and there in the horse, so in
the man it would fail also, and they two go out of life
together.

All was silence till the early dawn. Before the
light of dawn was strong enough to paint in the true colours of
things, the birds awoke. Though they filled the air with their
wildest harpings, the tired men slept on. Murrough, too, slept
within the shelter. So there was no one to see the ear of
Tamburlaine rise up on his head. He was better; the life was coming
back to him. Moreover, his other ear was to the ground, and he had
heard something, far away as yet. The ear on his head pricked up
and listened. Yes, there was the tread, four-fold, of Eliza, the
brown mare that he loved; and there was the double tread of Owen,
with whom he was something offended; and the others were with them;
but how their feet trailed along; the men were walking with the
horses. Nearer and nearer they came, and still the weary men
slept.

The wind had been from the north-west, so that
the open side of the shelter faced south, away from it, and Owen
and his men could see from far away the hut where no hut had ever
been and the group of men lying in all attitudes about the still
smoking fire. They stopped and consulted together, then,
understanding nothing of it, they came cautiously on.

Then at last, Murrough awoke. He dashed out of
the shelter. With a shout, he awoke the sleeping men, then away
down the path with him, and the rest were not long behind him. Owen
had the whole great story to tell; the watchers had the story of
the return to give in exchange; there was between them enough
material of conversation to last the whole of the summer; but like
spendthrifts they all talked at once, blurting out the whole of the
news as fast as possible and all together, each one racing to be
the first with it. At length, the weary Owen desired to behold
Tamburlaine with his own eyes. Leaning on Murrough's arm, he came
along by the wood path and reached the sad object in the shed. A
great amazement in his heart and a tear in his eye, he crept into
the shelter. He felt the horse and found him at a fair natural
heat; he felt the pulse, which was stronger now.

“He'll do,” he said, “he'll do; thank God! He's
made himself immortal now.”

The horse heard every word; he knew right well
Owen's meaning. Half he remembered his grudge against Owen, half he
forgave him. He partly opened his eye and shed a strange light out
of it while a dubious grin wrinkled the corner of his mouth. Owen
drew back amazed while the crowd pressed about him.

“Oh, saints preserve us!” he cried, “did ever
you see the like of that? It's himself sure enough. Holy Mother,
did you see the look he gave me?”

But the eye of Tamburlaine was already shut, and
there he lay as innocent as a child.

Chapter XXVII. - The Shadow of the Red
Woman

The recovery of Tamburlaine was the matter of a
minute, little more. It came about on the following evening. The
horse had been restless with a twitching of his limbs, and Owen
bade them strip off the bandages that he might see if the swelling
of the legs had gone down.

“These legs are as good as two pair of new ones
this minute,” said Owen, looking them carefully up and down. “I
always said there was nothing to equal that white mixture. But do
you, Dermot and Murrough, give him a good rub down. It's well to be
on the safe side.”

And then he turned round to watch the long
string of cows coming down from the milking, the sun lighting up
their rounded sides, brown and red roan and white. A dismal yell
caused him to turn about just in time to see the two men thrown
violently to the ground and the four legs of the horse in the air
at once. Down they came with a plunge, and the horse's head rose
and his shoulders, while Dermot and Michael ran away on all fours
as fast they might. The ground under the animal was slippery
because of the rains, and down he went with a frantic struggle of
his four hoofs that smashed out the side of the shelter. The men
shouted and ran this way and that. Owen got hold of some straw and
tried to put it down for his feet, but he could not get near so
furious was the kicking. He would not let any man come near
him.

That night he went away with himself altogether.
He had had enough of men and their conversations. Travelling by
short stages during the night, he went up into old Slieve Gallion.
There the rain washed him, and the young grass fed him, and the
sweetness of liberty and the mountain air cured him altogether.
During that time he was not unwatched. The fame of his doings
travelled far and wide, and people went up the foot of Slieve
Gallion to see the white speck that travelled the upper slopes or
lay still at the foot of the tall grey precipice.

When he came back, he was new made altogether:
white and sleek, and thoroughly cleansed, carrying his head high,
while a strange black mare pressed close at his side. It was at
night that he returned, and the two were found feeding in the
pasture in the morning. Though Tamburlaine was fresh and healthy,
he was not yet rounded out to his full size. Owen went to him in
the field with a bag of oats, but he would not let him near. He
came readily enough to Murrough though and fed from his hand, with
one eye on the mare who fed near by. For a week, they stayed, and
then they both were gone together. The white horse seemed to have
vanished away.

No one dared to tell anything of this to
Estercel who now lay weak and sunk in deep dejection on his bed.
His wounds were very slow to heal. Three long weeks his fever had
lasted. His ravings were fallen silent. He lay, skin and bone, on
his bed. June was now wearing her new robes of full splendour: up
to the very doors she was strewing her flowers; sweet gales of
summer's incense visited the hall.

But nothing, not the summer wind with its old
remembered perfume nor the low of the cattle, not the eyes of the
hound that lay beside him and looked in his face could reach at all
to his heart. All his tortures, his humiliations, his sufferings
had bitten deep into his soul. He had not thought that life could
be so cruel, men so atrocious. Where were Christ and His saints,
where was the gentle Mother of all men, that they could let things
be so hard? He felt himself stricken in the very centre of his
life, his manhood was crushed within him. There he was left: the
wretched prey of a handful of old women.

In black misery, he lay there wasting. Twice,
the charmed ring had fallen from his finger. The nurse had put it
back, not daring to mention to Sabia that she had done so. For
Sabia, too, was afflicted and went about like a white ghost,
scarcely daring to go near to the sick man; and this ever since
Owen had come home.

Owen had not been backward with his tales and
his stories. Sabia knew all now. She knew the whole tale of the
red-gold maid, of her beauty, her high stature, her love for
Estercel, the spells she had cast on him, her betrayal of him. Only
of her repentance, Owen did not tell, for he wished it to be widely
understood that none but he had saved Estercel from the prison. He
would not actually say what was not true, but he would nod his head
and draw his lips tight together and leave all his great deeds to
be imagined.

So time went on, day after day, week after week;
news came in of Essex in the south. Messengers came and went; the
men drilled daily. Sabia's father returned. There was coming and
going in the hall, but always there was the curtain and the screen,
and the recess and the sick man lying with his face to the wall.
There was no one but believed that he lay under a spell. Owen said
it, and he must know. Murrough the horse-boy had seen a tall lady
in green raiment with fiery red-gold hair that covered her like a
mantle moving swiftly up the castle hill at sunset time. As she
went in at the door, the sun dropped down, and the light died, and
Murrough fled away for his life. Some women had seen her in the
early morning light standing on the battlements of the castle with
the first sunbeams on her bright hair and the birds flying round
her head. But when they looked up and cried out, she faded away in
a mist.

Still Estercel lay in his dark misery and
weakness, and the people whispered about him.

“She's got him,” they said. “She's laid her
spell on him; she'll never go without him. She's waiting for his
soul.”

Sabia heard them and shuddered. Day by day, she
grew more fearful. In the evening sometimes, the women would linger
down at the milking, waiting to coax the story of yet another
adventure from Owen. Then Sabia would crouch by the hearth watching
the red and yellow flames darting among the logs and the shadows
that danced about the hall and crept in at the door. In the fire,
she would see the grasping hands and the hair of the witch. A moan
or a sigh from the sick man or a restless movement would thrill her
to the heart. Then she would fly to his side, fearfully glancing
this way and that. Bending anxiously over, she would gaze into the
grey thin face where the sunken eyes burned with one small far-away
spot of flame. Her own face was a picture of white despair from
which Estercel received small comfort.

Many and many was the charm against witches that
had been employed by Nurse Phaire and her regiment. Above his bed a
large crucifix hung on the bare stone wall, also three rosaries. A
large and beautiful copy of the psalms supported his head, with a
hare's foot beside it. Young vervain and the leaves of the mountain
ash were strewed over him and around. Many were the obnoxious
potions which he had swallowed. Far and wide, messengers were
searching for a wise man who was said to have an adder sodden in
garlic preserved in a bottle which came from Palestine. And this
adder, when she got it, Nurse Phaire was determined to make him
eat. Last and not least, Father Machen had been sent for to
Dungannon, but he had not yet arrived, though messengers were out
to seek him each morning.

Chapter XXVIII. - The White Day

One morning, awakening after a late sleep,
Estercel felt in a manner refreshed. There had been rain during the
night, and Estercel had lain and listened in a half dream to the
streaming sound. It had brought him thoughts of the movement of the
long waves of the sea, of the trampling of horses' feet, of the
wind in the top of a wood. The sound was in some sort a liberation.
The inner man of his thought had got free and walked abroad and had
had joy of it too. When on his awakening Sabia came with her white
still face to his bedside, he smiled at her. She laughed back at
him with a sudden colour and life as surprising as if a rose had
bloomed in his hand.

About nine of the clock, when Estercel lay
resting in the quiet hall, Sabia went out and sat on the hill to
listen to the singing of the larks. All about her bloomed the tiny
flower of the wild thyme, the large flower of the yellow rock-rose.
Sabia picked one and laid it in her palm, a lovely thing like a
burnished sun, with fashioned petals and plumy centre. As it lay,
it scattered a golden light in a circle upon her hand. Then of a
sudden, it wilted. She touched it with her fingers, it melted away.
Built only of sunlight and dew, it could not bear to be taken from
its root. She closed her eyes, and there it was again before her:
the beautiful fashioned thing with its fringe of golden light.

“I will keep it alive in my memory,” she said to
herself. “I would not have pulled it if I had known.”

She opened her eyes again, and the first thing
she saw was a white speck down by the wood path. Her heart beat.
She looked again: it was Tamburlaine come back. He was coming
quietly on and up, feeding as he came. A piercing whistle came from
below: she looked, and there was Murrough whirling his arms and
pointing.

Sabia got up and ran lightly down the hill. The
horse came on as before, affecting not to see her. He was shining
with health and freshness. He seemed to cast white lights about him
as he moved. The sweep of his tail, the waving locks upon his neck,
the roundness of his haunches, the light of his eye told of his
recovered strength.

Sabia ran to him. He let her come while
pretending not to see her. News of his master: that was what he
wanted. Sabia threw her arms round his neck, calling him a hundred
names of love. The horse smelled her dress, let her pat his neck a
while, then began moving on and up as before. Sabia went by his
side, stopping while he fed, then going on with him. Straight up
the hill he came, and Sabia with him, till she reached her old
seat. There she sat down, full of joy to watch him.

All the people were out watching him too,
shading their eyes with their hands and gazing upwards. For a time,
he stood feeding on the short sweet grass, then moved about
uncertainly, snuffing the air and getting sideways nearer to the
door of the hall.

The girl's heart leapt up in expectation; was he
going in of himself? Here was something better for Estercel than a
pailful of herb teas. For a while, he seemed to forget himself in
feeding again. Then suddenly, he raised his head and went leisurely
to the door of the hall. Standing there, he whinnied softly as he
was used to do every morning when Estercel was at Ardhoroe. Sabia
thought he had an answer from within, for he whinnied again. Then
after a little hesitation, he went slowly in, his hoofs clattering
on the stone, his great white sides shining strangely in the dark
door space.

She flew from her place, round the house to the
small side door and up the tiny stairs to the hall gallery. On the
stairs, she cast off her shoes and crept forward still as a mouse
and looked below.

There stood the great horse, looking more vast
and huge than ever before, at the side of the recess. Sabia could
not see the bed as he was between, but the horse's head hung low,
and round his stooped neck she could see an arm and catch the
murmur and flow of words and the sound of a sobbing breath. Then
silence, while the hand and arm moved slowly up and down caressing
the horse's shining neck.

Suddenly, she heard a well-known word of command
given in a strong voice and twice repeated. Obediently, the horse
began to go down on his knees. Then to Sabia's horror and
amazement, she saw the sick man's head rise up and his arm come
about the horse's neck. And there he was, dressed only in his long
loose shirt of homespun wool, crawling, though he groaned for
weakness, on to the horse's back. She never waited to see more. She
flew from the gallery down the little stairs, calling:

“Nurse, nurse! Michael! Tamburlaine's going off
with him again; he's taken Estercel! Call Owen, call Michael!”

She cried like mad. But when she got round the
house, there was the horse going sedately in the sun, and Estercel
upright on his back, gazing about him with his hollowed eyes,
half-strange like an owl in the daylight. Gentle as a sheep, the
horse walked around while all the world ran up the hill to look at
the miracle. Many an eye dropped a tear to see the emaciation of
the young man, the long thin legs that hung down, the cropped head,
the hollow cheeks. But there was a something in the half-smile on
his face, in the high look of him, that rejoiced them all.

“It's a resurrection!” said Nurse Phaire. “He'll
have done with me now. I've lost my pet.”

Estercel leaned down on the horse's neck and
spoke in his ear. Softly, the creature paced along till he came to
their favourite hollow on the hillside where they used to lie
together. Then he went down on his knees, and twenty hands at once
helped Estercel from his dangerous perch. He refused to go indoors,
so twenty more fetched his mantle and thick woollen coverings and
made him a soft and pleasant couch in the sun. There he laid down
his head and slept, exhausted; slept for hour after hour while the
faithful Tamburlaine lay still on the grass beside him, his neck
stretched out, his heavy head lying on the grass by his master's
hand.

On the other side of the sleeping man sat Sabia,
her needlework between her hands, but her mind very little occupied
with it. She was busy making pictures out of the future and the
past. She looked at the sleeping man beside her with a new kind of
awe. This was not the old Estercel nor ever would be again. She saw
it when he smiled. She had seen it when he was on the horse's back,
and his head and face were held up against the sky.

Meantime, Father Machen had arrived from
Dungannon. He had come riding in, one man only with him, and he had
had a great welcome. While Estercel rested and slept below, the
priest had a fine lunch in the hall. All ran to wait on him and to
tell the news. He was a broad, sensible, red-faced man with a great
appetite for conversation and a sound sense that enabled others to
profit by it. He made Owen sit to the table while he ate. Nurse
Phaire stood at his left hand and served him and poured out all the
news which Owen left her, which was not much.

When Estercel awoke, he found the priest sitting
beside him, knowing all his story and a good deal more besides.
Strange and bewildered he was at first, but when the old nurse had
brought him a basin of strong broth and propped him up, head and
shoulders, he made shift to talk a little.

“Where's my horse?” he said, looking about
him.

“I sent him off with himself,” answered the
father. “He's nothing but a heathen, though he's a white one. Would
you have him listen to the counsels of your priest?”

The young man smiled, but continued to look
about him uneasily.

“Well, but where is he?” he said again.

“Having a feed of oats down below with Michael.
He went off quite content directly the oats were mentioned to
him.”

Estercel seemed satisfied and laid down his
head.

“Well,” said the father cheerily, “isn't the
weather beautiful, and isn't it a fine thing to have you out of
doors like this, on the road to your health?”

“That's gone,” said Estercel. “I'll never be the
same man again. Look at my hands. They nearly wrenched them off
me.” He held them up and showed the twisted swollen joints.

The priest examined them. “They'll soon be
better,” he said. “That's a small thing. Be thankful they didn't
take them off entirely. And they left you the nose on your face and
your two ears. Faith, I think you've good reason to be
thankful.”

But Estercel did not even smile, his heart was
too bitter. “There's no thankfulness in me,” he said; “I'm turned a
heathen, father; the same as my horse. God and the saints and the
Mother may be of some use when they are in Heaven, but they're none
that I can see here below. I made a fool of myself once praying and
crying on them to help me, and I'll never do it again.”

“But you were delivered,” said the priest.
“Suppose you were to tell me how?”

“I believe it was through the repentance of the
person that trapped me into the prison,” he answered.

“Well, and what about that repentance?” he
answered. “The changing of the heart, what is it but the work of
God?”

Estercel considered for a moment. “You won't get
round it that way,” he said. “There was many a poor fellow left in
that prison that'll die there for all his praying, die between four
stone walls.”

Even as Estercel spoke, something of the horror
that had weighed on him rose and passed. At the same time, the rosy
comfortable look left the priest's face. Strong stern lines that
had been graven there seemed to start out, revealing another man.
It was that man that spoke now, spoke not from doctrine but from
the depths of his soul.

“That's true,” he said, “I don't deny it. I
prayed fast enough when they lashed my back to ribbons and hung me
and left me for dead, and I never had an answer to those prayers
yet. But for all that, I don't deny the goodness of the Almighty.
He strengthens the soul, that's what He does; ay, feeds it with His
sweet bread and wine. He's the sunlight and all to me. Anyway, I've
given Him my soul to keep.”

Estercel stretched out his hand, and the priest
took it gently and held it between both his. The bitterness that
had held him both waking and in his dreams began to melt away.

“Tell me one thing,” said the priest; “what
about that woman (they say she is a great beauty) that entrapped
you, according to Owen? Are you letting your mind dwell upon
her?”

“Why would I do that?” said Estercel. “I have no
quarrel with her now. She did me a bad turn, but she repented of it
and came herself to get me out of the prison.”

“Well, indeed,” said the priest; “I thought it
was Owen got you out. So they're saying at all events.”

Estercel laughed. More than once when they had
thought him asleep he had heard Owen expatiating.

“They're saying,” went on the priest cautiously,
“that the young woman we're talking of has been seen about
Ardhoroe.”

Estercel smiled. “They'll say anything,” he
said. “Any foolery is enough to content them. They must talk about
something.”

“That's so,” said the priest. “Well, and I've
something in my pocket for you now, something that will make you
the proudest man in Ireland today.”

Out of his leather satchel he took a large
square letter tied with a silken cord and sealed with a great seal
bearing the arms of Tyrone. Estercel's face lit up with joy.

“Tyrone's seal!” he cried. “Oh, is it himself
that has written to me?”

There were but two or three lines inside
thanking the young man for the good performance of his commission,
his staunchness in keeping silence, and Tyrone's hope that he would
soon be restored to strength and ready to serve his country in the
time of danger that was drawing near. Only a few lines, but they
were written with all the energy which sent every word of Tyrone's,
written or spoken, straight to the mark. Gold, nor jewels, nor
anything in the world could have been as welcome to Estercel. He
had never thought of himself as deserving thanks. Rather he had
been eating his heart out with rage at having been made a fool of
by a young woman and that under the eyes of all men. The blood in
his veins seemed to sweeten as he read and re-read the letter.

That night he refused to return to his bed in
the hall: the walls of that recess were painted over and over with
the memory of his torment, the very air of it seemed to hold the
dissolving pictures that he dreaded. So they found him a clean shed
below in the haggard and made him a couch on the fresh straw. By
the door Tamburlaine lay down, and his dogs beyond, and six men to
watch, sleeping turn and turn about. The women had lost their
care.

For Estercel, the night was an ecstasy. One day
had given him back freedom and the open sky and his life before him
to live: his horse and the praise of a great leader. The confession
of his pain and the words of the priest had somehow drawn the thorn
and the bitterness from his heart, had given him back the
friendship of that Someone whose whisper runs along from star to
star, who speaks profound things to the soul. In the dim twilight
of the June night, he would lift up his letter. There was just
light enough to see the large seal black on the parchment. From
there, he looked out to the stars across the shapes of men and the
huge quarters of Tamburlaine who lay by the door. He heard a
whisper of Owen's.

“Ay, she'll miss him tonight. She'll surely seek
him towards morning, the red devil. It's a good thing we have him
down here among us again.”

Chapter XXIX. - How Tamburlaine was
Punished

The women had lost their care; the men had got
Estercel among them again. The rapidity of his recovery was
something extraordinary. He made new blood every day. His flesh
healed and became sound. Muscles and sinews regained their power.
The cropped hair and the beard began to grow, a chestnut brown. The
grey pallor of his face gave way to the colour of the health that
is got from wind and sun. He had been but a fortnight on his feet
when men began to speak of him as of a leader. There was a depth of
the eye, a government of the lip that told of thought at work
within. His words were not many, they were few and simple, but they
were always clear and always had a meaning.

The men respected him for the strong fight that
he made with his weakness. At daybreak that very first morning, he
was on to his horse's back and away. They followed him and brought
him back and fed and rested him; but soon he was off again in spite
of them. His horse was his favourite companion. With him he found
what he needed: affection and silence. Under the open sky with the
free wind on his face, he needed to think over all that he had seen
and felt and suffered. As soon as he could sit on his horse easily,
without giddiness or fear of falling, he went up on to Slieve
Gallion. From the rock's side he could look out over the tumbled
beauty of the land: forest-filled glens, streams narrow and broad,
rounded green woods, fair pastures with a thousand flowers, lovely
in themselves, a spread banquet for the herds. Most of all, his eye
sought out the dwellings of men, while he thought of their wars and
their fierceness, their cruelties and their sufferings, their
goodness and their tender hearts. He pondered too on the difficult
laws of God which govern all, so entangled in their operation, so
hard to trace out, so little understood. For the first time, he
questioned and considered his own joy in battle. Having suffered,
he began to know what he inflicted. “I must fight, and I will
fight,” he said to himself. “But I will endeavour not to make a
pleasure of it.”

The puzzle of the world was too great for him.
His wits failed him. His head sank down on his breast; he folded
his hands and resigned himself. With that resignation came the
flowing in of a still peace, like the tides of the air or the sea
and he troubled no more. Slowly and reluctantly on these days, he
would turn to go home for his mid-day meal. He was disgusted with
stone walls. He feared the women; he had had too much of them. He
was sulky even with Sabia; why, he did not know. Simply, he could
not help it. He would just eat and then be off out of doors fearing
lest they should catch him and master him again.

In a fortnight's time, he was hard at work
again, at the marching and the drilling and the manoeuvring of his
men. Every day they shot at a target and practised running and
leaping. In the regiments of the north, swiftness and activity were
quite as much regarded as strength. Every day messengers came
running from the south, the east, and the west, bringing war news,
telling how the cannon and the engines of Essex were battering the
castles of the south. With thrill upon thrill, the very air seemed
to vibrate, and the winds to carry fear and hope from heart to
heart. Great pride the women took in their men: they freely
assembled at the sound of the war-pipes and clapped their hands as
the lads came by. Here was no hired army, fighting for a wage,
compelled by destiny. Here was no miserable crowd of
camp-followers, at once destroyers and destroyed. Here were ranks
of free-men at the very top of their spirit, with free-women, their
mates and their coadjutors, standing to egg them on. At that time
one Irish soldier was a match for any two English, and the leaders
on both sides knew as much and said so and have left their opinions
on record for all to read.

Wherever the marching and the discipline of the
men took place, Estercel and his horse were to be seen; Sabia
seldom or never. For some reason, her whole self seemed to have
suffered a change. From the moment that she had seen the grey face
and cropped head of Estercel raised up against the sky, she felt no
longer the same. It was as if some spring in her nature long sealed
under the surface had suddenly burst forth. She had looked on a new
thing with new eyes. The creature that she had seen there with the
high and suffering face did not and could not belong to her. The
powers and deities might take him and mend him, for the task was
not hers. She no longer desired anything very ardently for herself.
Only she wished to get the charm from Estercel's finger, for she
was now ashamed of it. Her feeling was something like that of a boy
who has hunted a bird and, catching it at last and carrying it in
his hand, begins to weary of its ruffled feathers and dim eye and
so does not grieve to see it escape to the world of blue air to
which it belongs.

A sense of peace came to Sabia with her
renunciation of desire. Foolish girlhood seemed to fall away from
her, and the woman within had a chance to be. A new dignity and
gentleness sat upon her very well. In her simple way, it was as if
she confided Estercel and herself both to the operation of the
great laws that twist the stars about the sun and knead up the
souls of men. Her own work she had by this time begun to know, and
she did it with steadiness and goodwill. Young as she was, she was
growing to be the mother of her people. One small thing led to
another. The sick came to her, and she wished then to see if the
counsels given had been followed. The moment that the sudden escape
of Estercel had set her free, she began to visit the people in
their homes. Everywhere she was received as hereditary
chieftainess. Open faces, looks of affection, and a personal
reverence accompanied her wherever she went. By a smile and a touch
of the hand she could do more than another with armfuls of
gifts.

Sabia was not without wisdom and a certain swift
decision of character. When she saw what she imagined was the right
thing to be done, she was quick to do it. She went to see the bald
child and its foolish mother and gave some attention to the old
mother-in-law who crouched in the corner by the fire, a shapeless
heap under a blue cloak with a wicked black eye beaming in her
head. Having translated to her own satisfaction the bitter glance
of the old woman, that very evening she had her removed to the
dwelling of another relation to whom an allowance of corn made her
a welcome guest.

About four o'clock in the afternoon of a bright
day in July, she was slowly riding homewards on the brown mare
Eliza, her dog beside her for a guard. She had been to see the
little yellow man and his daughter Bride, for whom she felt both
pity and affection. The little man had been overjoyed at her
coming, and she had done all that she could to soothe and sweeten
his mind. She was very contented as she rode. A sort of dim light
from within seemed to be welling up and overspreading all her mind.
For the first time, a conception of the sacred life dawned upon
her: a life in which the swiftly moving crowd of moments should one
and all be illuminated.

A picture she had seen but a few nights before
recurred to her. She had been returning home in the evening by a
path which wound westward through some low-lying wet lands. In her
face was a red and golden sunset whose brightness penetrated all
the air and the round sky. Between her and the sunset, a man was
walking away westward. He was barefoot, stepping slowly across a
plashy piece of brown bog-land, half marsh, half bog. His figure
was black against the red heart of the sunset; as he walked on
slowly, drawing out each bare foot from the mire in turn, behind
him the hollow of the print filled up with water that made a mirror
for the sunset light. Before the man lay the black bog; where he
had trodden his footprints had turned to red gold. Meditating upon
this, Sabia talked to herself. “I know it. I feel it now,” she
said. “This is the want of the soul. This is the power that has
chosen out our holy men and women of Ireland these hundreds and
hundreds of years. The black miry road underfoot, the door of
Heaven before, and the golden track behind.”

This way she was thinking with her mind filled
with a sort of sad joy when suddenly she heard a piercing whistle
from the hillside above. She looked, and there was Estercel coming
down towards her. He wore a leather jacket and a steel cap on his
head, and he carried an arquebus slung on his back. He came
straight towards her.

“Good evening to you, Sabia,” he said. “I am
glad to meet with you. It is not very often now that we can meet
and have a quiet word together.”

“We are both of us busy in our own way,”
answered she.

“That is so,” he said. “Indeed, I am hearing
your praises very often. They say there is not your like in the
country for wisdom; that you have gifts beyond your years.”

“You know yourself that once the good word or
the evil word is started, there is no stopping it. There it is in
every one's mouth, and often neither sense nor reason behind
it.”

“That is so,” said Estercel. “But it seems to me
there is sense and reason both in your case. What do you have in
the basket?”

“Nothing now,” said she. “I did but carry some
beef water and cakes of wheaten bread to that poor child, but I
doubt he is past caring. But tell me, Estercel, what were you
wanting out of my basket?”

“I want a good strip of strong linen to bind
about my wrist to strengthen it,” said he.

“Here is a clean cloth which I had folded about
the cakes. Give me the knife from your belt, and I will cut a strip
for you. Only I will first get off my horse.”

Down she slipped lightly, basket in hand. Taking
the knife from Estercel, she sat down on a big stone and shore a
strip from the cloth while Estercel held her mare by the rein.

“Have you been feeling it very weak today?” she
asked.

“Not specially so today. It is stronger all the
time. Today I wish to strengthen it, because I have a mind to
correct Tamburlaine. Will you wind the linen about it close and
tight for me, if you will be so kind, Sabia?” He held out the hand
and arm, scarred now but still shapely, the flesh on it firm and
more full and round each day. As Sabia wound the strip close and
tight the red colour mounted to her face, for she thought of the
day by the salmon river, so long, so very long ago.

“I am surprised,” she said, “that you should
think of correcting Tamburlaine, so good as he is and so devoted to
you. Every one is making a hero of him because of the ride.”

“That is just what is the matter with him,” said
Estercel. “He is altogether above himself. He is spoilt. He has
been too long out of discipline. Instead of showing obedience and
following behind me, whenever he chooses he just walks away. Twice
I have warned him; now this is the third time. I did but lie down
on the hill and close my eyes for a few minutes, and when I opened
them, he was gone off on his own occasions.”

“But I hope you will not hurt him, Estercel. He
may have thought that you were sleeping sound and would not soon
awake, and then the time may have gone by with him faster than he
knew.”

“It is no use your begging for him, cousin. A
great horse like that, a horse of battle, must submit to
discipline, must give obedience to his master, always and at once.
It is too dangerous to have him raking the country with his head in
the air, a law to himself. You should see him with Owen, the
contempt of him and the bold looks! And all because Owen dared to
smack his face!”

“I have seen it,” said Sabia, and she sighed.
She had finished binding up his wrist, and Estercel stood looking
at the bandage and weighing his heavy fist in his left hand.

“I will bring down his pride,” said Estercel.
“He will become a terror else. He knows too well how to use his
teeth and his hoofs. You have never seen him in battle, so you
don't know what he can do. And now I suppose I will have to walk
home without him.”

As he spoke, the mare uttered a loud neigh, and,
like an echo, it was answered from far away. Presently, the
trampling of hoofs was heard, and down the hill galloped the white
horse, snorting, throwing out his heels, laughing as he came. But
when he saw his master standing there, looking so stern, his
conscience awoke in him, he knew he was to blame: he had deserted
him while he slept in order to have a game of play by himself.
Therefore, he began slowly backing off, shaking his head this side
and that, very full of his nonsense and not over-much abashed. But
Estercel called to him sternly. “Here!” he said, “here, and make no
delay. Sabia, take the mare by the bridle and lead her a little
distance off and turn your back if you do not want to see him
punished.”

The young woman obeyed, but for the life of her
she could not help turning round in time to see the beast come
slowly up to his master with a shy look that sought for forgiveness
and affection. Right opposite him, he stopped.

“You have disobeyed me again,” Estercel said.
“You must take your punishment. If there is any fault, it is yours,
for you had your warning.”

As he spoke, he lifted up his fist and let drive
a smashing blow at the horse's forehead. His knuckles split on the
bone, and the horse staggered and all but came down. His legs
spread, and he dropped his head almost to the ground and stood so,
stunned and stupid.

The mare plunged and snorted, and the tears ran
down Sabia's cheeks as she held to the bridle. Estercel looked now
at his horse, now at his knuckles.

“You hit him too hard,” said Sabia.

“I did,” said Estercel. “And I have hurt my
hand.”

“I do not care for that,” said Sabia, still
crying. “He would never have hurt you.”

“That is true. But he will recover. Ride you
home, now. No, don't go to him. I will not have him pitied: he must
learn. We will come presently. Good-night.”

“Good-night,” said she, and she went away
leading the mare, her head hanging.

Presently, she looked back. The horse was
standing in the same position. Estercel was standing looking after
her. In a minute more, she looked back again. Estercel had sat down
with his back to Tamburlaine; he was leaning his head on his hand
and looking at the ground.

Late that evening, the two came home. Estercel
walked first, his thumbs in his belt, the horse after him, head
down, following him like a dog.

Chapter XXX. - Estercel Discourses of
Himself

August came on, that fair and bright month which
should see everywhere the green gilt of the ripening corn. But the
whole south was blackened and destroyed with a double destruction.
Where Essex has met with resistance, he has slaughtered and burned.
Where he has met with friendship, the swift running regiments of
the north have descended and in revenge have performed the same
office. Everywhere was famine and bitter misery of children and
women.

The north was more formidable than ever: in
Dungannon sat Tyrone, that great tall brown man, “the handsomest
man of his time.” In the strong press at Dungannon was the crown of
phoenix feathers sent by the Pope. While he despatched his armies,
he dreamt of another crown built of a more solid material. Why not?
The ruling sovereigns of Europe now addressed him as Brother.

In the heather by the Pass of the Curlews waited
Red Hugh O'Donnell, he of the word of lightning and the iron will.
About him stood and knelt his men, without sleep and food, praying
and fasting the whole night long, waiting for the English captains
and the troopers. Before nightfall, the noble Sir Conyers
Clifford,* his captains, and his men were dead and stripped,
looking for all the world like white sheep in flocks upon the
hills. Red Hugh, widows made and blind prayers granted, drew off to
the north.

(* English military commander.)

In his lodging in Dublin Castle sits Essex, worn
and ill: a most miserable man. His campaign in the south is over;
he has got no credit by it. Up in the north the rebels laugh at
him. There is the deep grass and the ripening corn, and three
hundred thousand steers. The council can no longer plead that there
is no food for horse or man. But still they mysteriously dissuade
him from setting out.

Presently, his first gentleman puts on his
robes, and he goes down to the council chamber to hear the clerk
read the vituperations of Elizabeth, directed against the council
and himself together.

“It appeareth,” she writes in this month of
August, “that all the council have united themselves to dissuade
the northern journey after they had joined with you seven days
before in a request for greater numbers. Is it not enough for you
of the council to have been the greatest causes of corruption, but
that you must, at the landing of our lieutenant, seek to divert his
course? Apply your counsels to that which may shorten and not
prolong the war … What can be the reason of your stay?”

How curiously must the words of the Queen have
fallen on the ears of Essex and of these men who had each the
secret advices of Cecil conveyed to him, and who knew well how all
reality of power was leaving the Queen as her minister grew more
and more powerful.

That gorgeous old woman, with her splendid
accomplishments, her genius, and her rhetoric sits enthroned at her
council board in her red wig and white satin embroidered in black.
She is hung all over with diamonds, and rubies, and emeralds as big
as pigeon's eggs, a blazing mass of splendour. On the table are
piles of parchments. Before her are Essex's letters. Round about,
on their stools, sit Cecil and the officers of the Privy Council.
All of them pretty gorgeous in their silks, satins, and jewels.
That little crooked man, five foot two in height with the curved
spine, Elizabeth's “little elf” and James's “pigmy,” is Robert
Cecil, grandson of Seisyllt, Henry VII's yeoman of the guard. There
he sits, he that never had a friend, he that was captain of an army
of paid spies, torturers, poisoners, and bullies, he that cared
nothing for learning, literature, or art; perhaps the hardest
worker of his time, and unquestionably the most powerful man in the
whole world at that moment, though the fact was only known to
himself and one or two others. Was not Elizabeth the greatest of
sovereigns and was not his foot planted on her neck? And not only
that, but was not the goggle-eyed James, Elizabeth's foolish
successor, already looking out of his pocket?

The friends of Essex were in a minority at that
council board for. Their faces are cast down. Elizabeth frowns. The
small eye and the wide forehead of Cecil are quiet and without
expression as the clerk reads aloud from the letters of Essex. “I
lie open to the malice and practice of mine enemies in England who
first procured a cloud of disgrace to overshadow me, and now in the
dark give me wound upon wound.”

Much sweeter than the scent of perfumed silk was
the smell of the sun-dried grasses and the little herbs of August
on the hillside at Ardhoroe. On the lower slopes of the castle of
Ardhoroe lay Estercel, taking his rest. He had put off his steel
jacket and leggings of leather and had swam up the river and down
again. He now wore a loose suit of white homespun wool, the tunic
belted above the hip. His eyes were closed, and he was dozing in
the sun. Below at the wood's edge, in the shade, lay Tamburlaine,
resting also; he was more weary than his master; had not the one
carried the other all the way to the Curlew mountains and back? The
horse lay in a strange attitude, his forelegs hooped out in front
of him, he head laid sideways upon his knee. So still was he, that
he looked like a horse of marble that had never drawn breath.

Presently, down the hill came Sabia, carrying a
bronze cup of mead and a cake of oaten bread. She sat down beside
Estercel. “Wake up,” said she, “and take what I have brought
you.”

Estercel opened his eyes and sat up with great
alacrity. “This is very welcome, Sabia,” he said. “I have a
terrible hunger and thirst upon me. Red Hugh takes no account of
eating and drinking. If food is to be got, well and good; if not,
all the better. He is a great believer in fighting and travelling
on an empty belly. He says he gets twice the work out of hungry
men, provided they are of good bone. And when there is work to be
done, there is no need for sleep, he says. You sleep all the
sounder and sweeter when the work is over.” Estercel took a draught
of the mead with great rejoicing and began to break up his cake.
“Look here at my hand and my wrist,” he said, “how thin they are
grown: my ring slips up and down.” He held out a great bony hand,
scarred and strong, and with the fingers of the other hand he
twisted the ring.

Sabia looked at it with a strange expression.
“It is indeed loose upon you,” she said. “You will be dropping
it.”

“Look at the eye of Tamburlaine,” he said. “I
can see from here it is half open. He is watching you. He is
jealous, or else he is wishing a piece of oaten cake.”

“I have not forgotten him,” said the girl. “I
have something for him also.” She held up a round cake and whistled
to the horse. He half raised his head and then dropped it
again.

“He is very tired,” said Estercel.

“I will go down to him,” said she, and she ran
lightly down the hill and across to the wood-side. The horse lifted
his head at her coming and looked at her placidly out of his large
eyes. She knelt down beside him and stroked the warm shining neck
and smoothed the forelock neatly on his forehead. “It is great
folly of you to be jealous of me,” she murmured. “You are by far
the best loved of us two.” Then she delicately balanced the oaten
cake on his bent knee, and while he sniffed round about it, she
went up the hill again and sat down by Estercel, who waited her
coming.

“Tell me,” said she, “has he been good all the
time? Have you ever punished him again? And has he made it up with
Owen?”

“I have never needed to punish him,” said
Estercel. “I have exercised him well. He is at the very top point
of discipline. Shall I whistle him up and show you?”

“No,” said Sabia; “let him alone; he is happy.
See him licking up the crumbs of his cake.”

“As for Owen, I doubt if he will ever forgive
him. He is cold and disobedient with him. He never forgets. If he
ever do meet again those men that ill-treated him, he will make
them pay for it. He was a terror in the battle. He ran about with
open jaws; with his bare chest he overthrew more than one horse and
rider together. Sabia, once I made a vow that I would never let
myself enjoy fighting more: I fear it is no use. Battle must ever
remain a pleasure to me: when my rage comes upon me, I can do
nothing but kill and, God forgive me, I do take a delight in
it.”

“That is very sad, Estercel,” said Sabia. “It is
indeed your duty to destroy your enemies, but I cannot understand
your taking a pleasure in it.” After a pause she spoke again: “And
I take my pleasure in mending up the wounded and the sick. I
believe that is what I was born for. If I can save a life or mend
it, my heart sings like a bird.”

“I understand that too,” said Estercel. “Suppose
our enemies were driven backward out of the land, I would work
night and day to heal this country of her wounds. But much I fear,”
he said, sighing deeply, “after a while I should wish to be doing a
bit of fighting again, no matter with whom.”

“That is the way men are made,” said Sabia. “It
is a pity they are no better. But I shall never forget to be
grateful to the O'Neill, who started me on my road. Estercel, which
would you rather march with, O'Neill or Red Hugh?”

“Oh, there is no comparison,” he answered. “Red
Hugh is too red for me. His hair is red, and his heart is red; ay,
and his eyes are red. They shoot out red fire. I am too slow for
him and too stiff-willed. The O'Neill tells me his wishes, and I
would die before I would give up the doing of them. Red Hugh bids
me go like the blast of a trumpet, and something in me stands
stock-still. Is it not a strange thing? I believe that I am made on
the same plan as the mule. It pleases me to sulk and go backwards
where there is a compulsion upon me to go forwards.”

“It is a most strange thing,” said Sabia.

“I will tell you another difference,” said he,
“between the O'Neill and Red Hugh. When I was in Dublin, I saw
wonderful great streams of English gentlemen. The place was like a
flower-garden with them. I spoke with them and not a few of them:
and I tell you this: the ways of the O'Neill are their ways, he is
one of them, but that he is a finer man than all or most of them.
Red Hugh is more like one of us. When we have a king of our own, it
will be well to have one who is the equal in knowledge with other
kings and of the same mode of behaviour.”

“And shall we have a king of our own one day?”
said Sabia, “and shall we be free?”

“Certainly we shall, and that soon,” said
Estercel, in a comfortable voice. But presently, a change came over
him, and he lay back on the fragrant hill. “Oh, but sometimes,
Sabia, I have strange dreams, such miserable dreams. I see ranks
and ranks of men in bright coloured clothes pouring out of the
sunrise; always out of the sunrise they come. I hear the treading
of thousands of feet on stone-ways. I feel the ground shaking under
their cannon. Then a dreadful fear comes upon me, a fear that all
we do is in vain, that we are only fighting the waves of the
sea.”

As he lay back in the sunlight, a cold sweat
broke out over his forehead. After that, the silence between them
was long and deep; the face of destiny is a terror to the
young.

Chapter XXXI. - The Ring and the Fisherman

Estercel was indeed dog-tired. For two days he
slept off and on; slept on the hill, in the hall, and on the river
bank. He was so sleepy, that while the food was leaving the plate
on its way to his mouth, he would be off dreaming!

early on the morning of the second day, after a
good breakfast of oatmeal porridge and skewered beef, he arranged
himself on the oaken settle by the hall fire and soon was fast
asleep. Sabia's father, who was now at home and of higher spirits
and brighter countenance than he had been for some time past,
looked at him with a smile, whistled to the dogs and took his way
out of doors. A while afterwards, Sabia, coming down from an upper
chamber, found the hall empty and deserted. She too was passing out
without observing the man on the settle, when a slight sound,
something of the nature of a snore, caused her to turn round.

There lay Estercel, a happy man, a smile on his
face and himself floating away in some delicious dream of riding or
fighting, or swimming, or what not. His right arm was under his
head, his left lay carelessly along. Fascinated, she crept nearer
and nearer to him. She looked troubled: her eyes had dark rings
below them, as though she had not slept. She gazed upon him. The
smiling mouth was a little open; she saw the strong jaws and teeth,
the young golden beard, the even peaceful breath.

“Ah me!” she thought, “well for the men that
they can be so lazy. What would be thought of me if I were to do
the like? His labour has been severe, and it may be that his
strength is not yet quite recovered since the fever. How great he
is in his sleep! He should act of his own free will.”

Fearfully and delicately stretching out her arms
with an even motion, her two hands lit like butterflies on the left
hand of Estercel. Certainly, he had put on flesh since the day
before. The ring stuck in its place. Her heart leaped as she
pulled. She looked in his face: no change passed over it, he still
smiled on. Gently, she worked the ring round about, and off it came
at last: still Estercel smiled on. With a backward glance over her
shoulder, the young woman skimmed across the hall and out at the
door; but there was a dark look of trouble on her face as she went
away with her prize through the heavy sultry air of a clouded
August morning.

There is no law in the church to prevent a good
priest from catching his own dinner of fish if he chose. Father
Machen knew that all things were given to him richly to enjoy: and
rich was his enjoyment as he stood by the side of the silver river
and watched the fish jump as though in delight at the cloudy
morning. He was after the trout. He had some fine ones in his
basket already, but there was a big fellow, the king of them all,
nose down under a stone in a pool below that he sorely wanted to
get. While he was considering whether he should tuck up his cassock
and go into the water after him, a faint muttering overhead caused
him to look up skyward. From the south, an ugly yellowish whirligig
of a cloud was coming up fast, although no wind was stirring: it
seemed to be just working along on a wind of its own making. Father
Machen glanced up and down the river at the first muttering of the
thunder, the fish ceased their jumping. A little witch-wind from
nowhere sprang up and ruffled the river's face.

Father Machen cast one look upwards at the ugly
sky, another into the water just at the spot where the big trout's
tail, inclined upwards, wagged lazily with the motion of the
stream. With a sigh, he rolled up his rod and glanced up and down
the river bank, trying to make up his mind whether to take shelter
from the storm in a copse by the water-side or go up to the castle.
He decided to make for the copse, and slinging his basket on his
back, he followed the river path along. As he neared the trees, he
was surprised to see a small shining object turn and twist through
the air and fall with a tiny splash in the river. A moment after, a
flash of red light ran thrilling by, and a clap of thunder broke
over his head. The father caught up his cassock and ran till he got
among the bushes, then he looked about him for a safe harbour from
the rain.

Before him at a little distance was the round
spreading roof of an old thorn: not so high as to be a mark for the
lightning and solid enough for shelter. The rain had already begun
to splash and sing upon the leaves. The father bolted, head down,
underneath the thorn-tree shelter, disturbing a small brown girl
who sat upon the ground. It was Sabia. She rose up in astonishment
to greet the father, who saw at once that her eyes were red, and
the tears were running upon her cheeks.

“Good-morning to you, daughter,” said the father
kindly, and she bowed before him while he extended his hand to her
in blessing. “Bound for Ardhoroe I am,” he said, “and bringing my
meat with me as usual,” and he showed her his basket. A fresh flash
of lightning lit up the dark circle of shade beneath the tree roof,
and they both started as the thunder rattled overhead.

“Dirty weather,” said the father cheerfully. “We
had better make ourselves comfortable while we may. Sit down, sit
down, and I'll do the same. The old bush is thick enough overhead.
There are two or three questions I'd like to ask you. First and
foremost, what was that you're after throwing in the water?”

“Only an old ring, father,” said Sabia,
blushing.

“And what was that old ring made of?” inquired
the priest sharply.

“It was gold, father,” said the girl.

“And is the land so rich, and the people so
rich, and the church itself so rich that you can afford to throw a
gold ring to the fishes?”

The flush on Sabia's face grew deeper. “I don't
know,” she stammered, after a long pause, “but there was a sin in
the ring. I thought it was best to make away with it.”

“A sin?” said the priest with a suspicious
sharpness. “What sin?”

“Out of a little bird's nest it came,” said the
girl with a burst of tears.

“That's nonsense,” said the priest, and both of
them were so excited now that neither minded the storm. “Sheer
folly and nonsense. Talk sense now, or it's the heavy penance I'll
put on you, Sabia O'Neill.”

She pulled herself together. “Well, this is all
of it,” she said. “There was a body I liked which didn't like me,
so I put a ring in a bird's nest for six weeks of the spring and
then put it on that person's finger.”

“Well, that's a queer notion,” said the priest.
“And what made you see the sin of it at last?”

“I found it was no manner of use, father,” said
Sabia, sadly.

“Dear me, dear me,” said the father, considering
whether he should pass so flimsy a conviction of sin. “Listen to me
now: these sort of heathen enchantments are dangerous to meddle
with. God knows what door you may be opening and to what things.
The power of the cross is our only safety. Look at that light now,
and listen to that awful noise. Can you tell me what's the meaning
of that? I'd never be surprised at anything happening myself. But
that we have the protection of the church and God's providence,
anything might come up out of the water or down with the
thunderbolt; and then where would we be?”

A cold trickling from the tree-roof struck the
back of Sabia's neck and made her look anxiously about. The river
glimmered just as usual through the double veils of leaf and
rainfall, and the thunder was moving away to the north. At her
feet, a great black snail with a barred brown shell crawled across
and lifted suddenly half his length to stare into her face. At
sight of that black eyeless countenance, those waving horns, a
shudder passed over Sabia, and she buried her face in her hands.
She hoped she would not see that snail again grown as big as any
horse in her dreams.

“Well, well, daughter,” said the priest more
gently, seeing that she was impressed. “You need not trouble
yourself over-much. The spell after all was not malignant or
dangerous. The ring itself may be purified by devoting it to a holy
use, could we only recover it.” He rose up and peered through the
branches of the thorn. The rain was leaving off, so he stepped out
followed by Sabia. The river had risen already, and the water was
swirling and thick.

“Just there it was that it fell, wasn't it?”
said the priest. “Ah, well, the water's too dirty now to see
anything. I'll send a boy I know and can trust to look for it
tomorrow. We'll put a stone to mark the place.” He looked about for
a stone, found one whiter than the rest and rolled it up to the
edge of the water for a mark. Taking some red clay from the bank,
he made a cross upon it to denote that here was property of the
church.

Chapter XXXII. A Small Quarrel

On reaching Ardhoroe, Sabia ran straight
upstairs. As she passed the narrow window, something bade her look
out. Below was a strip of hill, and presently across it went
Estercel stooping low over the ground as though he were seeking
something. A moment after, he was followed by Owen in the same
attitude. Sabia would not have been a girl if she had not laughed;
laughed in spite of her sorrow; but silently, for there was no need
to attract attention to herself. Changing her mind about remaining
in her chamber, she arranged her hair and dress, and then, slipping
quietly downstairs into the hall, she drew out her big wool wheel
and sat down in a dark corner to spin. On the settle by the fire
slumbered the priest. He had been up early that morning, had walked
far and fished a good dozen of fine fish. The serving men and women
went to and fro setting the tables for the mid-day meal with loaves
of wheaten bread, wooden platters and one or two of silver,
pitchers of home-brewed ale and mead.

By and by in came Estercel. Discontent was on
his face. He looked moodily about the hall never seeing Sabia in
her corner or else taking her for one of the maidens. After him
followed Owen. Respecting the priest's slumbers, Estercel remained
near the door while he talked with Owen. They pitched their voices
low, but Sabia's ears were sharp, and she heard them very well.

“I'm fairly beat,” said Estercel. “The ring was
on my finger as I left the house. I saw it as plain as I see you. I
did but walk down to the river and sit on the bridge, when the
lightning fell all around me, and the most fearful and
ear-splitting and desperate clap of thunder well-nigh burst my
ears, and that very moment the ring was gone!”

Owen shook his head gravely. “I do not like the
look of it at all,” he said. “I wish there may be no ill-luck
coming this way. That was no natural storm. It came up so quick and
was so quick in passing. A nasty, ugly, and unnatural look it had.
I wish someone we know be not at the bottom of this. For take
notice that storm came up out of the south. Come here, Dermot,”
said he, beckoning to a tall lad who came in with a pitcher. “I
think there have been none of those appearances we know of while we
were down south?”

The lad came over, his eyes starting out of his
head. “Not one at all. We've been as comfortable as crows in a nest
all the time you've been away, thanks be to God for that same. But
you'll scarcely believe what I'm telling when I say that old Ronnat
is now in the kitchen talking at a hard gallop of what she seen a
while back. Will I bring her up, and you can hear for
yourselves?”

While the lad was gone to fetch Ronnat, Estercel
and Owen talked in low tones by the door. Sabia from her dark
corner behind her humming wheel looked across at Father Machen. His
eyes were apparently closed, his hands folded. But even as she
looked, one eyelid lifted and disclosed half an eye so expressive
of peace, good counsel, and holy innocence, that Sabia was thankful
to dive once more behind her wheel.

The old woman came hobbling in, her hair flying
in grey wisps from under the hood of her scarlet cloak.

“Ah, dear, ah, dear! and so the ring is lost?
Well, and it will be herself that has got it, sure enough. Am I not
after seeing her in the broad daylight? Up the hill she came,
looking and peering for someone or something, and I saw the
lightning flying round her head, and her hair as bright as the
lightning itself. Like this she held out her arms — and with a wild
gesture the old woman flung out her hands — and, oh, but she had
the sad seeking face upon her.”

“Did you know her again?” asked Estercel.

“Ay, well I know her,” cried Ronnat. “Many's the
time I've sat at her father's hearth and seen her they called
Meraud dancing out on the floor, yes, and backing the wildest horse
in stall. Ay, she was the grandest woman in Erin, as you, Estercel,
are the grandest man. Much I fear I'll never set eyes on her again.
Those that leave and go away in youth and strength and beauty do
hardly ever come back. But wherever she is, she's in need of help
this minute, and though she were in a queen's palace, my voices
tell me she's wanting him,” and she pointed with her finger at
Estercel.

Ronnat was well known to have the gift of second
sight: so wild and so convinced were her words and her gestures,
that all who heard her felt the cold thrill of supernatural fear.
Though Sabia and the priest knew right well where was the ring,
they were both distressed. Both were equally convinced that the
spirit of the red-haired woman was out seeking Estercel. If she had
not found the ring, well, she might do so yet.

The priest sat up straight upon the settle.
Sabia in her corner trembled with strange fears. What if this woman
were really coming for Estercel? What if he obeyed and followed the
beckoning spirit till he came before her very face, and home and
country knew him no more? Her wheel stopped and her head sank
low.

Then the master of the house appeared in the
door. There was a great stir and racket. Men and maids hurried in
carrying steaming dishes of fish and meat. Soon, thirty souls were
seated round the great table, the dogs waited behind, and the heads
of children bobbed about the door.

O'Neill sat with Sabia on one side of him and
the priest on the other. He was cheerful, nearly gay. Though he had
little room in his head for anything save the ordering of the war,
yet it pleased him that the people spoke daily more and more of the
discretion and even of the wisdom of his daughter. He glanced
sideways more than once at her during the meal and was pleased to
remark, as he had never done before, the fine small lines of beauty
and the strength and directness of the brows and eyes when they
faced him. The inevitable thought occurred to him, “A thousand
pities she was not a boy,” followed by the thought, “Ah, well, she
makes no bad lieutenant here at home: better than a wild lad at any
rate.” Being in fine spirits himself, he never remarked the
oppression that hung over every one at the table: an oppression
that drove Sabia out of doors the first moment she could decently
escape, leaving dogs, children, and servants to dispute the remains
of the meal.

She ran down to hide herself in the margin of
the thick deep woods and, sitting on a fallen log, gave herself to
thought.

“Now,” she said to herself, “I have thrown my
all away. My father doesn't love me; my nurse grows daily more
feeble; I cannot abide these two dreadful aunts who are to come and
rule over me, since she is grown so weak. In casting away the ring
I am like a drowning creature that has loosed hold. I don't care to
live unloved in a world where men ride and fight and burn and
starve and slay. There is no place for women; no time for learning
or civility. I will go back to the dear sisters of my convent at
Rouen. I cannot fight a spirit.”

With a shiver, she gazed around her: the air had
cleared after the storm; shafts of sunlight pierced between the
leaves and fell upon the ground about her in many pretty circles of
light and shade and half-shade. Near her, four thrushes, full-grown
and full-fledged, fat and lazy, hopped all together in a bunch,
crying out in lamentable voices for their parents to come and feed
them. And as she watched them idly, while thinking her sad
thoughts, the little parents came, smaller than the children,
thinned down with hard work, their mouths full of worms and
caterpillars which they might not eat. A great noise they made all
together.

In a fright, she turned her head: something was
moving among the tree-trunks. She thought, “If it is the red-haired
one, I shall die.” She sat as close as a mouse, watching and
waiting. Something light-coloured was moving along the borders of
the wood. In another moment, she guessed it was Estercel, and in
that moment her mind was made up that she would question him.
Slowly, he came along. Sometimes he looked on the ground: then she
laughed to herself and thought, “He is looking for the ring.”
Sometimes he stood upright and looked about him, and then she
sighed and thought, “He is looking for that other one.”

Slowly he came, looking about him to left and
right. Sabia sat so still that he would have passed her, taking her
for a brown tree stem, but for the glimmering of her face. Then he
came readily forward and seated himself beside her without a
word.

“Well, Sabia,” he said at last, looking heavily
on the ground; “your ring is gone.”

It was hard for the girl to say anything to
this, so she remained silent.

“I ought to have minded it better,” he said
presently.

She tried to speak to this, but only brought out
a murmur which soon died away.

“I wonder who has it now,” he said, still
looking on the ground.

“God knows,” said Sabia, thinking of the fishes.
“But I wonder that you trouble yourself about it, a small thing
like that.”

“It is not so much the loss of the ring itself,”
said Estercel seriously, “as the thought that some person may have
obtained power over me by finding it. There is a charm in the ring
as you well know.”

“I shall not pretend that I did not hear what
old Ronnat said to you,” said Sabia. “She talked so loud that the
whole house heard her. I have gone in fear ever since lest I should
meet the red-haired individual. Estercel, since she loves you so
dear, would it not be well for you to rid the rest of us of an
undesired presence by going after her yourself?”

Estercel was thunderstruck. “And is that the way
you speak to me?” he said to her; “with the tongue and the look of
the enemy, you that I thought were my friend?”

The girl hung her head and was silent. “I am
going back to the convent of the White Sisters,” she said at last.
“There will be no witches there at least. But I would like to part
friends with you, Estercel.”

Estercel's astonishment was very great. He
looked at her: there she sat, so meek and small, with a white face
and no appearance of a nasty bitter temper upon her. But then, how
soft does the dove seem, and yet what an angry fighting bird!
Estercel moved nearer to her; he placed his broad hand on her
shoulder.

“What is the matter with you?” he said severely.
“It appears to me that you are talking great foolishness. Is it any
fault of mine if …” and here he paused.

“Take away your hand. I will not be touched,”
said she angrily. “And finish your sentence. 'Any fault of yours if
…?' There must be strange matter in your heart of hearts, Estercel,
for you to be followed by witches. Ay, tell me truly now,” and she
turned and faced him straight: “this woman with the red hair that
they say loved you, that had you thrown in prison and took you out
again as the whole country knows, is not your heart with her and
hers with you that she should come here after you?”

Estercel was staggered a little. He drew himself
away from Sabia to his own end of the log and fell to
considering.

“I do not like your way of speaking to me,
cousin,” he said, “and what is the matter with you I don't know.
But since you have asked me for an answer, I will say there is no
shadow of love in my heart for Lady Meraud FitzPierce, nor ever has
been. If she comes here, it is not by will of mine.”

Sabia sighed deeply, and then she burst into
tears.

Estercel forgot his resentment in a moment. “Oh,
what is the matter now?” he said. “Indeed, it seems I cannot speak
without offending you.”

Very quickly, she cheered up again; she brushed
away her tears and moved nearer to Estercel. “If I tell you
something, will you promise not to be angry with me?” she said.

“Oh, certainly, surely,” he said in haste,
delighted that she had ceased to cry and dreading lest she should
recommence.

She moved a little nearer to him still and
looked anxiously into his face, but there was no sternness left in
it at all. “I will tell you where your ring is,” she said. “It is
at the bottom of the river. I took it from your finger when you
slept and threw it in the water.”

Sabia found it easy to read the thoughts of
Estercel. He was surprised; and he was glad: he was vexed with her,
and he was disappointed at one and the same time. After all, it had
seemed a fine thing to have the spirit of the beautiful Meraud
riding on a thunderstorm and disturbing the whole country because
of him. Still, it was possible she might have done him a mischief:
if she had once got as far as taking a ring off his finger, God
knows what she might have done next. Dismissing her from his mind,
he turned his thoughts on the creature that sat by his side and
looked anxiously at him. He considered her for a little space.

“And why did you do such a thing, Sabia? The
ring was yours, of course, to do what you would with, but I thought
you gave it to me?”

Pale and with drooping neck, Sabia answered him:
“A year and a half ago it was when I first thought of it. I was
very young then and had not much sense. Now I am quite altered,
quite changed. I would never think of doing such a thing now. I
would not tie up even a dog. Now I wish you to be free.”

There was a long silence.

“I am very much obliged to you,” he said. “You
have a kind heart, and that I well know. But I am sorry to lose the
ring. Will you have the goodness to tell me in what part of the
river did you throw it?”

“Come, and I will show you,” answered she.

Chapter XXXIII. - Dipping for the Ring

“It is right for me to tell you,” said Sabia, as
they neared the river bank, “that Father Machen did most
unfortunately see me throw the ring into the water.”

“Oh, indeed,” said Estercel. “And what effect
did it have upon him?”

“He desired very greatly to possess himself of
the ring for the benefit of the church,” said Sabia.

“Did he go into the water to seek it?” said
Estercel.

“No, for the water was not clear; the ring had
fallen into a pool. In fact, I threw it into deep water on
purpose.”

“It is all the safer from the father,” answered
he.

“Not so,” said Sabia, “he spoke of employing
someone to dive for it. Here is the spot, and here is the stone
which the father laid as a mark.”

Estercel stood still and reflected, and the more
he reflected, the more sulky he grew.

“The people are talking of how wise you are
become, Sabia. It was not a very wise thing to steal the ring from
me and throw it in the water and then to expect me to fish it
out.”

“You are making a mistake,” answered the girl;
“I did not expect you to fish it out, nor did I ask you to do so. I
did not know the father was behind the bushes, nor did I know old
Ronnat would see the red-haired one in the thunderstorm and delude
you with her visions. I have brought you here because I did not
wish the father to have the ring. I wished to prove to you that no
other person than myself had taken it.”

“Your tongue is very nimble,” said Estercel,
looking solemnly at her flushed cheek.

“It is my only weapon,” answered she.

“You need employ no weapon against me,” said
he.

Sabia reflected. “I will not for the sake of
peace and a smiling countenance give in to what is false. It was
you, Estercel, who turned your nimble tongue against me, saying
that I had asked you to fish up the ring after having thrown it in
the water.”

“Contention belongs to a woman,” said
Estercel.

“Well, then, we'll leave it so,” said Sabia,
bitterly. “I see it plainly, I have seen it all my life. Truth and
justice are nothing unless they belong to a man. The strong are
always in the right of it. A man may have the head of a cuckoo, and
the heart of a weasel, and a right hand that sows nought but
anguish and destruction. Because he is a man, he is in the right of
it, though he stood before Saint Bridget herself.”

Estercel looked down at the small passionate
creature: what was the matter with her? She was very angry with
him, he could see. His heart began to beat. How was it that brown
eyes could scatter fire? She seemed to grow more near and more dear
to him when she was in a passion. So used his pet goldfinch fall in
a rage and ruffle its feathers and peck at his fingers, and he only
loved the bird the better.

Judging by the affectionate expression of his
countenance, Sabia guessed that he was not giving any thought to
what she said. Wringing her hands together, she turned away, and
her face grew pale as she looked down at the lapping brim of the
river at her feet. Then she felt a large hand on her shoulder.

“I did not mean to vex you,” said a kind and
gentle voice; “it is plain to be seen that the ring is indeed gone
since anger can come between us. Don't look so sad. I had rather
have you angry than sad! I will not vex you again if I can help
it.”

Sabia looked up in his face and sighed. “Well,
then, do not, I ask you, when you talk with me say 'all women this'
and 'all women that,' throwing us all together in one heap and
casting shame upon the lot after the common fashion of men. Listen,
Estercel: why should you take the sins of the light woman and the
slut, of the gluttonous drunken woman and the fool and, binding
them together in one pack, weigh them on to my shoulders to keep me
down?”

“Indeed I would not dream of doing any such
thing,” said Estercel, still patting her gently on the shoulder and
trying to soothe her. “Do not let there be any more strife between
us. Let us think rather of how we may get the ring. Would it not be
a wise plan to lift the father's mark and carry it a little way up
the river?”

Though her heart was still sore, Sabia smiled
faintly. “There could not be a better plan,” said she; “but first
let us look and see if any strange boy is in sight.”

Estercel stepped up the bank and looked out to
left and right. There sure enough was a tall young man dressed in
the loose Irish shirt or tunic of yellow linen belted round the
loins coming whistling along the river bank, his eyes on the
water's edge.

“I will deal with him, Sabia,” said Estercel.
“When I have got him away, do you come out of the bushes and change
the mark. I don't think the stone is a heavy one.”

With a cheerful and open countenance, Estercel
strolled away to meet the youth. He accosted him in a friendly way,
and hearing that he was come down to fish the river, he invited him
up to Ardhoroe to refresh himself. The lad first seemed disinclined
to go, but Estercel persuaded him powerfully, dwelling especially
on the strength and sweetness of the mead of Ardhoroe. On the way
thither he asked after the health of the lad's father and mother,
of his grandmother and all his relations. He questioned him also on
the subject of his religion, but the lad was very guarded in his
answers and pretended he had not seen Father Machen since the
Sunday before at Mass.

Leaving him in the midst of plenty, Estercel
hurried away down to the river to find Sabia. He met her coming up
from the water.

“He is safe for half-an-hour at least,” said
Estercel. “Will you sit under the oaks there and keep watch — you
can see both the castle and the river. If you should see him coming
down, tie your kerchief to a bough of the tree.”

Then Estercel bounded down the hill, and a
minute after, there was a great commotion in the river. It looked
as though a monstrous fish were gambolling in the pool, throwing up
the water in sheets of spray. Again and again he dived: then Sabia
heard a shout, and he left the stream. A few minutes more, and he
had climbed to her side, shaking his hair that streamed with wet
and holding the ring in his hand. Sabia rose up to meet him and
looked curiously at the ring which she had never thought to see
again. Even the form of it seemed altered.

“I suppose it is the same ring,” she said. “It
looks different to me.”

“So it is to me,” he said. “The charm, you know,
is gone from it. Perhaps that is why. But let us move further in
under the oaks. I would not have the lad see me as he comes
down.”

They sat down comfortably together. Estercel
laid the ring on a stone before them, and together they looked at
it, thinking of all that had come and gone since first it was
placed on his finger. Then they fell to talking of the town and its
stone-paved ways and houses that flung back the noise upon the ear;
of the wonderful ranks and ranks of gorgeous gentlemen; of the
terror of the cannon; of the beauty and the kingly state of Essex;
of the misery of the camps; of the narrow cells of the gaol and the
men of noble birth who groaned and wept within them.

While they talked, the lad in the yellow tunic
was seen by them going down towards the river, his rod in his hand.
They kept close beneath their tree, and at last they had the
pleasure of seeing him diving in the river some forty paces away
from the pool. While he thrashed the river vainly up and down, the
two in the grove talked sweetly together.

It was late in the afternoon when they rose to
go. Estercel lifted up the ring and hesitated a moment as he stood
holding it in his hand.

“Sabia, the charm is broken now; the ring is all
cold from the water. Will you set a kiss upon it for another
charm?”

Chapter XXXIV. - Children of Famine

Estercel and his troop rode south to join the
musters for O' Neil's war. A small fine rain was falling — through
it shone the bright steel of lance heads and battle axes, and the
many-coloured garments of the horsemen. All picked men and athletes
they were who sang as they rode or turned in their saddles to
listen to the music of the pipes that followed; or they laughed and
shouted with the band of runners who leaped as they ran, showing
off their deep chests and their muscles of steel.

In front of Estercel rode Sabia's father,
eagerly talking with two other chieftains of his own age and
standing. Estercel had ridden alongside of them at first, but he
was never very ready with his tongue and so had gradually fallen
behind, content with his own thoughts. Tamburlaine understood his
thoughts, every one. When Estercel thought of the battle, the
fierceness of his heart would start out along nerve and muscle,
till he quivered and hardened with the strain and sat there a man
of steel, cased in the thousand steel rings of his suit of Spanish
chain mail. Then the horse would feel the strong stiffening of the
man, and he would plunge and bound, longing for the leave of the
rein and the scream of the slaughtered. Again Estercel would think
of the riverside and the woods of Ardhoroe. Then his soul would
leave his body and flee backwards, and the horse would feel the
listless hand on the dropping rein. He too would give himself up to
remembering the slopes of Slieve Gallion, the galloping hoofs of
the mare that sped beside him in equal race, and the joy of the
free life.

As the brown bird comes to the tree and sings in
the heart of the leafage, so this brown girl had slipped into the
kingdom of Estercel's thought. Did he think of hunting the bright
deer along the autumn hill, soon his dream hand would slacken on
the rein and the chase sink away, while he watched the figure of
Sabia coming down the hill. Sometimes one spoke to him, and he
would wake to find that he had been wandering with her by the river
or listening to her harp as she played at the fireside. Once his
memory had been open and free, now it was never safe from her; she
was for ever entering and making herself at home. And this had not
happened all at once. At first, she had come but seldom and stayed
but a little time, either in his waking thoughts or in his dreams.
Then oftener and oftener she began to come till now she never went
really away: her figure appeared clothed in an increasingly bright
light; her imagined tones grew sweeter, more appealing. With ever
greater pleasure did he learn to respond. While he did his man's
work, he felt she was there always, waiting for him in his
dreams.

As the troop rode through the lands of Cremorne
on their way into Ferney, it happened that, towards afternoon,
Estercel's friend Calvagh of the Brasils waited for their coming
with his men. Thereafter, Estercel rode at his side and a little
apart from the rest. Calvagh was a young man of great endowments.
He had the makings in him of many excellent men: it was impossible
to imagine a better warrior than he. If he had not been a warrior,
a good saint was in him. If he had been neither warrior nor priest,
he would have been renowned as a bard, for he understood all the
difficulties and intricacies of verse composition. He was an
excellent tale-teller, and his sweetness of voice was wonderful.
When there was nothing else to do, he used to carve heads of men
and animals on the butts of spears. And with it all, he was a
person of great modesty. Probably because his gifts were derived
straight from Heaven and not produced and fostered by his own
exertions or the exertions of those who had brought him up. It was
a pleasure to Estercel to ride at the side of this man either in
silence or listening to his conversation. It seemed to Estercel
that he understood the mysteries of Earth and Heaven more clearly
and quickly than other men.

They had left the open fields where the
plentiful harvest was showing more gold than green and had ridden
half a mile through a shady wood, when Estercel saw some movement
among the trees of the wood's edge at his right hand. A touch on
the bridle brought Tamburlaine to a stand while he peered through
the wood. Some strange brown animal seemed to be crawling along
with smaller ones collected about it. Calvagh, too, checked his
horse and then leaped down; Estercel did the same. Seeing them
come, the creatures, whatever they were, crawled into a bush and
became still. The young men came on and parted the branches, when
six pairs of large human eyes of varying shades of blue looked out
of them. Most beautiful were the eyes, like still pools of Heaven
behind fringed curtains. But terrible was the sight of all the rest
of that woeful family. Mother and children chattered together with
fear, and even while gazing upward, the naked children strove to
hide themselves under the tattered mantle of the mother who herself
had no other garment. Famine was carven on their bodies, terror had
dragged their faces across. The woman tried to hide herself, but
she could not hide her sores, nor her bleeding feet and knees.

“Where do you come from, poor woman dear?” asked
Calvagh.

The woman only made a sound like an animal, and
the children all cried aloud together, but a quick motion of the
mother silenced them, and they cowered together like a covey of
young partridges when the reapers enter the corn. Only the lovely
eyes, ten stars of blue, still kept gazing on.

“Speak, my dear,” said Es tercel, “we will
neither hurt nor harm you. Where are you from?”

The woman moistened her dry lips and spoke.

“Noble youths,” she said, in a dialect of the
south, “I am a free woman, the wife of a free man of Assaroe. The
Foreigners came against us and slew, robbed and burned. My husband
they killed, me they treated with indignity, my children were
beaten. Our cattle were stolen, our corn they ripped from the
ground with the sword, our house was burned. Not a blade of corn is
left in the land of the south. Therefore, that my children may live
and not die like the others, I am come here. And further yet I must
travel to the king of all Ireland, O'Neill himself, that I may
plead my cause to him. I can no longer go upon my feet, and I
purpose, with the help of God, to go upon my knees, and Angus,
whose is the youngest, rides upon my back. Seven children I had
when I started, five remain to me, and Sheila here is sick.”

Neither Calvagh nor Estercel had ever seen wild
famine and nakedness before. The province of Ulster had been like a
still pool of peace, guarded by her mountain ramparts and her brave
men. Estercel had seen ugly sights among the camp-followers of
Dublin, but never anything like this. The hoarse and hollow voice
of the woman, her extreme unsightliness, sickened his heart. He
went to the bag that hung by his saddle and, taking from it some
wheaten cakes. threw them into the bush and watched while the woman
and her children tore and devoured them, but Calvagh stood looking
on the ground.

“What do you say, Estercel?” he said at last;
“it is not far to the nuns of Ferney — an hour's ride at most.
Shall we charge these creatures of God on the backs of our horses
and place them in the hands of the good women?”

Estercel blushed red: he was afraid that he
would be seen by the troops of fighting men on their way to the
mustering place. What if they should cross the path of O'Donnell's
army of three thousand men and be seen by them?

“It is very doubtful,” he said at last, “if
Tamburlaine would permit people of that description to get upon his
back.”

“Do you speak to him,” said Calvagh, “as you
know so well how to do, and he will be sure to listen.”

Reluctantly, Estercel turned and spoke in the
ear of Tamburlaine. Fortunately, the horse had had enough exercise
to satisfy him and was in a mood to practise a peaceable
charity.

“I will take the mother and the sick one,” said
Calvagh; “do you take the remaining four,” for he saw that his
friend had a horror of the woman.

Estercel was relieved. In a few minutes, the two
young men were striding along side by side leading their horses.
The brown horse of Calvagh was led on a loose rein, but Tamburlaine
followed like a dog, his nose now in his master's pocket, now on
his shoulder, a row of skeleton children on his back, two on the
saddle, one behind and one before, their arms about each other's
waists. It was good to see how carefully he stepped, how he would
balance his step over the rough places to keep an even seat for the
creatures who clung upon him.

Calvagh had wrapped his own mantle about the
woman. Every five minutes or so, she would lean sideways over to
call down blessings upon him and to enumerate in hoarse and panting
breaths ail the fine things she had in her house before it was
burnt and ruin came upon her.

Estercel suffered much shame as he went along,
but Calvagh, being older and wiser, was little troubled.

“It is a new thing,” said Estercel, “for us and
our war-horses to be carrying women and beggars.”

Calvagh glanced up. “Our horses are quite
indifferent,” he said. “And these people are not beggars for they
asked nothing. Their sores and their hunger asked for them. Come,
Estercel, you must pardon me. I saw the stars of Heaven in the eyes
of the children, and I could not leave them in the bush. We should
have pity, for we may come to need it.”

“That is true,” said Estercel, and he walked
sombrely along, reflecting on many things and more especially
remembering his own great need in the past and the queer look he
must have had at one time.

They met no troops of soldiers at all on their
way to the little valley of the nuns, for they were out of the
direct road to the camping ground. It was a pretty place. Wooded
hills stood round it, the bell of the stone chapel was pealing down
below among the loaded apple-trees and the well-tilled gardens.
There were no walls; the protection of the valley was its charity
and sanctity. The nuns were real labouring women, good and pure.
Their wealth was wealth of apples, honey, and corn. Their only
luxury: embroidered cloths for the little chapel. So simple and so
humble was the little settlement and so nicely hidden away, that no
rattling fine captain of Elizabeth's had as yet picked it out and
marked it as his prey.

Round about the chapel stood the huts of the
nuns. In answer to Calvagh's call, they came hastening, white as a
flock of sea-mews in the sun. The mother was a broad woman,
broad-faced, with strong lines of sternness mingled with benignity
marked about the mouth. To her Calvagh addressed himself, while
Estercel reverently considered the faces of varying feature, yet
all alike shining with pity, that crowded behind her.

When at last he saw a young nun, rose-faced,
receive the sick child into her arms, covering it with a fold of
her gown while a tear ran upon her cheeks, the child itself took on
a new aspect as though it were a singular and precious thing lost
and found. When he saw two tall nuns carry away between them the
emaciated woman covered in a cloak, something stirred in him, he
knew not what. So might the angels one day receive his weary
soul.

As they rode away again, Estercel was the first
to speak.

“Those women put the world to shame,” said he.
“I am very thankful to you, Calvagh. I would never have done that
good deed myself, but I know well that the thought that I had not
done it would have tormented me long enough.”

“Ah, well, the poor thing was battling hard for
her children,” said Calvagh. “I thought it a pity not to help her.
I could not think shame. Rather it is to me as though we had this
day carried Mary and the Child.”

In silence, they rode along, then Estercel said:
“Calvagh, how is it that with such a spirit as there is in you,
still you follow rough war?”

“Faith, I don't know,” answered Calvagh,
smiling. “He knows that set the horns on the stag and curled the
bull's forehead. What? Erin in danger and my two hands muffled in a
monk's frock? That would not be natural.”

Evening was now beginning to fall, and the two
men rode fast, anxious to rejoin their troop. It was dusk when they
entered the long avenues of the woods of Ferney, the appointed
meeting-place. Encouraged by dim light and the slow pace at which
they rode, Estercel opened his heart to his friend.

“Calvagh,” he said in cautious tones, “did ever
you love a woman?”

Calvagh looked straight before him, watching the
brown tree trunks slipping past in the grey light, defiling and
twining, a solemn Druid people in an endless religious dance.

“Why do you ask me that?” he said at last.

“I wanted your opinion,” he answered, “because I
do not know if I love or not. And what is more: I do not know if I
want to love or not.”

“Do not trouble about it,” said Calvagh; “nor
even think about it at all. There is no love where you can say, 'I
will love or I will not.'”

“But that is where the mischief is,” Estercel
answered. “I am rid to death with it. You say do not think about it
at all, and I cannot get one person out of my thoughts. There she
is continually, and in my dreams also, and not by will of mine. Did
such a thing ever happen to you?”

“Let us hurry on,” said Calvagh, “it grows late
and darker every moment.”

Their horses had by this time become used to the
dusky twilight and took to a rapid trot. As they went, the low
voice of Calvagh murmured above his horse's ears:

“Oh bitter piercing sting of death, here is my
heart for you. Outmatch the bitterer sting of love, the way I shall
go free.”

Chapter XXXV. - The Revenge of Tamburlaine

Tamburlaine had an extra feed of the precious
oats from his master that night because of the peaceable charity he
had shown towards the four starved children. Both horse and master
were objects of much pride and affection. Two days after their
arrival, Estercel was chosen out to join a picked troop of fifty
horses that were Tyrone's bodyguard. Because of the great swiftness
and power of Tamburlaine, they were deputed to bring news of the
approach of Essex and his army. More than once, Estercel had to
gallop for his life before bands of Essex's horse thrown out to
reconnoitre. Sometimes he caught sight of the plumes and helmets of
the main army, and then his heart would bound in his breast as he
thought of the coming struggle. At each spring of his horse making
homeward across the hills, the joy of freedom would run in his
veins like a clear draught from the wells of life. And the image of
the brown girl would rise before him, awaking his soul.

Little by little, the army of Essex drew on. Who
does not know of the meeting between these two leaders, Essex and
Tyrone, the most honourable men of their day? Neither poisoner,
torturer, bribe-taker, nor wordbreaker was Essex. Nor was Tyrone.
But while the last was a wise and foreseeing leader of men playing
to its utmost advantage an inevitably losing game — the game of the
small against the large — the first was a creature without prudence
whose gusty emotions fooled his will. Yet it was one of the purest
wills of his time. See his letter to the Privy Council: “Only your
Lordships must and will pity Ireland and pity the army committed to
my charge.”

It was on the eighth day of August that these
two enemies met on either side of the ford of Bellaclynthe. It was
a picture full of colour and splendour of life: the hills and
woods, the orange-tawny-coated horsemen, the white-coated infantry,
the plumed helmets of the officers, the glancing of the weapons,
the shining groups that surrounded Essex. On the other side, the
bodyguard of Tyrone in steel helmets and cuirasses occupied a hill,
a continual fluttering movement among them caused by the stamping
and chafing of their high-mettled horses. Among them stood
Tamburlaine, still as a statue, his neck raised, snuffing the wind
that came across the river, charged with the scent of a foreign
soldiery. As he blew through his nostrils, he thought deeply,
remembering his enemies, his imprisonment, and his misery.

Seeing all the array of Tyrone's army, Essex
conceived the idea of treating with him as an ally. He “pitied
Ireland.” Instead of a wasted, mourning, famine-stricken country,
he saw a fair and prosperous land united under one wise and strong
leader. In that he was capable of such a vision, he proved himself
a statesman. But at the same time, he thought himself stronger than
he was. He did not judge that right needs to go armed with a triple
strong armour. Right, mild and gentle, never won something in the
kingdoms of this bloody world. Even Christ came to his own, not by
his doctrine, but by the shock of mortal encounter with opposing
force. Those were violent times; times when men might see an aged
and saintly bishop dangling from the end of a rope in the
market-place merely because he was a bishop and pious. There were
violent passions brewing in the palace of Nonsuch that boded no
good for Essex.

Down he rode to the ford, generous,
over-confident, carrying gifts and honours in his hand that were no
more real than dead-sea apples. Seeing him coming, Tyrone galloped
his horse down the banks and urged him into the water till he stood
shoulder-high. Then the two met and in deadly earnest spoke for
near an hour. Cecil's friends on the hillsides beyond smiled
together. “Treason, treason!” they cried. “We have him now. He is
plotting alone with the arch-traitor out of our hearing.”

Historians have wondered on what they conversed.
The wonder is that an hour sufficed. Were not all the proofs of
Cecil's treachery in Tyrone's hand to show to Essex? Had not
Tyrone's sworn men on the Dublin council been approached with
Cecil's bribes? Were not Essex's officers creatures of Cecil's? Had
not nineteen of them petitioned Essex in writing against this very
expedition, in fiat defiance of the Queen's commands? Think of all
Tyrone would have to say and urge: James of Scotland was his
friend; the whole sympathy of Christian Europe was at his back.
“Get but the Queen's ear, she loves you well,” he would say. “Oust
Cecil and the Cecilians. I will govern here as your man, you in
England as the Queen's minister, and you and England will be
powerful as England never was before.” Elizabeth would have been
well pleased if Essex had shot Tyrone as he stood in the water. Why
keep faith with a base bush-kern, an idol, a golden calf? She was
to be very little pleased when she heard of the treaty concluded
next day: a treaty of peace which was hailed on both sides with an
outburst of joy.

Yet it was on that same day that Estercel
suffered one of the sorest griefs of his life: he lost faith in his
horse. Having got a pass from Tyrone, he crossed over to greet Sir
Henry Harrington who had sent him a message, desiring to speak with
him. Estercel, in fine spirits because of the general rejoicing in
the camp, came down to the ford with Tamburlaine behind him, leaped
on his back to cross the water and then took his way over to the
hillside which was covered with the tents of the English troops.
Tamburlaine followed on up the hill. Estercel looked back at him
once. Seeing his eyes were somewhat wild and his look nervous and
troubled, he bade him return across the water; but this Tamburlaine
would not do. He came forward and laid his head on his master's
shoulder, saying quite plainly: “I smell old dangers. It is not
possible for me to leave you.”

A trooper with simple red cheeks that spoke of
the plough led them to Sir Henry Harrington's tent. There in the
door stood that friendly person, with a volume of his translations
from Ariosto under his arm.

“As I'm a Christian,” he said to Estercel, “the
pair of you are more splendid than ever. I have had a commission to
see you myself and report upon your condition. A certain person
will be glad to hear of your good health. For some reason, because
I fancy of idle words let slip, she conceived herself to be the
cause of your imprisonment.”

“Most certainly,” said Estercel gravely, “she
was the cause of my release. Perhaps, you can give me news of her.
I have often wished to know if she did well where she was
going.”

Sir Henry Harrington laughed. “She has come to
great preferment,” said he. “She is become one of Her Majesty's
maids of honour. Her majesty was pleased to say that the lady
reminded her of her own youth being of the same complexion.”

“And is she happy in that office?” asked
Estercel.

“The great Eliza is a very lioness,” said Sir
Henry, laughing. “She has a mighty paw. Many is the brave slap the
fair cheek of Mistress Meraud has come by. And being a tempestuous
damsel, I am told she bears it ill. The court is not what it was.
Own godson of Her Majesty's as I am, I am afraid to go near her.
But God bless my soul, man, what is the matter with your dragon of
a horse?”

Estercel turned round. One glance was enough. He
rushed to the side of Tamburlaine and, seizing the bridle, wrenched
upon it. The aspect of the animal was grown terrific: every hair
upon his neck stood up stiff. There was no wind stirring, yet the
locks of his mane rippled and waved. His ears were laid back and
every tooth in his head showed in his open red mouth. Estercel knew
the signs of his battle fury. In deadly anxiety, he wrestled with
him in silence, forcing down the jaw by means of the powerful bit,
striking him again and again with flat hand in the face. With this
rage upon him, if he were loosed among the tents and the picketed
horses, he would trample and scatter all before him.

A crowd soon gathered to watch the silent
battle. It did not last long, for the creature, whatever it was,
that had kindled the wrath of Tamburlaine had quickly vanished.
Estercel knew well that his strength would be no more than straw
against him, were he once fully roused. His relief was great when
he found the fixed fury of the animal slowly relaxing, the hairs
beginning to lie once more upon his rough neck. Then he turned his
attention to the outer ring of the crowd, but saw nothing that
suggested a possible cause. He was not sure but that he saw the
thin legs and peculiar physiognomy of Sir Xylonides Bullen at the
back of the crowd. If it was so, he vanished at the next moment.
The voice of Sir Henry Harrington came from the interior of the
tent.

“Fair young sir,” said he, “may I beg you to
remove that apocalyptic beast from my neighbourhood? I shall report
favourably on the physical condition of both of you. I had looked
forward with pleasure to reading you passages from my translation
of the “Orlando Furioso,” but at present I am only anxious for the
departure of your obnoxious satellite.”

A crowd followed Estercel as he left the tent.
He leaped on the back of Tamburlaine and galloped down to the
river, crossed the ford and away for a wild gallop along the
wood-side, often speaking bitterly in the ear of his horse as he
rode.

That same afternoon Estercel walked and talked
with Calvagh along the river banks. Their horses followed them on a
loose rein. Suddenly, Estercel felt the rein pulled from his hand.
He turned round, and there was Tamburlaine once more transfigured
by rage, mouth open, his head and neck stretched out straight and
stiff. Estercel made one spring for his bridle, but the horse
bounded into the air, all four hoofs at once, and with a scream
rushed by him.

A tall man in leather jacket and breeches was
going along before them, at some distance off. Seeing the horse
make like an arrow in his direction, Estercel shouted aloud in
warning. The man, who had paid no attention to the noise of hoofs
behind, turned now and, seeing the frightful beast so close, threw
up his arms and, shrieking, turned to run. But the horse was upon
him. His broad chest struck him down, and he rolled on the ground.
Calvagh and Estercel were both swift runners, but there was no time
for them to save him; the speed of Tamburlaine was the speed of the
thunderbolt. They saw him rear himself up and descend again,
trampling the shrieking man. When they reached his side, there he
was, quietly sniffing at his helpless prey. Seeing his master come,
he raised his head, trotted a little distance off and began to crop
the grass.

The woods were full of O'Neill's camping
soldiery. On hearing the outcry, more and more men ran out from
among the trees, making a ring about the dead man. They stripped
him to find his injuries. There, right above his heart, was the
crushing print of the horse's hoof, an almost incredible spectacle.
There was no other mark upon him at all. More and more doubtful
grew the faces of the men; here was something quite intolerable. A
peculiar shadow falls upon a beast who has shed man's blood. He
becomes a murderer. A stain is on him, and men look at him with
horror. Tamburlaine was quite unconscious of the glances sent in
his direction. But Estercel felt them all like a knife in his
heart. An officer of O'Donnell's was among the crowd, and he said
gravely to Estercel:

“Did your horse ever do the like of this
before?”

“Never in his life,” said Estercel.

“Well, he mustn't do it again, that's all,”
answered he.

“Life isn't safe with him,” said another.

“Does anyone here recognise this man?” asked
Calvagh.

The outside men crowded into the ring, but no
one could say they knew him or had seen him at any time.

“If he was only a foreigner, you could excuse
the horse,” said one, “for he knows them for enemies and he has
been bred a fighter as we all know. But this man is Irish. From the
cut of his jacket and breeches, I would say he belonged to the
south.”

“Owen himself says the horse is terribly
revengeful,” said another. “He once gave him a slap in the face,
and he never forgave him because he wasn't the master.”

“Where's Owen now?” said the officer. “Let us
hear what he has to say.”

With shout and whistle that ran along the woods,
sent on from one to another, Owen was called. Presently, he came
running, out of breath, shocked to the heart with what he heard and
all on fire to take the horse's part. He pushed his way into the
ring and, kneeling down, examined the dead man.

“God Almighty,” he exclaimed, “here's a
vengeance! Right on the heart! He's smashed his very heart! It's
more than mortal. He has more sense than a man. Shoot him, did you
say? Shoot me first. Ah, he's done well. Do I know the man? Ay, do
I! I'd know him among a hundred though I saw him but once.”

Then on his knee by the dead man, while the
dense ring closed round, Owen told the story of how he had freed
the horse and the persecuted state in which he had found him, of
how they were pursued and he and the horse had hidden and watched
this man and two others run down the street in the moonlight; of
how the hair had risen on the horse's neck, and he had grinned and
laughed when the man had run by. Estercel had drawn near to hear.
Owen stopped and pointed at the face.

“Now,” said he, “look at the red head of him,
look at that big nose. That's a face you wouldn't soon forget. And
that horse has the memory of ten men and the scent of a trained
hound. He saw him and marked him down in the camp. And here he
lies. As a spy and a traitor, he was coming creeping among us, and
he's met his fate, well deserved!” and as he spoke, Owen rose up
and kicked the dead man with his foot. “The horse is a lesson to
us,” he said. “If I could meet with the master of this man, him
that betrayed and tortured Estercel, I'd do as the horse did, give
it him right on the heart; and too good a death in the end!”

A murmur of approval followed Owen's words; then
the officer spoke:

“Listen all,” he said. “This may be a bad piece
of work for us. What about breaking the truce? It's only a horse
that has broken it, and the sign and seal of it is on the man's
breast. But the other side wouldn't believe this, not if we swore
it on the cross. Are we all true men here? Look in each other's
face and see that there are no creeping intelligencers among us.
Are you all O'Donnell's men or O'Neill's? Raise up your right hand,
you that are.” Every hand was raised. “Well, then, I say: bury this
man where he lies and quickly, let him go to eternity with that
mark upon him. And do you keep silence on what has occurred. Let
the spy tell on himself if he can. Is that right, Estercel?”

“Right,” answered he.

Soon the earth was smooth and green over what
had been a living man but one short hour before. With head bent and
folded arms, Estercel walked away from the spot, and the white
horse followed behind him. His good name had been cleared; yet
there was a sort of terror in men's minds as they watched him
go.

Chapter XXXVI. - The Return

As Estercel camped in the woods of Ferney and
watched the dawn glide from pillar to pillar of his green-roofed
tent, a fountain of life and joy sprang up within him. Estercel was
a powerful man, but he was clean and pure. He had lived close to
natural things, and natural forces had their way with him. From the
moment when he had, of his own free will, replaced the ring upon
his finger, some barrier of pride or obstinacy, or superstition was
broken down. He no longer feared a mysterious enchantment that
coerced him. As soon as he ceased to resist, the natural
enchantment had its way. More and more vivid with light grew the
figure of the young girl within his remembrance: bright as a star
grew the fields of Ardhoroe. And this brilliance that was from
within now began to pour forth and light up the hill of Ferney and
the flat table-lands of Cremorne, where he and Tamburlaine galloped
together. Then he came down among his fellows and laughed and
wrestled and played. Though his strength was great, so also was his
good-nature. He never grew angry in his play or flung his man to
hurt him.

The treaty concluded, Essex and his army
withdrew to the southward. Already his baiting and his agony had
begun. He was like a man caught in the outer circles of a whirlpool
who goes softly enough in the beginning, but for whom waits the
horror of the central gulf. Soon he was to take that swift and
secret journey to the English court. Soon he was to see the backs
of all his friends. He was to find the hand of the old woman that
loved him use a whip to strike him. He was to know his wife beset
for money bribes by sham gentlemen while she lay in bed with her
young babe. He was to see the wise man Bacon whom he had long
befriended become so very wise as to plead before the kingdom for
the death of the man that had helped him. He was to feel the final
madness of revolt and fury, the worse bitterness of a weak
humiliation. An honest and generous fool among intriguers, it was
to be his fate to die a thousand deaths in one.

The Ulstermen turned their faces once more to
the blue mountains they loved. Behind those mountains lay Ardhoroe.
Runners had already gone out with the news of the truce: by
hundreds they had started on paths that radiated as wide as
Ireland. Like a darting sun-ray, each man sped, scattering
rejoicings as he went, drying up the tears of the women whose
hearts had beat in pain night and day since their men had gone
out.

Among a thousand women, not one would you find
that had suffered more than Sabia. She had made sure that in the
great battle all she loved would go down. When the noise of the
horses and the fighting men and the war-pipes had passed, a
stillness like that of death settled down on Ardhoroe. In late
August, the very mountains seem to drowse.

On a morning after the men were gone, Sabia went
along the wood-side following the way they had taken. Clear enough
were their tracks upon the path. The little green things of the
earth still shuddered where the heavy hoof-marks had been. She
pitied them where they lay prostrate. From among the others, she
began to seek out the hoof-prints of Tamburlaine, and she soon
found them. She knelt down by one and examined it; what a world of
small green life lay crushed down within the compass of a
three-quarter circlet. Unsheathing the knife that hung at her belt,
Sabia cut out a sod containing the perfect hoof-print and carried
it in her two hands back to the house where she sought out an
earthen platter to hold it. She took it to her own chamber, where
she placed it in the narrow window. She was tenderly watering and
lifting up the bruised stems of the tiny plants when her nurse
entered the room.

“What's that you've got there, my honey love?”
said the old woman inquisitively. Sabia did not answer, so she came
over and looked at the platter. “God bless the child, but that's
the funny window-garden. I see, I see it all. May the saints watch
over the horse and the rider. There should be a charm in that. If
you were to say a blessing on it night and morning, maybe it would
bring hoof and rider safe home. Yes, yes, a charm there must
be.”

“I never thought of a charm, nurse,” said Sabia
sadly. “I only thought perhaps it was the last of him I might ever
see.”

With her fingers she lifted up the little
crushed green things, so delicate, so pretty. In her thought she
made herself one with them and imagined them standing in the early
light, trembling as the earth throbbed beneath them to the sound of
the coming riders. From this reverie she was interrupted by an
exclamation from her nurse, who was craning her neck in the narrow
window.

“Saints in glory!” said she, “what is this I
behold on the road to the castle?”

Alarmed by her tone, Sabia ran to look out. A
procession of two jennets and two donkeys was winding along the
lower road, with what appeared to be a bundle of clothes upon each,
and each animal led by a man.

“Oh, woe is me!” cried Sabia. “It is my two
aunts, and by the great size of their bundles, they are surely come
to stay. My father has certainly broken faith He promised me they
should not again be inflicted upon me.”

“Comfort yourself, my lamb. Is not your old
nurse rich in expedients? Shall I be able to charm away a wart and
not do the same for these ladies of good pedigree?”

Sabia half smiled. She saw possibilities of
mirth in her nurse's suggestion. Then she shook her head and
sighed.

“What matters a lesser affliction where there is
already a great one?” said she. “Where gold and silver are gone,
let the copper go after them. I know how it will be. Drive, drive
at the spinning wheel. Day and night we shall be at the weaving.
And time for it too. There are but two rolls of the woollen cloth
and two of the linen left in the house.”

Thereafter, so great was the activity in the
great hall and in the barn below, that not a minute was left to any
woman for idle grieving. The two tall spinster sisters in their
lemon-yellow robes with red handkerchiefs tied upon their scanty
grey locks presided over the dyeing vats and the loom. Companies of
pretty bare-footed maids came up to Ardhoroe in the dawn. The sheds
where they cleaned and combed the wool and the barn, where they
spun were as full of songs as a hedge in springtime, for the
mistresses of labour knew well that all work goes ten times better
to a song. Yet the hearts of many of the singers were as heavy as
lead within. They might forget themselves for an hour in the merry
work, but ever and again you would see one stop, and her face grow
white while she pressed her hand to her heart.

So passed the last weeks of August and the first
days of September. The little herbs had grown tall and strong in
the hoof-print of Tamburlaine. The weaving went on rapidly. The
looms turned off hundreds of yards of sound and beautiful woollen
stuffs, a noble provision against the winter cold. Brighter and
brighter grew the corn. Old men and boys and strong women went out
to view it. This year the corn harvest would be theirs to reap. The
next day being a clear dawn, they assembled, and the ranks of the
corn began to fall before the long row of the sickles. At the end
of each rank when the workers stopped to sharpen their sickles,
first one and then another would turn to shade their eyes and look
down the long paths that led southward to the openings of the
hills. Great news, fearful news, might be already on the way,
running towards them on swift feet. War they were used to: what
mattered a good hard fight between friends and neighbours? What
else were men for? Unless they were monks? But robbery and
extermination, that was a different tale. That was the black
thought at the bottom of the foreigners' war.

Up from Dungannon came the first news to these
troubled hearts. Hardly had Tyrone met Essex in the stream by
Bellaclynthe, before the news was flying to the north. When the
runners were weary, a fresh man would take up the message, and
further north it was shouted from hill to hill. Whatever person
heard it would catch it up and run with it, then shout it forwards
to another who himself ran again, so that not the swiftest winged
bird could travel as fast as the news.

Such a shout came to the reapers in the
cornfields, such a shout came to the ears of Sabia as she watched
on the castle-top. The voice of joy coming out of the south, out of
the unknown! Women fell weeping on each other's necks; children
hung upon their skirts and begged the news of them. Before that
loud cry, sounding like a trumpet among the hills, all grief fled
and rejoicing burst out. The big chests were opened, and holiday
garments of bright colours were taken out ready to welcome the men
of the north on their return. That day and next day, and the next,
runners came in bringing more and more news. The army was on the
move, the men of the north were coming home. The women had no time
for sleep — just an hour here or an hour there, what did it matter?
Those men were coming home who might have been returned to them
bloody, broken, or never at all. Therefore in every house and hut
the beds were laid smooth for them, the feast made ready, the cup
filled, and the clean garment prepared.

At Ardhoroe, Sabia worked and sang with the
rest. Her eyes scarcely saw the visible world; they were bent
solely upon the future which was now turned to gold. When the white
horse and his rider came out of the misty south, along the hill
paths, and up the borders of the woods, she saw them translated
into another world that was hung midway between visible and
invisible, a world where the dream is a substantial thing,
dominating the solid, controlling the issues of life.

Chapter XXXVII. - Bread and Honey

In the early morning, Sabia stole out of doors,
a filled basket on her arm. The noise of the feasting, the feet of
the dance, the throbbing of the harps still drummed in her ears.
Her whole being was vibrating. She seemed to hear the pulsation of
her own blood like a bell ringing far away that called her to a
high ceremony.

Out of doors was silence. The first of the
September mists swam like a white sea, fifteen feet deep upon the
ground. The round tops of hills and trees rose up islanded in a
lake of milk. Especially upon the river, the mist rolled in heavy
fleeces, white as snow.

Descending the castled hill, Sabia plunged into
the chill white fog. It cooled her soon; every leaf shook down its
moisture upon her as she passed. Not a sound could be heard. After
the noise and shouting of the night before, it seemed as if earth
herself slept, having drawn white coverlets about her face. Sabia
made her way to the top of a hill that she had noticed a little way
off as standing out of the mist. Once there, she was glad to wrap
herself in the folds of her good blue mantle while she sat leaning
against a birch tree, waiting for the sun to break forth. Already
the upper heavens were filmy blue, and the trembling borders of the
mist were beginning to rise and flee.

It cannot be said that she was altogether
surprised when a shimmering and movement broke the curtain of
vapour, and the white horse's head appeared followed by the figure
of Estercel walking by his shoulder.

Sabia rose and stood by the birch tree.

“Good morning to you, Estercel,” said she. “Ah,
send the horse away. I am frightened of him since I heard the tale
of his killing.”

Estercel stood a little distance off. The horse
stood, too, his neck stretched out, his eyes regarding the girl by
the tree.

“Send him away,” she repeated; “if you saw his
face now as he looks at me! there is too much sense in it.”

“I am sorry you are afraid of him,” said
Estercel. “I felt that way myself at first. I did not want to have
him near me. But he grieved so much, that I soon forgave him. Look
at him now; he is fretting directly.” And in truth, the horse's
head was drooping down.

“But to kill!” said the girl; “it was very bad
of him.”

“He is no worse than a man,” answered the other.
They stood in silence for a moment.

“Sabia, do speak a kind word to him,” he went
on; “he has a noble heart: do not vex him.”

Doubtfully, the girl looked at the vast
creature. Then stooping, she uncovered her basket and, taking a
piece of wheaten loaf from it, held it towards him without a word.
Tamburlaine lifted up his head and snuffed at it, then turned his
neck away.

“His feelings are hurt,” said Estercel.

“It is a wonder to see him so gentle,” said she.
“I had been thinking of him as quite otherwise. Indeed, I love him.
There never was such a horse and never will be again. Did he not
bring you home? Ah, never, never will I forget that day.”

Going to his side, she flung her arms about his
neck, reaching up on tip-toe to do so. Very grateful was the horse.
He laid his velvet nose upon her shoulder, he snorted, he tossed
his maned head up and down. Finally, he took the bread from her
hand and ate it thankfully, for it was gently given. After which,
because his heart was set at ease, he began to gambol, flinging up
his heels behind.

“This is worse than all!” cried Sabia. “There is
not room for such frolicking on this little hill!”

However much delight Estercel might take in him,
his prancings were inconvenient in a narrow place, and Estercel
sent him away down the hill, where he wandered, feeding, in and out
of the fast fleeing veils of mist.

Left by themselves, the young man and woman
became silent. Then Sabia, holding by a branch of the birch tree
and feeling as much fear as any mouse, began to talk fast in a loud
cheerful voice about she knew not what. Neither did Estercel, for
he paid no attention to her words. Presently, turning about, he
took her in his arms and set a kiss upon her mouth, after which she
talked no more, only wept in silence within his arm. After a time,
however, when he had let her go free, she became cheerful again,
for the sun was growing brighter each minute, and under their eyes
the wreaths of vapour rose up and vanished away.

Estercel had two pieces of stick, warm and dry,
in his leather satchel, and with them he soon made a little flame
and kindled a fire. Sabia emptied her basket and laid out a fine
breakfast of bread and meat, and honey for herself. Taking the
empty basket, she ran quickly down the hill and soon gathered some
dozens of mushrooms, for they were very plentiful in the fields
about. These she strung on a long willow wand, and Estercel helped
her to roast them by turning the wand round and round over the
flame of the wood fire.

While they ate their delicious meal, the sun
shone out, and the last mist wreath went up in smoke. The lovely
colours of day appeared. Overhead, two larks sang in their spirals.
Estercel and Sabia, sitting together, eating bread and honey on the
hill, drank in all the sweetness of life to the uttermost. Estercel
looked away over hill and valley, and river to where distance in
her blue gown held up the finger of mystery.

“It is a fine morning,” said he.

“It is indeed,” said she, “and a beautiful
country.”

“It's a pity to think of anything bad coming to
it,” said he, looking down towards the blue gates of the hills.

“Ah, well,” said Sabia, “that's all over now,
thanks be to Him. It's grand to think of all Ireland under one
name, and a roof on every church, and bread in the hand of every
child.”

“Don't be too sure of anything,” said Estercel.
“You never can tell what's going to happen. There's something
deceitful to me in this peace. I heard a lot, and I learned a lot
down in that heart-breaking town. It's our land they're wanting to
get. It's our blood they want to see: they'll make the earth run
with it yet.”

Sabia's bright face clouded over; then slowly it
cleared again. She turned, and her eye rested upon Estercel.

“Brown girl,” he said, “dear brown one of my
heart, shall we be married on Sunday?”

“I would rather,” said she, “for us to be
married some time next year or the year after.”

“Sunday next is far better, and so let it be,”
said Estercel. “You never can tell what is going to happen. Let us
take our joy while we may.”

“Oh, my heart!” said Sabia. “Why in the world
did I meddle with the ring?”

“What is done is done,” answered Estercel. “For
myself, I am right thankful to you. The heart must have an idol,
Sabia. Without love, the world is very cold and a dangerous place
also. I have a feeling that the charm in the ring kept me safe
while I was in that desperate Dublin.”

He put an arm about her, and she crept close to
his side, wrapping up her fears in love. Estercel sat looking out
before him at the opening between the hills, whereby the shadows
might pass in.

“Ay,” he said, “the world's a dangerous place.
But come what may, we shall have each other, and the blessing of
Almighty God, and our lives before us, and who can say more than
that?”
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A01 (India) – THE CRYSTAL BOWL OF
LIFE

“King Errant” by Flora Annie
Steel

“The Firebrand of the Indies” by
Elsie K. Seth-Smith

The lives of two great men of the
time are here presented, in two separate novels, by two
authors.

The first one is Zahir-ud-din
Mahomed, commonly called Babar, Emperor of India, the first of the
dynasty of the Great Moghuls. He was a poet, painter, soldier,
athlete, gentleman, musician, beggar and King. He lived the most
adventurous life a man ever lived, in the end of the fifteenth, the
beginning of the sixteenth centuries; and he kept a record of it.
Babar brought with him into India his own religion, the Islam. He
was very powerful and profoundly soulful. The Crystal Bowl of Life
is the promise of the Fullness of Life, of love, joy, and
happiness, and of sorrow and death …

The second great man of this book is
St. Francis Xavier, who was a pioneering Roman Catholic missionary
and co-founder of the Society of Jesus, commonly called Jesuits. He
was known as the 'Apostle of the Indies' as he was ordered by the
King of Portugal, Joam III, to restore Christianity among the
Portuguese settlers there. He achieved much more than that
…

Two civilisations introduce
themselves almost at the same time into India. It is exciting to
discover in what fashion and to what purpose …

* * *
*

A02 (Italy) – THE CITY OF MOURNERS
AND THE COURT OF LUCIFER

“Romola” by George
Eliot

“The Court of Lucifer” by Nathan
Gallizier

Two major Italian cities are
introduced here on the verge of the 16th century.

The public and social life of
Florence was dominated by the powerful personality of a Dominican
Friar, named Girolamo Savonarola. Savonarola criticized
relentlessly the worldliness and vicious habits of the clergy. He
insisted on the duty of Christian men and women not to hide in easy
life when wrong was triumphing in public. He urged and taught them
not to spend their wealth in outward pomp and riches when their
fellow-citizens were suffering from want and sickness. On the other
side, Savonarola was a bitter enemy to freethinkers, philosophers
and Renaissance. And Savonarola's mightiest enemy was Pope
Alexander VI …

Rodrigo Borgia, or Pope Alexander
VI, ruled at the same time in Rome. Alexander VI had four children
by a long time mistress, one of many. He had a passion for his
children and endowed them with honours and wealth at the church's
and his neighbours' expense. The citizens of Rome lived in
unspeakable horrors in the midst of intrigues, murder, tortures in
subterranean dungeons. No one's life was safe. Alexander VI
indulged in chase, stage plays, and orgies. He had many enemies
amongst the nobles of Italy for wilfully excommunicating them and
confiscating their land. But Alexander's subtlest enemy was his
son, Cesare Borgia …

* * *
*

A03 (England) – THE MASTERS OF
LONDON

“The Armourers Prentices” by
Charlotte Mary Yonge

“Windsor Castle” by William Harrison
Ainsworth, Esq.

In early 16th century, life in the
City of London was very different for the citizens and the royal
household.

The first novel is picturing citizen
life in London in the early Tudor days. It is the story of the
orphan-brothers Stephen and Ambrose, who must find their way in
life at a very young age. Differently talented, they apprentice
themselves each to an armourer and to a printer. The life of the
citizens outside of the royal court is well regulated, but
dependant of the court and the nobles and their pleasure. The
brothers have to experience the Ill May Day as hundreds of young
apprentices in London were involved in a terrible outrage against
foreigners, living in London. The Aldermen of the City are helpless
against the nobles in their effort to rescue their own sons from
the scaffold, but for the intervention of Henry VIII
…

In the second novel, the life of the
household of Henry VIII is presented in the period between 1529 and
1536 in Windsor Castle. A ghost-mystery is interwoven into the
historical plot, covering the legend of Herne the Hunter. It is the
time during Henry's first divorce from Catherine of Aragon, his
marriage to Anne Boleyn and her execution. Many of the historical
figures of the time appear in a good portrayal of every-day-life in
a gigantic and formidable castle.

* * *
*

A04 (Germany) – THE BATTLE OF
SOULS

“The Friar of Wittenberg” by William
Stearns Davis

“Lichtenstein, or The Banished” by
Wilhelm Hauff. (Transl. James Morier)

In Germany rises the majestic
spirituality of Dr. Martin Luther. Life in the North of Europe is
not as refined and leisurely as in the South. The somewhat rough,
but very religious Germans are disappointed and angry with the Pope
and the inappropriate and indulgent life-stile of the Papal Court.
Nobles and peasants in Germany rise to protect Dr. Luther from the
Holy Inquisition, the Pope and the Emperor. Where Savonarola
failed, Dr. Luther is victorious. And the young Count of
Regenstein, as narrator and friend of Luther, is able to escape
from the easy, but purposeless life in Italy and find the way to a
meaningful, real life in the North, and to his Heaven-gifted wife
…

At the same time, Albert of
Sturmfeder - a young knight with an old name, but without fortune
or family – must find an honourable way to establish himself in
life to be able to marry the lady of his heart. The only way open
to him is that of the sword. In Swabia, the Swabian League is
fighting the Duke Ulrich of Wurttemberg for his estates. If Albert
chooses the losing side, he must perish in the battle or share the
banishment of his prince. If a duke loses his dukedom, he loses
everything, he must leave his home and family behind – where could
he hide? And how should he come back, without an army, money, or
even a horse?

* * *
*

A05 (Peru and Canada) – THE FATAL
TRIUMPH

“The Crimson Conquest” by Charles
Bradford Hudson

“Marguerite de Roberval” by Thomas
Guthrie Marquis

At the behest of the Emperor Charles
V, daring Pizarro is invading Peru. Spanish conquistadors and a
small body of settlers march into the beautiful world of the Incas,
destroying the villages, killing masses of peaceful-minded people
by firearms, stripping temples, houses, and humans of their
decorations and embellishments of gold and silver. The code of
honour among European nobles does not extend to the Indian nobles.
The Spanish conquerors bring with them the Holy Inquisition into
the foreign country. Cristoval de Peralta, a Spanish nobleman and
soldier, tries his best to protect the royal family of the Incas
from utter destruction.

At the behest of the King of France,
Roberval is invading Canada. The cold climate of North America is
not tempting to French settlers, so ambitious Roberval is compelled
to enter Canada with a small army of convicts and murderers. In
order to establish strict discipline among this uncontrollable mob,
Roberval must employ extreme measures. Maddened by the long and
exhausting voyage, he, in a momentary furious rage, takes the
decision to set out his niece Marguerite, who is accompanying him
to Canada, on the desolate Isle of the Demons. An awful ordeal
begins for Marguerite and her companions – her friend Marie, the
old servant Bastienne, and her betrothed Claude, a seemingly
endless struggle for survival, a very small hope for escape or
deliverance …
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