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CHAPTER I.

THE MAGIC MIRROR.

IN the summer of the year 1686, at about ten oclock at night, two scenes were passing, very different in all the accidents of place, plot, and personage; and which although enacted, the one in London, and the other near it, yet exercised an influence upon the events and persons of our Irish story, so important and so permanent, that we must needs lift the curtain from before the magic mirror, which every author, in virtue of his craft, is privileged to consult, and disclose for a minute the scenery and forms which flit across its mystic surface.

Look, then, reader, into the wondrous speculum, and behold a handsome saloon, richly furnished in the fashion of those days. The walls are hung with gorgeous tapestry, and against them stand curiously carved cabinets, stored with their loads of precious china and other treasures of art; luxurious sofas, and massive chairs and tables, covered with splendid cloths, occupy the floor, which shows in the intervals between this rich profusion of furniture, the deep pile of a Turkey carpet, spreading its soft and gaudy texture over the boards, and evidencing a degree of luxury not always then to be found, even in the mansions of the wealthiest nobles of a profuse and voluptuous court.

Large pictures, in magnificent carved and gilded frames, hang upon the walls; and at the far end of the chamber, from the lofty ceiling to the floor descend the rich folds of damask draperies, through which, and through the open windows from whose architraves they hang, is seen the River Thames, shimmering in the uncertain moonlight  gliding onward in his eternal course, and reflecting in his ever-moving mirror, the glow of forges, and the warm fire-light of snug citizens at jovial supper, or, perchance, the solitary red glimmer that twinkles from the poor students attic  all which, and hundreds more, countless as the stars on high, his waters catch as they flow under the dark banks opposite in broad and silent flood.

In the chamber into which we are looking, there burns a large lamp, which sheds through its stained-glass sphere a soft, rose-coloured light on all the objects which surround it; and eight wax lights, flaring and flickering in the wanton evening breeze which floats lightly in at the open windows, lend an additional distinctness to the forms that occupy the room.

These are four in number: two lean over a table, which stands near the window, and seem to be closely examining a map, which nearly covers the board over which they stoop  the one sharp-featured, sallow, somewhat slovenly in his attire, his short cloak hanging from his shoulder, and his high-crowned hat (then an obsolete fashion) dangling in his hand, leans over the outspread plan, and with eager gestures and rapid enunciation, and yet with a strange mixture of deference, appears to harangue his listening companion. He is a strong, square-built man, somewhat, perhaps, beyond the middle age, gravely and handsomely dressed  his huge perriwig swings forward as he bends over and rests his chin upon his jewelled hand, and fixes upon the chart before him a countenance bold and massive, in which the lines of strong sense and sensuality are strikingly combined.

Pacing to and fro, and sometimes pausing half abstractedly at this table, looking for a moment at the outspread paper, and betraying the absence, and, perhaps, the agitation of his mind by his wandering gaze and the restless drumming of his knuckles on the table; then turning again to resume his rapid walk across the floor, and stealing occasionally a hurried and uneasy look towards a figure who sits alone upon a sofa in the obscurest part of the chamber, is seen a man of commanding stature and lofty mien, though somewhat tending to corpulence, richly dressed in a suit of dark velvet, sparkling with jewels, his neckcloth and ruffles fluttering with splendid point, having in his countenance a certain character of haughty command, according well with the high pretensions of his garb.

Another figure remains to be described, it is that toward which the regards of him we have just examined are so often turned: the form is that of a female, seated, as we have said, upon a sofa, and wrapped in a close travelling cloak, the hood of which falls over her face, so that, excepting that she is tall, and possesses hands and feet of singular beauty and slimness, we can pronounce nothing whatever of her personnel  she is evidently weeping, her dress shows the vibration of every sob, and the convulsive clasping of her small hands, and the measured beating of her tiny foot upon the floor, betoken her inward anguish.

While thus they are engaged, upon the broad bosom of the river, under the silver moonlight, with gay torches glowing, and, no doubt, plentiful store of laughing masks, and sweet swell of floating music (for those nearest the window turn and seem to listen), glides by the royal pageant  the court of St. Jamess on the water  the royal barges passing on their way; and now all is gone, sailed onward, and vanished like a dream.

Lo! there must have been some sudden sound at the door! They all start and look toward it  the lean gentleman, in the shabby suit, clutches his map; his brawny companion advances a pace; the tall aristocrat arrests his walk, and stands fixed and breathless; while the lady shrinks further back, and draws her hood more closely over her face.

Their objects, then, must be secret.

It is, however, a false alarm, they resume their respective postures and occupations  and so leaving them, we wave the wand which conjured up the scene, and in a moment all is shivered, clouded, and gone.

But, lo! another rises gradually to view: it represents the dim vistas of a vaulted chamber, spanned with low, broad arches of stone, springing from the stone floor. Two blazing links, circled with a lurid halo from the heavy damps which hang there, in thin perpetual fog, shed a dusky, flickering glare upon the stained and dripping roof, and through the dim and manifold perspective of arches, until it spends itself in vapoury darkness. A group of some seven or eight figures stands in the fitful glow of this ruddy illumination  gentlemen of wealth and worship it would seem, by the richness of their garb: some are wrapt in their cloaks, some are booted, and all wear their broad-leafed, low-crowned hats. Strong lights and deep shadows mark many a furrowed and earnest face. This is no funereal meeting, as the place would seem to indicate  no trappings of mourning are visible, and the subject of their conversation, though deep and weighty, is too earnest and energizing for a theme of sorrow; neither is there, in the faces or gestures of the assembly, a single indication of excitement or enthusiasm. The countenances, the attitudes, the movements of the group all betoken caution, deliberation, and intense anxiety. From time to time are seen, singly, or in couples, or in groups of three, other forms in the shadowy distance, as richly dressed, gliding like ghosts through the cloistered avenues, and holding with themselves, or one another anxious debate.

And now, a tall and singularly handsome young man, in gorgeous military uniform, turning from an elder personage in a velvet cloak, to whom he has been deferentially listening, moves a pace or two toward the detached parties, who walk slowly up and down, as we have described, and raising his plumed hat, he beckons them forward; and so they come, and muster with the rest; whereupon, the elder gentleman, in the velvet cloak, draws forth a letter, and with a brief word or two of preface, as it would seem, reads it for the rest, pausing from time to time to offer and receive remarks. This over, he says something further, whereupon he and all the rest raise their hats for a moment, and then he shows the letter to one of the company nearest to himself, who takes it, looks to the end, and then to the beginning, and then upon the back of it, and so passes it on to another, and so from hand to hand it goes, until again it reaches him who first produced it; and then, with the same solemn and earnest looks and air, they, one by one, take leave, shake hands, and glide away, until the old gentleman in the cloak, and one other remain. Then he in the cloak holds the corner of the momentous letter to the flaring link, and now it floats to the ground in flame, and now all that remains of the mysterious paper, is a light black film, coursed all over by a thousand nimble sparkles. Cautious old gentleman!

Enough  the spell is over, the lines and colours shift and change, shadows and lights are lost and mingled, and all is once more whirling and blended in vague, impenetrable cloud and darkness But the pageant which has, for a fleeting moment, moved before us, has reflected a dread reality, whose consequences are not only entwined with the incidents of the history we are going to relate, but mingle in the currents of a thousand tales of glory; ay, and in the meanness and buffoonery of comedies, enough to feast all cynics, that ever were, or ever shall be, to satiety; and more nobly and sorrowfully, alas! in the dire events of tragedies, of most heroic and mournful splendour. It revealed the meeting of a council, upon whose wisdom, craft, and energy, hung the doom of millions  the fate of kingdoms, princedoms, powers.


CHAPTER II.

THE LADY AND THE PRIEST.

IN the month of March, in the year of our Lord 1689, the red and dusky light of a frosty sunset had flung its crimson mantle over the broad sides of the Slieve-phelim hills, tinting the white rocks and the wintry woods which irregularly covered their wide expanse with a genial blush, which again melted softly away into the deep blue shadows that gathered mistily in the long sweeping hollows and rugged defiles into which that wild range winds and breaks. Among other objects, this rich colouring illuminated the irregular, gray front of a building of considerable antiquity, and some strength, although wholly incapable of resisting, with any sustained effect, the artillery of an age still less advanced in military science than the eventful one of which we write. Even then a time-worn pile, carrying in its aspect something venerable and saddened, and not the less picturesque, perhaps, that its character was somewhat undefined, and its parts adapted with small attention to regularity of structure  here presenting the character of a fortress, and there that of an antique dwelling-house; in some parts bound in the giant clasp of the dark embowering ivy, and at others exposing to the dusky light of the setting sun its hoary front, and steep, gray-flagged roof, with all its furniture of glittering windows, and darksome portals, and the low-arched gateway which, under its deep shadow and heavy masonry, seemed to warn away the intruder with a jealous scowl. Around this building, and much nearer than military precaution would have allowed them, and but partially and irregularly cleared from about the mansion, stood grouped the fantastic birch and oak which then and there, even within the memory of man, skirted with wild and beautiful forest, whole miles, we might say leagues, of the mountain sides. Thus circumstanced, and occupying the slope of the mountains foot, the castle of Lisnamoe stood, on the evening we have mentioned, steeped in the glowing, airy tide which flooded all the broad and hazy landscape, as far as the eye might reach, with dusky crimson.

This evening-light, solemn and melancholy as the chastened beam which streams through the stained oriel of some ancient church, poured through three narrow windows, deep set in the thickness of the wall, into a low, broad chamber within the building which we have just described. Heavy beams traversed its ceiling from end to end; its floors and wainscoating were of shining wood, as black as the bog oak; and the furniture, of which there was no lack, seemed fashioned in the same dark wood. Cupboards and presses there were; chairs and tables, and chests of rude and antique workmanship; a row of clumsy book-shelves, partly stocked with volumes, occupied the wall above the yawning hearth; and near its side, in a high-backed, ponderous chair of oak, sat the only living inmate of the chamber.

It is a lady of stately, yet most sorrowful mein, clothed from head to foot in a suit of the deepest mourning  so thin and pale, and so unearthly still, as she leaned back in her chair, that, looking upon her, one might hold his breath and doubt if she were really alive. She must have been beautiful; in that wasted form and face the lines of beauty still linger; the fair proportion of the deer-like limbs, the noble formation of the small and classic head, and, above all, the exquisite line of grace and symmetry still traceable in the now sharpened and emaciated features, tell eloquently and mournfully of what she was. Of her age it were not easy to speak with certainty; if you look upon her hand, the fineness, the delicacy, and snowy whiteness of its texture, contrasted like polished ivory with the dark, shining table on which it rests, would bespeak her little more than a girl  a young girl, wasted by decay, and soon to forsake for ever this beautiful world, with all its bright enchantments still undissolved around her, and even in lifes happy spring-tide called away for ever. Look again at the pale face, and there you read not the traces of early decay; it is not the countenance of youth  deep lines of sorrow, anguish, despair, have left their ineffaceable character upon its sharp and colourless contour; acutest suffering, chastened by profound humility, are there mournfully predominant; and again, behold from beneath the black velvet cap there strays in silver lines a long grey lock. The usual test of womans age are here inapplicable and at fault; and whatever be her years, it is but too plain that wild and terrible affliction has anticipated the hand of time, and that the pity-moving spectacle who sits alone in the dim chamber, is the fearful work of strange troubles  the wreck of grievous agony, perhaps of fierce and wayward passion  that she is one whose pride, and fire, end beauty, the storm has quenched, and reft, and shattered  one whose inward desolation is complete.

But ere this description might be written, she so moveless, so literally death-like before, had on a sudden raised her quenched and sunken eyes passionately toward heaven, clasped her thin hands, and wringing them bitterly in what seemed the agony of prayer, broke forth in low and earnest accents.

Oh! that it might be so, that it might be so  oh! that my worthless life might yield this one good and worthy service  that I might, unseen and lost as I am, guard them from this mysterious danger. Inscrutable are the ways of heaven, wonderful its dispensations, that I, I should have been carried hither, on the currents of that dreadful destiny of which I am now the unresisting sport  borne to this place, cast among these people, just as my presence here  weak, worthless, mayhap forgotten  oh! bitter word, forgotten!  as I am  may prove a blessing; may open an escape; may save life, and rescue innocence. Weak and imperfect are my means; but there is One who can even with the folly of the weak confound all the wisdom of the wicked, and bring the designs of the crafty utterly to nought. Id His hands their safety is, and He with his mighty arm protects the good and pure.

As she thus spoke the tears rose to her eyes, and she wept for some minutes in bitter humiliation, softly repeating from time to time the last, words she had spoken the good and pure, the good and pure!  On the table before her lay pen and ink, and a piece of paper, on which, in characters as plain as printing, were written certain words, with whose import the reader may hereafter be made more fully acquainted.

This paper lay upon the table before the sable-clad lady, who was still weeping bitterly, when a knock was heard at the chamber door; she hastily took the paper, folded it, and having placed it within the bosom of her gown, desired the visitor to come in. The door opened, and there entered a very young man, dressed in a suit of the plainest black, with his own dark brown hair falling in curls upon his shoulders; his face was thin and pale, his forehead high and intellectual; and, though his form was fragile, and somewhat stooped, and his face worn and sallow with the midnight studies, and, perchance, the austerities of his religious calling; and though in his countenance, mingling with its prevailing expression of gravity, was a sadness and even a sweetness which might have seemed scarcely consistent with the energy of his sex, yet in his dark eye there burned a certain light  the fire of an enthusiasm  which, in a character less gentle, might easily have degenerated into the wildness and ferocity of fanaticism.

With that air of melancholy respect, which great misfortunes in noble minds never fail to inspire, the young priest, for so he was, approached the lady.

I trust, said he, gently, that my visit has not come unseasonably; it shall be but a brief one, and I grieve to say, it must be my last. I have come to bid you farewell!

Your last visit! and to bid farewell! repeated she, mournfully. This is a sudden, and to me a sad parting. You leave the castle then to-night?

Yes, and for many reasons, he replied, firmly. What I yesterday suspected, I more suspect to-day. Those whose hearth I hare shared, and whose bread I have eaten for so long, I will not betray; nor shall I stay here to have my mind filled with apprehensions, which I dare not, divulge, and which to keep secret is to connive at hidden wickedness, and to participate in sin. I must away  I will hear and see no more of that which it troubles my conscience to hide, and which yet I may not tell. I am resolved  my part is taken, and so a long farewell to the place where I have passed so many quiet years  a long farewell to those who have been my early friends. Other scenes await me, where, with less of happiness, and, perchance, of safety, I may command more opportunities of good. And, gentle and most afflicted lady, in leaving you, ignorant of the purpose which has brought you here  unacquainted with the sad story of your life  unacquainted even with your very name, and seeking not to penetrate the deep mystery of your existence  I feel yet that in leaving you I shall part from a friend.

I thank you for believing so  I thank you heartily, rejoined she, sadly and earnestly; and pray you to do me so much justice as to continue to regard me thus while you live, and by this worthless token to remember me.

The young man took the ring which she presented, and having thanked her, she resumed 

I shall, indeed, miss your gentle counsel  your kindness, your pity  sorely miss them, said the lady, with patient sorrow.

God grant you comfort, said the ecclesiastic, earnestly laying his hand upon the thin wasted fingers of the lady.

Comfort  comfort! said she, quickly and almost wildly; no, no  no, no. You know not what you say  comfort for me!  oh! never more.

Yes, lady, there is comfort for you, whatever be your fears and sorrows  a consolation reserved even for the sin-stained conscience  even for the broken heart, he said, solemnly and affectionately; reject it not  the Church, with the voice of heavenly love and mercy, calls you to her bosom  implores of you to come; and, with a smile of pity, and forgiveness, and encouragement, will fold you in her arms.

The lady slowly shook her head in mute despair.

Turn not away from comfort  hope  forgiveness  he said, while his eye kindled, and his form seemed to dilate with the glory and grandeur of his theme. The Church  the eternal Church  of whose glorious company I am but the meanest and basest servant  the Church, even with my voice, calls thee to herself. Come, and she will tell thee how thou mayest have hope  how thou mayest, indeed, obliterate the dreadful stains of remorseful memory  how thou mayest be lifted up from the dark and fathomless abyss of sin and despair, and, mounting toward the throne of grace, ascend, until at last, when expiation shall have done its work, your soul shall rise, pure and glorious as a sinless angel, into the light of the eternal presence of God. Oh! turn not away; refuse not to be saved; reject not the heavenly message!
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I have, she answered, humbly but firmly, and still with downcast eyes I have, as I have told you ere now, but one trust, but one hope, one faith  and these rest not in any Church.

A slight flush of impatience for a moment tinged the pale cheek of the priest; but it quickly subsided, and his countenance wore even more than its wonted expression of sadness, as, with arms folded and eyes cast down, he slowly paced the chamber-floor in silence.

And whither do you purpose to go? asked the lady, after a considerable pause, Any where  I care not whither. First to Limerick, as I am at present minded, he answered. I hear there is a chaplaincy to one of the new regiments yet unfilled; but night draws on apace, time presses, and I must away.

I need not remind you, she said 

Of my promise of yesterday? interrupted he. Assuredly not; the paper shall be conveyed, though, for the reasons then assigned, under circumstances of perfect mystery. These are dark and perilous times  the saints guide and guard us!

The lady then placed the document, of which we have already spoken, in his hands, and the ecclesiastic resumed 

I well know how much depends upon the safe conveyance of this paper. Trust me, I shall not fail: before midnight it shall be in his hands.

And if he hearken not to that, she said, neither will he hear though one rose from the dead. God speed thee, and farewell!


CHAPTER III.

THE ROAD TO GLINDARRAGH  THE THREE HORSEMEN WHO TRAVELLED IT.

THE young priest drew his cloak closely about his face,  mayhap to hide some evidences of bitter emotion which he could not altogether repress,  and hastily catching up the little bundle which formed his only luggage, he descended the narrow staircase, and passing forth upon the short green sward, he was soon traversing the winding pathway under the boughs of the wild wood. Leaving him for the present among the lengthening shadows, to pursue alone his hurried way toward the distant towers of Glindarragh Castle, we must glance for a moment at another party, who, from an opposite direction, and upon very different thoughts intent, were also tending toward that antique and hospitable mansion.

It was upon the same evening, then, that a cavalcade, consisting of three horsemen, might have been seen slowly approaching the steep old bridge of Glindarragh. Foremost and alone rode a young gentleman, apparently somewhere about six-and-twenty years of age, dressed in a riding suit of rich material, which was cut, moreover, in the extreme of the then prevailing fashion; a low-crowned hat, whose broad leaf was slightly cocked in front, overshadowed his handsome but somewhat sallow features, which were not unbecomingly relieved by the sable curls of his flowing peruke. The richness of the lace, which fluttered in the loose ends of his short neck-cloth, as well as in his ruffles, together with the expensive elegance of his whole attire, bespoke him a gallant, profuse in his habits and courtly in his tastes; while the delicacy and hauteur of his features, and a certain negligent and graceful ease with which he sate his horse, betokened one of gentle birth and high breeding; there was, moreover, in the bearing of this gentleman a kind of bold, good-humoured frankness, which indicated one who has seen the world, and knows how to make the most of it, go where he may, upon the shortest possible notice.

Behind him rode, at a little distance, his valet, a small, withered, bilious Englishman, bestriding a singularly tall and raw-boned steed, and looking with a soured expression and a careless desolation from object to object, as he mentally and not unfrequently audibly contrasted the uninviting prospect before him with the substantial comforts which every where greeted the eye of the traveller in his own happier land.

Beside him, and carrying behind his saddle a huge leathern trunk, containing so much of his masters wardrobe as he brought with him for present use, rode Tim Dwyer, an appendage picked up at a Dublin inn, rather for his supposed useful than for his decorative attributes, and whose office it was to have a general eye after every thing, and see that nothing went wrong  an office which, though apparently one of considerable anxiety and trouble, yet seemed to cost that individual marvellously little of either. His tastes ran strongly in the direction of blarney, quiet quizzing, and ardent spirits. His secret philosophy pointed to number one as decidedly the most important object in nature, and his leading principle was embodied in an injunction to take the world aisy. Tim Dwyers outward man was almost as lean and little as that of his companion; but, unlike him, his face wore a genial flush, which improved into a purple as it mounted to the sharp extremity of his nose; his eyes were small grey ones, and seldom more than half open; and his mouth, which was remarkably wide, was singularly flexible at the corners, which were generally slightly drawn downward when the rest of his face appeared to be laughing  a peculiarity which gave habitually to his whole countenance a sort of humbugging expression, strongly indicative of his propensities. When we add that this person presented, in his threadbare and slovenly attire, a marked contrast to the equipments of his natty companion, and that his years appeared to number some four or five-and-forty, we have said all that we have been able to collect respecting his external peculiarities.

As the young gentleman who headed this cavalcade rode slowly forward  for one of his horses shoes was loose  his ruminations at length embodied themselves in a soliloquy like this: 

And so, like a dutiful son, here I am, beset with bogs and mountains, wild geese and savages, and about to play the amorous Romeo at the feet of a rustic hoyden, whom I never yet beheld, in this old mildewed castle of Glin  Glindarragh, I think they call it  and if the lady but please to pity my amorous distress, forthwith I must be married! Percy Neville, Percy Neville, was ever filial piety like thine! Yet needs must, they say, when the devil drives. A younger son, without provision, cant defend himself lies at the mercy of his parents, and is the natural prey and sport of paternal atrocity. Here have I been for hill twelve months marooned upon this desolate island; and when I expected a letter of recall, and looked day by day for my deliverance,! there comes a new paternal dispatch  Im ordered to the wilds of Munster, to be murdered or married, as the case may be! Oh! Percy Neville, great is thy filial obedience, and odds my life, thou hast had thy reward, too; for thy days have been wonderous long in this land.

The young man concluded with a discontented shrug; and speedily recovering his constitutional gaiety, he hummed a madrigal, as his eye swept over the broad and wooded expanse which spread before him to the very feet of the Slieve-phelim hills.

Well, said he, as if the expansive view and the freshening breeze had given a new impulse to his spirits, who knows but the girl may turn out after all to be just what Ive pictured to myself a thousand times, as the very creature most formed to delight and dazzle mankind; a Chloe or a Phillis  an Arcadian beauty, with the charms of Venus, and the simplicity of Flora. Im tired of your fine ladies, with their essences, and paint, and buckram, their easy airs and their easy virtue; and, egad, if I could meet with such a damsel as I might describe, methinks I could, with a good grace and hearts content, take her to wife, and help to tend her cabbages and turkeys, without a wandering wish or a roving thought to tempt me back into the artificial world again.

Meanwhile, the two squires, to borrow the language of knight errantry, interchanged pleasant and profitable discourse, as they followed their master side by side.

The more I see of it, the worse I likes it, observed Dick Goslin, glancing superciliously around him its all bogs and starvation!

Be dad, its thrue for you, responded Tim bogs an starvation, sure enough.

Starvation and stink, sir, continued the foreigner, with increasing asperity.

Faugh! I wonder the very pigs dont cut and run; now, jest you look round at that ere prospect, will you.

Tim looked round accordingly, with the good-humoured compliance of a nurse humouring a spoilt child; and not knowing exactly what was expected from him in the way of remark, remained silent.

You call that the country, I believe? resumed the valet with bitter disdain; the country  eh? The country is the word  youll correct me if Im wrong.

The counthry we call it, be the hokey, true for you, responded Tim with a contrite air: but how in the world id the likes iv us know the differ, Misther Goslin, sir  oh murdher, but ignorance is a poor thing.

The country! Yes: ha, ha, the country! continued Mr. Goslin, scornfully; why not? But do you know what I call it, my honest feller, for if you dont Ill tell you.

Why then, Im ashamed to say I do not, replied Tim.

I call it, he continued with extreme severity, alow, dirty, vulgar, owling desert, and thats what I call it, my fine feller, do you mind me?

An thats just what it is to the life, all over, chimed in the Hibernian; a low, dirty  phiew, it fairly goes beyant me, Mr. Goslin, theres no tellin what it is  it bangs all the powers iv discourse, an laves me that Im fairly flusthrated for the want iv words.

And then the people, the Irishers, resumed Mr. Goslin, turning up his eyes and his hands, as well as his hold of the bridle would allow him did any inhuman being ever look at such a nest of land savages? for Im consumed if ever I did.

Thrue for you  what else are are we but savages, every mothers skin iv us? rejoined his companion.

And then, in the matter of gentlemanlike amusements  why rat me, if the benighted pagans at the inn last night understood me, when I asked if they ever had a bear-fight in the town, he continued, with a sneer of the sublimest scorn; and then their cooking  faugh! its enough to make a gentleman swear against wittles.

Whisht! said Tim Dwyer, prolonging the ejaculation, while he nudged his companion once or twice, and stole a furtive glance all round.

Why, whats the matter now? inquired the valet, rather uneasily, and following the cautious glance of his comrade. Nothing wrong 

Whisht  nothin at all, but myself that was going to tell you something, replied Tim Dwyer, speaking still in a whisper, and looking cautiously from side to side, only I was afeared some iv the boys might hear me, do you mind, an if they did, it might lead to MURDHER.

He stooped as he uttered the last emphatic word in a grim whisper in the ear of his companion, and followed it by a portentous wink.

With a good deal of excitement, Mr. Goslin exclaimed, I say, Tim Dwyer, my good fellow, what the devil are you at  speak out, man  cant you?

You were mentionin their cookery, observed Tim.

Ay  what then? replied the other.

What then? Why, aint you a Protestant? said Tim; dont you see it now?

Well, split my windpipe, if I do, replied Mr. Goslin.

Well, then, here it is, rejoined Mr. Dwyer, in a hard mysterious whisper, they have a way iv cooking, an a soort of vittles, do ye mind, whenever they get the ways and the mains iv comin at it, that id frighten you to hear iv, let alone to see it. Oh murdher! but were the divils savages, and flogs the blackimoors  divil a doubt iv it!

Come, come, my good man, speak out, cant you? urged Dick Goslin, pettishly.

Spake out! Bedad I wont, for how id I know whod be listenin? retorted Tim. But the long an the short iv its just this, were rale tearin, devourin savages  devourin, do ye mind, bastes iv prey, Misther Goslin; savages by nature, and papists by religion, an as hungry as vultures, do ye mind.

Why, you dont mean for to say as how youd eat inhuman flesh? ejaculated the Englishman, with a slight change of colour, and eyeing his companion with horrible curiosity.

Not in Dublin, iv coorse, replied Tim Dwyer.

Nor anywhere else neither, I should say  eh? continued the valet, with increasing consternation.

Whis  sht! ejaculated Tim, putting his finger to his nose mysteriously; the Munsthermen has their oddities, an no wondher; its a mighty poor place entirely, an provisions is murdherin scairce; its hard to deny the craythurs when theyre cryin for a bit; an necessitys the mother iv invention.

Why strike me flat, do you mean for to go for to say?  exclaimed the Londoner, much excited.

I main for to say this much, interrupted Tim Dwyer, that if I was so befrinded by heaven as to be an Englishman, do you mind me? an so illuminated as to be a Protestant, do you see? an if I found myself in a strange part iv Munster, do you consave, where I wouldnt be missed if any thing was to happen me, why Id take special good care to keep myself ankimminly quiet, an not to be lookin in before male times especially, into the cabins iv the poor starvin craythurs, thats fond, to a failin, iv fresh mate and black puddins  do you undherstand me?

The cockney turned very pale, and breathed hard, as, with lips compressed, and sidelong glance of horrible significance, he exchanged a ghastly wink with his companion.

Dont tell, for the life iv you, it was I toult you. Mind, honour bright, isnt it? urged Tim Dwyer, in a low and earnest whisper.

Word and honour, hand and glove, replied the valet, with chivalric emphasis, and then sank into profound and moody silence, which he doggedly maintained until the three horsemen rode leisurely under the echoing archway of Glindarragh Castle.


CHAPTER IV.

THE PROPHETIC SONG  AND HOW THE KILLIOCH READ THE OMEN OF TORLOGH OBRIEN.

THE castle of Glindarragh occupied the bank of a broad and devious mountain river, and presented a striking and somewhat sombre coup dœil. The buildings of which it was composed formed a quadrangle of considerable dimensions, and though varying in height, were all alike structures of an ancient date, and of exceeding solidity and strength; its eastern side overhung the stream, from whose waters its walls arose in gray and sombre masses; and in that which looked toward the north, under a lofty arch, lay the chief entrance to the castle; in the olden time guarded by a portcullis and drawbridge, but now protected solely by an old and ponderous gate of oak, studded with huge iron nails, with heads as large as penny pieces  the fosse was dry, and choked with bushes, and at the entrance had been raised to the level of the road by which the building was approached, so that as a fortress, or post of military defence, the structure had manifestly been long disused; from the western side, sloped gently downward, as if in further evidence of the peaceful character and pursuits of its present owners, a closely hedged flower garden, varied with long grass terraces, and many trim living walls and arbours of close dark yew, exhibiting the exactest care in its culture, and in the richness and complication of its quaintly cut knots and beds, resembling the pattern of a fantastic carpet. To this rich and formal flower-garden, a smaller gate or sally port in the castle wall gave admission; the remaining side, which faced toward the south, contained those buildings which supplied, though upon an unwieldy scale, and in a sufficiently quaint and clumsy fashion, the purposes of a modern dwelling-house. At the moment when the three mounted travellers entered the great gate, which stood hospitably open to receive them, and gazed curiously round upon the antique buildings in whose shadows they stood, two very different figures were seated within the wall of the old castle.

The chamber which they occupied was a low room of moderate dimensions; the floor was covered with matting, and the ceiling was of clumsily joined, time-blackened oak; gilded leather hung the walls, and a lofty mantel-piece, supported by two spiral stone pillars, masked with its projection the broad arch of the hearth, in which a pile of turf and wood was burning. An old picture of a gentleman in the costume of Charles the First, much in need of cleaning, and which had suffered, whether accidentally or of malice prepense, a very ugly scar across the lower part of the visage, hung at the far end of the room in a dingy frame, and very imperfectly lighted.

The furniture of the chamber presented nothing remarkable, except that it was a little behind the fashion of the day, and of an unpretending and somewhat threadbare aspect, but still comfortable, and with a sort of snug air of old housekeeping about it, which more than made amends for its want of elegance. A narrow bed occupied a recess in the wall, and a single window, commanding a view of the winding river, and a vast and ancient orchard, and beyond them, of a broad plain, bounded by undulating hills, with the mighty Galties in the dim distance, admitted the light.

In a massive arm chair, singularly disproportioned to the dimensions of its occupant, was seated a little old woman, dressed in a sort of loose red wrapper, with short sleeves, showing her shrivelled yellow arms above the elbows, and with a coloured handkerchief brought over her head and knotted under her chin; a comical mixture of goodnature, gratification, and self-importance, was impressed upon her withered features, round which, escaping from beneath the folds of the kerchief which bound her head, there wantoned a few locks of grizzled red hair.

Seated near her feet, upon a low stool, with the guitar on which she had, but the moment before, been accompanying her sweet and silvery voice, lying tirelessly in her lap beneath her snow white arm, her other hand being Laid upon the old womans knee, while with a beautiful smile, half of fun and half of fondness, she looked up into her nurses face, was the fairest girl that ever yet combined the matchless graces of perfect form and feature, with the lovelier charms of expression ever varying, ever beautiful  the subtle, heart-stirring magic of true loveliness  the witchery, that sweetly, sadly, passionately beguiles the senses, and steals away the heart of the rapt gazer even while he looks.

God bless you, mavourneen, said the old woman, God keep you, my darlin, with your purty face and your purty songs; but of all the tunes you have, the one you sung the last, though its the best may-be, I like it the least.

And why, nurse, asked the girl, with a smile. Is it because the tune is a mournful one?

It is not that alone, alanna, replied the old woman, with a shake of the head, though its lonesome enough, God knows, it laves me.

What is it, then? insisted the young lady, merrily. Why does old nurse scorn my poor music? I know no sweeter tune than that; it needs must be you think I spoil it in the singing.

Spoil it! my darlin  spoil it! acushla, ejaculated the old nurse. No, no, its only too sweet an beautiful you sing it, my darlin; if you knew but the mainin iv the tune  an its little I ever thought Id hear one iv your name singing it, my purty child  aiah! but its a quare way things comes round, and its manys the day since that song was heard inside these ould walls before; not since bloody Cromwells wars: I was but a slip of a colleen then myself  aiah wislia! but time runs on, flowin for ever, as constant as the river there, and no one noticin it all along; an its manys the acorn is grown into an oak, and manys the sthrong man is undher the grass, and manys the purty girl is turned into a wrinkled ould killioch like myself, since thim days, avourneen!

Well, nurse, but the tune, urged the young lady; what harm is in the tune?

Harm, darlin  why, then, its little harm, or maybe less good theres in it, continued the old woman, oracularly; but who in the wide world larned it to you, my own purty colleen?

That, nurse, is more than I myself can tell, rejoined the girl, whose curiosity was a little piqued at the air of mingled mystery and anxiety with which the old crone dwelt upon the song; I heard a girl sing it, as she went through the woods on the other side of the river, and so sweetly, that I listened until her wild notes were quite lost in the distance; and thus it was I learned the song, first one cadence, then another, and so on until the whole was learned; and for the words I sing with it, they, are Master Shakspeares. The girl from whom I caught the air was singing in Irish.

Id give a gold piece I had my thumb on her windpipe, replied the old beldame, fiercely, with a sudden and savage ferocity almost appalling. Id have tightened her whistle for her, the robber; for its an ould sayin I often heard, a crowing hen was never lucky.

Tell me, nurse  do, dear nurse, tell me, what is there in the song to move you thus? asked the lady, at the same time drawing her stool closer to the old womans feet, and coaxingly looking up into her face.

Its a song, darlin, answered the nurse, that was made in the ould times, by the OBriens, before they lost this castle an all the lands, the last time in Cromwills wars, as I often tould you; it was mednear a hundred years ago, when the Willoughbys first got the court  the time the monks was turned out of Glindarragh abbey, as I often heard my grandmother tellin  God rest her  an its all full iv promises how the OBriens is to come back, and to hold the castle and the lands again, in spite of the world; and its well I can think iv the time before your grandfathers father  the saints receive him  its well I remember him, though I was no more nor a slip iv a girl, an he an ould man  was killed in the troubles on the bridge there below, ripped up and hacked to pieces with their skeins, like an ould horse theyd be tearing up in pieces for the dogs, and tumbled over the battlements, that you would not know him from a big sack of blood, if it wasnt for the nice long gray hair he wore  God rest him  into the river, that was rollin and foamin bank high, and roarin like a mill sluice under every arch, that blessed day. Its well I can remember how we used to hear them in the long nights before that, singin the same song in the wood opposite the castle; and, thrue enough, the OBriens did get in, an had it to themselves, as I tould you, for eight long years, until Cromwills war come, and your grandfather  God rest him  got it back; an Cromwell druv them all out of the counthry, an left them not a sod, nor a stick, nor a stone belonging to them; an they were great men of courage in Spain  generals and the likes, as was reported here  an was always promisin how theyd come home some day, and win back the ould castle, and the twelve town-lands, and the three estates, and the wood of Glindarragh, an all the rest; an latterly there was talks of Torlogh Dhuv  a young boy of the OBriens  as it was reported here, the greatest and the wickedest of them all, a terrible man of war and blood; and its said, moreover  the Lord guard and save us all  that he swore himself, on the altar, before the blessed and holy Pope, as Im tould, in furrin parts, never to rest antil he had revenge on them that took the lands and the blood of his family.

That is Torlogh Dhuv, whose name used to frighten me when I was a child! said the young girl. Do you remember, nurse, how you used to say? Dont go there, or Torlogh Dhuv will have you, and so on. But, in truth, I do believe from all I have learned, that he is a bad and violent man  nay, if report speak truth, a very monster of cruelty. My father heard but a week since that he is coming over to this country, and moreover, to have a command in the kings army.

May God forbid, my darling child! God in his mercy, an all the saints, forbid! cried the old woman, while her withered cheeks turned pale with horror, and in the energy of her terror she started up from her seat, and stood shaking and wan as the guilty resurrection of the old woman of Berkeley.

Why, nurse! dear nurse  why are you thus appalled? said the young lady, herself well nigh affrighted at the undisguised terror of the old woman.

my child, Im afeard the lands and castle are lost  lost to you and yours for ever, darling  an what worse, I know not, mavourneen. The old prophecy is comin out  he has the mark on his forehead, they all say that, and now hes coming to this counthry. Oh, wirristhru! wirristhru!

Dear nurse, said the young lady, half afraid that agitation had unsettled the old womans wits, what does all this mean?

Mean, darling, mean! echoed the agitated woman; its too soon, Im afeard, youll know the meaning of it all, acushla. Hasnt he the mark; an isnt he comin to the counthry  may be in it this blessed minute  the Lord be marciful to us all; and then its a little thing id bring him to Glindarragh-bridge. Oh, voh, voh! but its myself that has the sore heart this day!

Dear nurse, tell me what so much afflicts you in all this, said the beautiful girl earnestly.

Listen to me, mavourneen  listen, to me, asthora, replied the nurse, while she shook her head, and raised her trembling hand; its an ould prophecy that was made long ago, an they all knew when Cormack got the castle, in the throubles, that hed lose it again, for he had not the marks in the prophecy. It was made in Irish, when first they lost the lands, in the ould queens time, a hundred years ago, an this is the way it runs.

The crone paused as she conned over the fatal words; her white lips moving, and her shrivelled hand and arm uplifted, while she cowered over the lovely girl in the earnest effort to recall the syllables of the mystic rhyme, looking the very impersonation of one of those benevolent but hideous fairies, who, in nursery tales, delight to attend at royal christenings, and mutter over the high-born heroine of the story those spells of auspicious potency which guard and save her through all the enchanted dangers through which she is to pass.

At last the old woman, having satisfied herself of the accuracy of her recollection, repeated in a low and sullen tone some rude verses in Irish.

And what is the meaning of the Irish, dear nurse? inquired the lady; for as yet I am no wiser than at first.

Ill tell you that, my child, replied the old domestic. Ill tell you that; Ill give you, word for word, the English of it all. This is the way it goes, then 



When the real OBrien shall stand again On the bridge of Glindarragh, With a shamrogue in the bone of his forehead, And a jewel round his arm.

His horse shall keep holyday, stabled Under the long hall as of old, And his own shall never lose OBrien any more.

There it is, my child, there it is; acushla  an sure its thrublin me, darlin, this minute while Im sittin here.

It is a strange prophecy, nurse, said the fair girl, musingly. And a strange mark it describes  a shamrogue in the bone of his forehead! Is it not so it runs?

So it is, darling, and the mark is there, in the bone of his forehead, sure enough, replied the old woman, mournfully. A wound with a bullet that bruk the skull, left the print of the shamrogue in his forehead for ever  the three leaves, Im toult, as plain as youd pick it in the field; and now hes comin to the counthry, and whats to keep him from the castle bridge. Oh! my darlin acushla ma chree, its comin it is, asthora, an nothin can keep it back.

At this moment a knocking was heard at the chamber door, and two handmaidens, breathless with haste and eagerness, burst into the room, both talking together so loud and so fast, that it was some time ere the young lady had ascertained that the purpose of their visit was to announce the arrival of her kinsman, Percy Neville, with the nature of whose visit the reader is already acquainted. The duties of hospitality would brook no delay; and Sir Hugh, as ill fortune would have it, was some miles from his home. So pretty Grace had no choice, awkward as was the task, but to run down to the chamber where her expectant kinsman awaited her, and herself to bid him welcome to Glindarragh. Wondering what kind of man he should prove to be, a good deal flushed, and a good deal fluttered, sustained, however, against the tremors of agitation by a certain amount of pride and natural dignity which never forsook her, with a light step, and a frank and gracious bearing, she entered the room to bid the stranger welcome.

Strange to say, it required but a single glance at the pale and somewhat effeminate features of the young stranger, and at the indolent negligence of his attitude, to quiet in an instant every fluttered feeling, and restore the embarrassed girl very nearly, if not entirely, to her usual self-possession. With perfect sang froid, though with no lack of courtesy, the young man arose, and with the formal gallantry of the day, carried the ladys hand to his lips; and then, in his own light and careless way, he ran on from one trifle to another, and with, as she thought, a very perceptible indifference about the kind of impression he was making, and a total want of that kind of interest or even curiosity about the object of his destined choice, which is supposed to animate even the coldest lover. It were hard to say which of the two was most disappointed; for, though the young lady was eminently beautiful  there could be no question of that  yet her beauty was not of that saddened and gentler kind; there was not the homeliness, and humility, and piquante mauvaise honte  in short, there was not presented to him that entire contract to the style of female beauty, and mien, and dress, to which he had been in England accustomed; nor, if the truth must out, that decided inferiority to himself, in ease of deportment and self-possession, which a strange combination of caprice and vanity had led him to wish for, and wishing for, more than half to expect. In a word, never did two persons, brought together under such circumstances, stand before one another more completely disenchanted, than did Grace Willoughby and Percy Neville, as they thus encountered, in the dark and formal old parlour, hung round with grim and faded portraits, which seemed to look down with a kind of starch and severe approval upon this singularly platonic interview.

So strongly did the absurdity of their mutual position strike the young lady, that, after several ineffectual efforts, she at last gave way to a burst of merriment, so hearty and prolonged, that Percy Neville felt himself irresistibly drawn into it; and the youthful pair laughed peal after peal of as merry and honest laughter as ever the old rafters rang with.

Well, cousin Percy, said the girl at last, while the merry tears still glittered in her lashes, we shall at least prove good friends and cheerful companions while you stay; and if our parting, which I do really hope may be a long way off, be but half so good-humoured as our meeting, why we shall separate without one particle of malice or ill-nature, and I believe without the heart-ache either.

There was something so frank and hearty in the way in which the girl stretched out her little hand as she ended the sentence, that Percy felt, as, with a half comic half cordial salutation, he took her proffered hand, that it was then and there mutually covenanted and agreed between them that marriage and love-making were quite out of the question. We shall leave Percy Neville for the present, and follow Grace Willoughby, who, much relieved by finding that the visit of her kinsman would, after all, prove by no means the formidable and momentous matter she had so much feared, put on her hood, and ran lightly to her flower-garden to visit, ere the ruddy sunlight had quite disappeared, the early flowers that, with girlish delight, she greeted every time she looked on them, as the sweet harbingers of summer. While thus employed, the notes of the prophetic song, which had so strangely fascinated her imagination, again reached the ladys ear; and little dreaming of danger or adventure, she vowed within herself that she would, with her own eyes, behold the minstrel who thus daringly chanted under the very walls of her fathers castle the downfall of his family and the ruin of his fortunes.


CHAPTER V.

NARRATING ALL THAT BEFEL GRACE WILLOUGHBY IN THE WOOD OF GLINDARRAGH.

THE young lady traversed the castle-yard without observation, and with a light step, and a heart charged with no graver feeling than girlish curiosity and love of frolic, she passed under the castle gate, and down the narrow road leading from the castle to the old bridge, which, with five high and narrow arches, crossed the river within some hundred yards of the gate of the old building. The sun had still some twenty minutes of his course to run, and was beginning to sink among the piles of crimson clouds, which, like a gorgeous couch, seemed softly wooing the god of day to his repose. The young lady, in her rich red mantle, paused for a moment, and leaning over the grey battlement, looked up the chafing wayward stream. On one side rose the hoary walls and massive towers of the castle, with its narrow windows glittering in the red sunbeams, and its ivy nodding and waving in the light breeze of evening. On the other hung the wild wood of oak and thorn, whose branches, gnarled as the twisted horns of the wild deer which had once strayed proudly among their glades, overhung the wimpling flood, and caught the gilding and mellow light of the departing day. Between these objects, thus closing in the view, the dim hills and the far-off peaks of the mighty Galties faintly caught the level light in the filmy distance; and all seemed wrought with such a wondrous harmony of colouring, and such a melting softness of outline and shadowing, that, with the fresh sounds of the sighing breeze and rippling water, and the distant baying of village dogs, the lowing of the far-off kine, and the softened beating of the mill-wheels, mingling in the varied hum, and gently filling her ear with murmur not unmusical, she felt her heart moved within her with the tenderest joy, and sadness, and rapture, blended in strange absorbing ecstacy; so that, as she looked at the loved scene of all her brief existence — the old towers among which she was born; the river, whose hoarse voice, and changeful moods, and fitful eddies, and dark nooks, had been her familiar and, as it seemed, her kindly companions, from the time that memory had traced its earliest childish records; and the dear old wood where, with her fond nurse, she had wandered in the long autumn days, and gathered her infant treasures of bramble-berries and frahauns. As she looked at all these familiar, friendly scenes of her untroubled and gentle life — the home of all her store of happiness, remembered or to come — tears, pure tears of tenderest joy rose in her dark eyes, quivered like glittering diamonds on her long lashes, and one by one fell on the bosom of her own loved stream, and mingling in the rejoicing current, seemed to blend her fond remembrances and gentle affections still more dearly than ever with its chiming waters. Alas! in all the fond security of a home, never yet clouded by one fleeting trouble — in all the trusting repose of a pure young heart, that never yet was grieved by disappointment, or wrung with the pangs of fear and sorrow — guileless as an angel stooping from Paradise over this vexed world, the fair girl looks upon the chafing river, and never dreams that such a thing as danger haunts the dear scenes of her childish sports.

This reverie or rapture is broken; she has on a sudden heard the song again; and with a half laugh, and a sudden start, resolved no more to forget the purpose of her ramble, she lightly descends the steep side of the bridge, and wanders by the river’s bank through the hoary trees, among whose trunks and boughs the level light is streaming; and now she approaches the very spot where the songstress pours her melody; but, ere she reaches it, the object of her search is, as ill-fortune wills it, in motion — is gone — a screen of brushwood hides her effectually; and still the lady follows.

The sun had almost touched the verge of the distant hills, and the loneliness of the place — together, mayhap, with the ominous associations connected with the wild, sweet minstrelsy which lured her on — had already inspired, to allay the curiosity which had led her thus far, some little admixture of doubt and fear. She looked back; there was light, she thought, sufficient to see her home again, ere the sun had sunk, and to allow her time to pursue the invisible minstrel as far as the nearest screen of brambles, from under which it seemed the sounds were rising. She now approached it closely; the sounds were almost at her ear; and peeping through the bushes, she discerned a portion of the figure from which they proceeded, huddled up in a sort of bower, or rather lair. All she could distinctly see was the hand of the singer, which held a twig, with which the emphasis of the fierce and plaintive song was marked. On a sudden, as she watched this form, a sharp whistle reached her ear from some distance behind her. The figure started up, fully confronting her, and not a female, as she had expected to behold, but a wild, haggard, shock-headed boy stood gazing with a grin of something between wonder and ferocity full in her face. He was a mass of rags and filth, with the exception of a torn embroidered waistcoat, which might have fitted a full-grown man, and which descended, in very incongruous finery, to his very ankles, supplying his only substitute for the combined appliances of coat and vest. There was something savage and repulsive beyond expression in the face and bearing of this brawny urchin — an impression which the young lady felt considerably enhanced by observing the long straight blade of a skean shining under the folds of his vest. The beautiful girl, her lips parted with affright, her light form thrown back, and her head raised, stood like a startled deer, irresolute, and gazed at the squalid ruffian figure before her with a fascination which seemed reciprocal, for he also stood motionless, and stared in return upon her with a look of mingled curiosity and menace.

As they stood thus, the whistle was repeated; and the boy, without more delay, dived into the thickest of the underwood, and was lost to her sight. The apparition had appeared and vanished again with such astounding suddenness and rapidity, that, were it not that the sprays of the branches were still quivering where he had plunged through the thicket, she might have doubted whether the spectacle had not been indeed but the ideal creation of her own fancy.

Too late repenting the rashness which had led her to so sequestered a spot at such an hour, and unattended, at a season when, though danger had never approached herself, she well knew it to be abroad and busy, she began, flushed and agitated, to retrace her steps through the wood toward the old bridge, which once regained, she would feel herself again secure. But that bridge was not to be regained, poor girl, without the deadliest peril that ever yet were innocence and weakness exposed to. The danger moves between you and your home. Alas! urge your speed, fair girl, as you may, you do but approach it the faster; the danger is before you — moves towards you — see, it comes — it is here.

As she pursued her homeward path with rapid tread and beating heart, she came on a sudden — passing the corner of a dense mass of furze and brambles, full in front of a figure, in dimensions much more formidable than that she had last encountered, and in aspect scarcely less repulsive — a huge, square-shouldered fellow, arrayed in a blue laced coat, three-cocked hat and plume, and jack boots, affecting a sort of demi-military attire, with a sabre by his side, and a pair of pistols stuck in his belt, occupied the pathway directly before her.

At her sudden appearance he had instinctively laid his coarse red hand upon the butt of one of his pistols; but one second sufficed to withdraw it again, and with a “ho-ho-hum!” he set his feet apart and his arms akimbo, as if prepared to dispute her passage, and eyed her with a look half jocular, half brutal. If the manner and bearing of his personage were calculated to alarm the young lady, there was certainly in his visage very little to re-assure her. His face was large and broad, and suitably planted upon a powerful bull neck; a pair of glittering piggish eyes were set far apart in his head; his nose was drooping and somewhat awry; and a quantity of coarse reddish hair occupied his upper lip and chin, between which were glittering the double row of his tobacco-stained teeth, as he grinned facetiously in the face of the affrighted lady.

“And where are you going, my colleen dhas, in such a murdherin’ hurry?” inquired he in a strong brogue, while at the same time he extended his arms to prevent the possibility of her passing him; “where is it you’re going, my colleen beg, in all this foosther, an’ at this time o’ day?” and then breaking into song, and approaching her still more nearly, he continued —

 

“Oh! Colleen, it’s not goin’ to leave me,

An’ breakin’ your promise you’d be,

An’ forgettin’ the kisses you gave me

In undher the crooked oak tree?”

 

The young lady’s colour came and went with mingled alarm and indignation, and her heart beat so fast that she felt almost choaking, as this coarse and ruffianly figure drew nearer and nearer to her: with a violent effort, however, she mastered her agitation sufficiently to reply in a firm tone.

“I am going home, sir, to the castle — I am Sir Hugh Willoughby’s daughter. Pray, sir, allow me to pass on.”

The fellow uttered a prolonged whistle of surprise, and then repeated with a grin —

“Sir Hugh Willoughby’s daughter? — oh, ho! so much the better, my colleen oge. Come, lift up the hood, an’ give us a peep, for they say you’ve a purty face of your own, acushla.”

“Sir, I pray you, suffer me to go on my way,” urged she, now thoroughly alarmed at the insolent familiarity of the fellow. “Sir, it is growing late, and the twilight is falling; do, sir, I entreat, allow me to go homeward,”

“Late — to be sure it is, darlin’,” responded he, with a chuckle; “too late to let you pass without paying your way, my girl. There you stand — the purtiest girl in the seven parishes, as I’m tould; an’ here stand I a dashin’ officer of the king’s militia, an’ as fine a fellow, my darlin’, as ever a purty wench need desire to look at. Here we are, all alone, my beauty; an’, sure enough, the twilight fast falling, an’ the bushes all round.”

“Sir, let me go — I must go home,” said she, trembling violently, for she perceived that his jocular manner had given place to one of savage and sullen, determination, which rendered the familiarity and the endearment of his language but the more menacing and repulsive. “Sir, you will let me go — I know you will, you are an officer and a gentleman!”

“Too old an officer not to know when I’m well served,” replied he, advancing; “and too much of a gentleman not to thank fortune for her favours. Come, come, sweetheart, no nonsense.”

“Let me pass — let me pass,” said she, almost breathless with terror; “let me go, for these are my father’s woods, sir. How dare you bar my passage?”

“Come, come, come, none of your nonsense — this sort of balderdash will never go down with me,” replied he, sternly, “Monnum an dhioul, what’s your ould father to me; I wish I had him for five minutes here, foot to foot, and hand to hand, the bloody ould heretic dog, and you’d see what crows’ meat I’d make of him. Look in my face, darlin’, an’ thonnum an dhioul, you’ll see I’m in earnest; an’ I tell what it is, mavourneen, it’s often I shot a better woman than yourself.”

Heedless of every menace, while in an instant a thousand, thousand thoughts and remembrances, and a thousand agonized appeals whirled in frightful chaos through her mind, the young girl, in wildest terror uttered shriek after shriek, while at the instant her wrist was grasped in the massive gripe of her assailant.

Oh! for some pitying angel to rescue kindred innocence and beauty. Oh! for some stalworth champion, with righteous heart and iron arm, to hew and crush the cowardly monster into dust. Oh! good Sir Hugh, come, come — in heaven’s name, spur on thy good steed rowel-deep, spur on — spur, till thy way is tracked with blood and foam — ride for your life — for your life, Sir Hugh — thy daughter — the praised of every tongue, the pure and bright and beautiful, the idol of thy pride and love and life — thy child, for whose sake thou dost hold thy life-blood cheap — thy child, thy child, is struggling in a ruffian’s grasp. Oh! for a messenger of mercy to peal this summons in his ears, and ring the alarm through all the chambers of his heart. Oh! beautiful Grace Willoughby, art thou then, indeed, defenceless? Not so; for at the very moment when the hand of the brawny villain had grasped the tiny wrist of the beautiful lady, a deliverer appeared.

Through the wood of Glindarragh there wound an old bridle-track — it scarcely deserved to be called a road — which, entering the wooded grounds about a mile away, followed its wild and sequestered course among the thick trees and brushwood, until it debouched upon the more frequented road, just by the Castle-bridge. From this lonely road,  which passed scarcely two hundred yards behind the spot where Grace Willoughby held parley with her insolent and ruffianly assailant, an unexpected deliverer appeared.

[image: img19.jpg]

“Holla, fellow! forbear thy rudeness, or, by the mass, I’ll teach you a different behaviour! Do you hear, scoundrel?” cried a deep, stem voice, in a tone, less of anger, than of haughty and contemptuous command.

There was something in the suddenness, as well as in the tone of this interruption, which instantaneously diverted the attention of the ruffian from his intended victim, who, half dead with fear and agitation, staggered backwards, and supported herself, almost breathless, against a tree. At the same moment that he relaxed his grasp, he had turned in the direction of the speaker, and beheld, some thirty yards away, at the far end of the little glade in which he stood, mounted upon a powerful black charger, blazing in the splendour of a gorgeous military uniform, the figure of a tall man, of dark complexion and singularly handsome features, the character of which was at once melancholy and stern. His own black hair, instead of the monstrous peruke then fashionable, escaped from beneath his broad-leafed, white-plumed hat, and fell in clusters upon his shoulders; his burnished cuirass reflected the last red rays of the half-hidden sun, and the scarlet skirts, which, falling from beneath it, reached to the tops of his huge jack-boots, glowed and glittered with gold lace; his buff leather gauntlets reached half way to his elbows, and his good sword danced and clanged by his side.

Before time for further parley had elapsed, this cavalier was within ten steps of the burly militia-man; and in an instant springing from his military saddle, confronted him upon the sward.

“Stand there, good Roland,” said he, throwing the bridle on the horse’s neck, and instantly strode up to the ill-favoured fellow in the blue suit, who, nothing dismayed, awaited his approach with no other indication of emotion than a glance to the right and left, as if to see that, in case of a scuffle, his movements might be unembarrassed by branch or bramble; and, this precaution taken, he drew his beaver with an air of grim determination firmly down upon his brows, and resting his right hand upon the butt of one of the pistols which stuck in his belt, he set his left arm akimbo, and squaring himself while he planted his feet asunder firmly in the soil, he eyed the young soldier with a look of ferocious menace and defiance.

“Who and what are you, sirrah, who shame not to offer rudeness to an unprotected girl?” demanded the stalworth cavalier, in the same deep tones of contemptuous command. “Forbear, scoundrel, and begone! or by Saint Jago! your punishment shall be sharp and lasting!”

“Pish! man; do you think to bully me?” rejoined the ruffian, with a darker scowl. “I don’t want to be at mischief; but if you put me to it, I’ll blow a brace of holes through your purty face, ‘ma bouchal,’ and give you to the otters.”

The dark eyes of the soldier flashed actual fire, as with the speed of light, his sabre gleaming in his hand, he sprang upon his brawny adversary.

“You will have it, then!” roared his opponent, while at the same instant he levelled one of his long horse-pistols in the face of the advancing dragoon; but as instantaneously a whirring sweep of his adversary’s sabre, missing his fingers by scarcely a hair’s-breadth, struck the weapon so tremendous a blow, that it leaped from his hand, and, spinning through the air as if hurled by the arm of a giant, it plunged far away into the stream, flinging the foam from about it a yard high into the air, and before the weapon had yet touched the water, the swordsman, dashing his sabre-hilt into his antagonist’s face, struck him so astounding a blow, that he rolled over and over headlong upon the sward; and in the next instant, ere he had recovered his senses, the triumphant soldier had planted his knee upon his breast, and secured the remaining pistol of his fallen opponent. All this happened with the rapidity of lightning.

“And now, what have you to plead why I should not rid the earth of you this moment? Speak, miscreant! — what mercy have you a right to look for?”

The swarthy dragoon cocked the weapon while he thus spoke, and eyed his truculent foe with a look of the deadliest significance.

The prostrate object of this menacing address, in return, stared with a vacant look, which gradually kindled into astonishment, and almost joy, in the face of the stranger; and after a brief interval of a second or two, in a tone which bespoke the extremity of wonderment and surprise, he replied by a few hurried sentences, and, as it seemed, of vehement interrogatory, in the Irish tongue.

“Hey day!” cried the officer, rising hastily, so as to relieve the defeated combatant, and drawing himself up to his full height, and folding his arms, he coolly looked down upon the swollen and bloody face of the soi-disant militia-man, with a smile, or a sneer — it might be either — while he calmly added —

“I little expected to have met you here, Mr. Hogan. Get up, and shake thyself, man; this is but child’s play, compared with what we have both encountered in other countries. You were not wont to be so easily upset, though, sooth to say, you seem to have had a tolerably heavy buffet.”

“I’ve met my master, that’s all,” said the fellow, as he pressed his broad hand upon the wound he had just received, and then looked gloomily upon the blood which covered his fingers; “but no matter; I take it in good humour; and, as you say, it’s not the first time I’ve seen the colour of my own blood.”

“Not the first, but marvellously nigh being the last!” rejoined the tall soldier, contemptuously. “Get up, sirrah, and begone! I spare you for the sake of former acquaintance; though, as you well know, your pranks in Flanders would have been better requited by a rope’s-end, the wheel, or the gibbet, than thus. Up, sirrah, and depart!”

So saying, he discharged the pistol among the trees, and handed the smoking weapon to the wounded man, who had now arisen, crestfallen and bloody, from the ground.

“There — take it! and let me see you walk down yon pathway as far as the eye can follow,” continued he, sternly; “and for old acquaintance sake, I tell you, that if I see you attempt to load again, or even so much as stop to look back upon me, I will send a leaden messenger after you, straight enough to find you even through a key-hole. What I say, I say — and so good night.”

“Short courtesy — short courtesy, sir,” rejoined the fellow; “but it’s all one to me. It was your way when you were little more than a boy; and soft talk doesn’t come with years and hard knocks. But, never mind, I owe you no grudge for this night’s work, and mean you no wrong. So good night, and no harm done.”

Having thus spoken, the ill-favoured personage in the blue laced coat turned upon his heel, and strode rapidly down the little path, without once turning or pausing upon his way, until he was lost among the deepening shadows and thickening brushwood in the distance.

“And what has become of the girl?” exclaimed the dragoon.

“I had well nigh forgotten her. Ha! by the mass, swooned or dead! I trust the villain has not hurt her!”

In truth the poor girl, terrified by the peril from which she had but just escaped, and scared and shocked by the scene of violence — the first she had ever witnessed — which had been enacted in her presence, but the moment after, had indeed lost all consciousness, and sunk in utter insensibility at the foot of the oak tree, against which she had leaned for support.
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