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IF the story which follows were to be regarded as a work of
imagination, it might justly be characterised as too wildly
fanciful to deserve even serious consideration. But it is not this:
it is an attempt to portray exactly one of the most curious phases
of belief or superstition that ever passed over this country, the
witchcraft, namely, of the latter part of the seventeenth century.
Isabel Goudie was a real person, and her own story of her life in
full detail, given voluntarily and under no coercion, is preserved
in the archives of the Justiciary Court in Edinburgh. Other
contemporary records confirm her account. For example, the illness
of Harry Forbes, the minister of Aulderne, is recorded in the
Presbytery minutes. The Diary of Lord Brodie is well known. The old
house of Gordonstown still stands, almost as described in the tale,
and in the muniment room are many letters of the Wizard Laird, the
remains of whose alchemic furnaces and apparatus are yet to be seen
in one of the so-called dungeons, and whose portrait hangs in the
drawing-room. The tale of his ride for life with the Devil is still
current in Morayshire. Many of the letters of Patrick Innes are in
the Seafield Correspondence: others are in my own possession. All
the leading characters in the story are actual historic persons,
and the incidents told of them vouched by contemporary writings. I
have merely set down as truthfully as I could what the actors
undoubtedly believed to be unquestionable facts, and must leave it
to the reader to decide whether a monstrous delusion swept over the
whole country, or whether a strange manifestation of supernatural
powers, either evil or good, took place some three centuries ago.
In either case, it is an interesting study in the history of human
thought.

The recovery of many of the incidents in the tale, and their
subsequent confirmation by documents, and much concerning the
writing of the book itself, would form exceedingly interesting
matter for the Society for Psychical Research; but of this I say
nothing at present, preferring that the book should rest merely on
its own merits as a record, as nearly accurate as I can snake it,
of an interesting, important, and little-known period.




Chapter One. At the Farm of
Lochloy
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SOMEWHERE about the middle of the seventeenth century my
great-great-great-grandfather--I believe I am right about the
number of greats,--the godly Mr. Patrick Innes, was minister of
Banff. He was a man of singular piety, or so it was reported. It is
a quality rather sporadic than hereditary in the family, and the
wickedness of the times grieved him very sorely, for his father,
who was a chirurgeon of the good town of Aberdeen, had brought him
up very strictly in the tenets of the Reformed faith; and moreover,
his patron, the Earl of Findlater, had entrusted him with the care
of two boys, who were rather wild young sparks, notwithstanding the
excellent reports that the worthy Mr. Patrick sent home of their
conduct. And in truth there were evil practices in the country
then. In spite of the long and godly discourses delivered each
Sabbath day from the pulpit, it must be confessed that the morals
of the town of Banff were lamentably loose. There were soldiers in
the town, and soldiers are proverbially men of godless lives. But
then, as in all ages of the world's history, a uniform was an
irresistible attraction to the women, and some of the ladies of
Banff actually preferred lonely walks with soldiers on Deveron's
banks, even on the blessed Sabbath day, to the Reverend Mr.
Patrick's sermons; and so they fell into the toils of the Evil One,
as might have been expected. And it was a joyous day for the worthy
minister when the Provost was moved to purge the town of such evil
doings, and order that these shameless hussies should be scourged
in the presence of the soldiers, mustered for the purpose, and
driven forth of the town. Whence we may conclude that discipline
was stricter in those days than now, or that the spirit of soldiers
was meeker. For one can scarcely conceive of such a sentence being
passed by a civil magistrate of today, or being carried out without
some demonstration by the men whose sweethearts were thus rudely
treated.

That these ill doings arose from the direct instigation of Satan
there could indeed be no doubt. For even within Banff itself there
were many reputed witches who gathered about Our Lady's Well near
the Kirk of Ordiquhill, and kneeling there--which, of course, was
very gross superstition--were enabled by Satan to do deeds of magic
art; and especially a vagabond man named John Philp, who had worked
cures upon sick people by charming and washing them, by the aid of
the Devil, and had been put in the stocks and thereafter was justly
burned at the Market Cross of Banff.

It was not without reason that Mr. Patrick was perturbed, for it
was barely twenty years since terrible doings had been brought to
light in the neighbouring county of Moray. Indeed, in spite of all
the godly discipline of the holy Kirk, it seemed as though the
Devil were gaining greater power over the souls and bodies of men
than ever before.

Mr. Patrick was a frequent visitor both in Nairn and Forres,
when he went to take part in the half-yearly sacramental meetings,
and, it was said, preached with great acceptance for some two hours
at a time. It was at these meetings, and at the gatherings of the
ministers and elders thereafter, that he heard at first hand from
men who were well acquainted with the facts the curious stories
that shall here be set down. His old friend Mr. Harry Forbes, the
minister of Aulderne, had taken an active part in some of the
happenings, and knew of his own experience of the power and work of
the arch-enemy of mankind, So that there could be no possible doubt
of the truth of these terrible things. Matters indeed, as Mr.
Patrick was very well certified, were rapidly gathering to a head,
as had been foretold. The forces of evil were mustering for the
great trial of strength against the hosts of the Lord, represented,
as everyone knows, by the true Protestant Kirk of Scotland. So that
there could be no doubt that the end was at hand, and the Battle of
Armageddon and the final triumph of the righteous and the end of
the world could not be far distant.

The world still survives, but I make no doubt that my
great-great-great-grandfather would find that the end was only
slightly postponed.

The story that follows has been of necessity pieced together
from very many sources, but in its main lines it may be read by the
curious in the archives of the Court of Justiciary. And there is
also abundant documentary evidence to prove that my
great-great-great-grandfather had not invented the tale from hatred
of the power and domination of Satan, which was only natural to his
cloth and his exemplary piety, or from sheer love of the
marvellous.

Anyone who in those days journeyed eastward from Nairn,
following the northern road near the coast towards the woods of
Brodie, came after a couple of miles or so to the farm-steading of
Lochloy. A dreary, forsaken looking place it was, though there was
some fairly fertile corn-land on the landward side. The farmhouse
was thatched, with low whitewashed walls and small windows; the
byres and stables abutted so close on the house that the reek of
them unavoidably filled the rooms day and night; the thatch let in
water, and in places the walls were soaked and grew a slimy moss
that was half fungus and smelt vilely. Yet John Gilbert, the
tenant, was deemed a most excellent man, industrious and thrifty,
many said close-fisted, and withal an elder of the Kirk, and most
exemplary in his attendance every Sabbath and his enforcing of
discipline on man and maid. But he was a dour and gloomy man, and
stubborn as a mule when he took an idea in his head, and rather
than do a hand's turn to the repair of his house he would have
suffered any manner of inconvenience. It was his landlord's
business, and he could not see why he should do it. Mr. Hay, the
laird of Lochloy and Park, did not see that he was bound to repair
Gilbert's house; moreover, he had no money to do it with. Moreover
again--and this perhaps weighed a good deal with him--Gilbert's
wife had snubbed him definitely and distinctly, and he was a man
very full of his own importance, and not apt to take a snub.

The muirland stretched between the farmhouse and the sea, and
the long dreary mere whence it took its name gleamed sullen and
stagnant, and the cries of the thronging water-fowl on its bosom
sounded inexpressibly mournful. To right and left as you looked
from the house door, the miry broken road wandered between the muir
and the cornfields. Gilbert's carts went along it, and his cattle
traversed it morning and evening, going to and returning from their
pastures, but foot of stranger rarely passed that way, now that the
laird no longer rode by Lochloy. Time was when his sorrel nag took
the muirland road almost of her own accord. Not indeed for any love
that Hay of Lochloy and Park bore to his tenant John Gilbert. For
the laird was a genial, convivial soul, loving wine and good
company, and especially loving pretty women, and the dour,
penurious old farmer was little to his taste. But on one point he
was mightily curious, what on earth had ever induced Mistress
Isabel Goudie to marry John Gilbert; and to solve the question he
rode often past the farm, timing his visits, however, to the hours
when he knew that John would be busy on some distant fields.

And indeed others beside the laird had speculated on that same
question. For Mistress Isabel, who was the daughter of a country
lawyer, was exceptionally well educated for her time and class. She
read much, played fairly well on the spinet, and could dance a
minuet as well as any lady in the land. Her father had been brought
up a papist, but, having little conviction one way or another, had
no scruple in giving his adherence to the true Protestant Kirk of
Scotland, and thus retained his business and his prosperity. His
daughter preserved a certain partiality for the ritual of the old
faith. But this same being as everyone knows a damnable heresy, and
placing one in danger of hell-fire, as well as the more palpable
danger of loss of property and reputation, possibly even of bonds
and imprisonment, she carefully concealed any leanings she might
have had in that direction and dutifully went to kirk with her
father and slept peacefully through the minister's discourse. In
person she was strangely unlike the women of the farmer class in
province of Moray, being tall and slight, with a mass of flaming
red hair, deep brown eyes that seemed as though brooding over
hidden fires, dark eyebrows almost straight in a face that seemed
unnaturally pale, a slightly arched nose, and full red lips. What
could there possibly be in common between her and John Gilbert, the
grim, heavy, untidy farmer, with his ragged hair and unshaven chin,
his clothes rarely changed save when he donned his rusty black on
the Sabbath day to officiate as elder at the plate at the Kirk of
Aulderne, and listen to the discourses of Master Harry Forbes the
minister thereof?

Hay of Lochloy and Park wondered, and turned the matter over in
his mind. In truth, Mistress Isabel's personality pleased him far
more than he pleased her. She had refinement and a sense of
breeding much above her class and position, and he was in nature
coarser even than the average seventeenth-century laird. Still, he
was the laird, and had power to do much; the house badly needed
repair, and she was not sorry that he should see it. She might
persuade him to make them more comfortable; he seemed not
disinclined to do something. But his interest in the house and farm
resolved itself into openly expressed admiration for herself, and a
hint of the price she could pay for his assistance. The sordidness
of the bargain revolted her--the bloated red face of the laird, and
his hot breath that smelt of drink even thus early in the day,
disgusted her, and she spoke sharply, unwisely it might be. Then
with a hiccupping laugh he tried to kiss her, and she smacked his
face and turned back into the house, seeing only the red face
blazing with anger, and the wig knocked awry by her blow. 'Beast!'
she muttered. 'Oh, a very beast! May you never have male child to
come after you!'

So it was that the laird rode no more along the road by Lochloy,
and the house was unrepaired, and the rotting couples of the roof
sagged and cracked till it was a marvel how it held together at
all. John Gilbert had a fat bag of money hidden somewhere, but his
wife was not privy to the place of concealment, and well she knew
that not one penny Scots would he expend on his house; nor even
might she buy a new gown, though she had brought him a fair tocher,
and for very shame of her rusty clothes she went seldom to a town,
but walked far into the country and among the woods and muirs.

Seldom, too, came any neighbours to visit at Lochloy. Mistress
Isabel was not of their class, and they knew it and resented her
superiority, and perhaps for this reason whispered venomously among
themselves concerning the laird's frequent ridings on the Lochloy
road, and hinted at good reasons why he came no longer openly. Only
Janet Broadhead came occasionally, full of tales of adventure and
romance, picked up the Lord knows where, which only served to make
the realities of life seem more dreary and sordid than ever.

There was really no great mystery about Mistress Isabel's
marriage, though certainly the pair seemed strangely incongruous;
it was a purely commercial matter. Her father the lawyer chanced to
owe Gilbert a round sum of money, which at the time it was
inconvenient to pay; Gilbert had the idea, not uncommon in his
class, that he could raise his social position by marriage.
Mistress Isabel was clearly his superior, and, moreover, was well
liked by many of the local lairds and their families, so the
bargain was struck. Daughters in those days were dutiful, and she
raised no objections. If there had been thrills and tremors when
some good-looking young soldier saluted her in passing, they were
all set on one side; her father's debt was not spoken of any more,
and she settled down with such content as she could muster into the
position of a farmer's wife.

But it did not work out as Gilbert hoped. The wife of the dour
old farmer was a different person from the lawyer's daughter; the
lairds forgot her, and the farmers' wives resented her beauty and
accomplishments. To Gilbert she was as much a stranger as when he
had first bargained for her hand; honestly she had tried to win
him, but he felt and hated her fastidious refinement, and the more
she strove to bring him to some outward semblance of decency in
dress and manner, the more uncouth he grew from sheer
perversity.

All these things drifted vaguely through her mind as she stood
at the farmhouse door watching the autumn sunset flaming over the
hills beyond Inverness, and touching into glory the roofs and
towers of Nairn.

'Bought and sold!' she mused bitterly, 'and now alone all the
rest of my life.'

There was the ill-will of Hay of Lochloy to reckon with now, and
he was not a man it was safe to offend. A rich and influential man
himself, and the Brodies too were his near kin, for his aunt had
married the Thane of Brodie, and was the mother of seven stalwart
sons, every one of whom had become a laird.

'Beast!' she said again. 'A very beast! He will persecute us
now. Oh, for a chance to be even with him!'

She longed for Janet Broadhead to come in and gossip, for Janet
was a great teller of stories, and Isabel listened greedily to
tales of wild adventure that afterwards made her own life look so
grey and colourless that almost she wished Janet had never come.
But now days had passed with no sign of her friend, and she longed
once more to revel even in fancy in that bright life of stir and
excitement that was really living. She was prepared to pay the
price of the reaction to the dull stagnation which must surely
follow. It was like dram-drinking; the graphically told stories set
her blood tingling in her veins, brought a flush to her cheek, and
made her limbs quiver deliciously. All which goes to prove, as the
godly Master Harry Forbes said long afterwards, how subtle are the
snares of the arch-enemy of mankind; for had she but listened to
pious discourses ordained to be preached every Sabbath, she would
have found therein a sure remedy for these restless feelings that
so disquieted her. But of a truth, as everyone knows, the Devil is
the begetter of all papists, and cannot endure with patience the
teachings of the true Protestant Kirk of Scotland.

The shadow of night swept over the Laigh of Moray, long lines of
mist veiled the fertile lands of Culben, and from the dreary mere
arose a flight of wild-fowl winging their way towards the Buckie
Loch. The men and horses had long returned from their work; she
could hear the cattle moving in the byre. Every day was the
repetition of the day before, and every day would be the same, till
at last the turf of Aulderne kirkyard closed over her.

Only Gilbert was late. Unusually late. She began to long for his
coming in a queer unaccustomed way. The spirit of adventure was in
her blood. Could she rouse that dull, heavy man, whose soul knew
but two interests, the Kirk and his money bags? Somewhere in him
there must be passions that could be wakened. Even if he should
turn and rend her, it would break the dull, deadly monotony.

With feverish eagerness she turned indoors and unlocked the
heavy oaken kist she had brought with her when first she came to
the lonely farmstead. Old bits of finery, many of which had been
given to her by the county ladies, the wives of lairds for whom her
father acted, and which she fondly hoped to wear at assemblies at
Nairn or Forres, or even, with good fortune, at Brodie Castle
itself. How they roused old memories, and now to be used to try and
fascinate that rough, sullen old farmer.

Hesitating somewhat, she took out a dainty shimmering thing that
had once been used as a bedgown by a French marquise when Louise
XIV first came to the throne, when Anne of Austria was Regent, and
great ladies, according to the scandalous fashion of the time,
received their friends and admirers in bed in the early hours of
the morning; from her it had passed to a cadet of the gay and
gallant house of Gordon, and been given to Isabel on her
marriage.

Hastily she began to loosen the rough homespun gown she wore,
when she heard John Gilbert's heavy foot tramp over the threshold;
she laughed softly to herself, the spirit of coquetry possessed
her, she would not go to meet him, he should want her, call for
her, then she would appear in all the glory of the French robe and
subjugate him entirely.

It was now long past the usual supper time, and supper was set
out in the kitchen. He walked heavily in and sat down in silence;
she heard him pour out a great tankard of beer and begin to eat
noisily; he did not seem to notice her absence. She was piqued, and
grew angry. Night after night she had wished him away, had longed
for quiet and solitude; now, strangely, she wanted him. In her
girlhood she knew she could draw men as she would with a casual
glance, a lift of an eyebrow, a turn of a shoulder, and they came
and went where she would, while she feigned indifference or
surprise, and sent them about their business. Tonight she desired
to try the old power once more; and John Gilbert ate stolidly. At
last she could bear it no more; she opened the door and looked out
into the kitchen. John was smoking before the fire, his grey hair
was matted and a week's growth was on his cheeks and chin; his
clothes, heavy with the sweat of men and horses and the reek of the
byre, smelt vilely; he certainly was not an attractive object. It
mattered not, he was a man, he must feel her power, since there was
no other man available.

'Are you not coming to bed, John?' she called softly. He looked
round and saw but her face looking from the door, and that only
dimly, for the light was almost gone.

'No,' he said, 'I am not; I must be afoot early tomorrow, before
sunrise; I shall lie in the byre.'

The rebuff smote her like a blow on the face, but only spurred
her resolve to conquer him. The magic of her feminity had been
potent enough in old days, and truly she looked a dainty figure now
in her shimmering night robe, that might have well beguiled the
heart out of a man's breast. But as the godly Master Harry Forbes
was wont to say, such things were a snare of the Devil, and not to
be tolerated in the holy Protestant Kirk. John Gilbert looked up
with a dull stare in his small cunning eyes under their shaggy,
grey eyebrows.

'What is this foolishness?' he growled.

She came forward bravely, swallowing her nausea at the man, and
crouched on the floor by the fire, laying one long, white arm
across his knees.

'John,' she said, and there was a soft coo in her voice
recalling the note of a wood-pigeon at nesting time, 'come to me
tonight. I am tired and lonely, and the owls are hooting
fearsomely.'

He jerked himself away from her, and swept her arm off his
knee.

'Get ye to bed, ye besom; and learn to dress like a God-fearing
Christian woman, and not a French strumpet. And hark ye! I'll have
ye to the kirk on Sabbath. No more pretence of headache and
sickness; and ye shall go decently apparelled as becometh the wife
of a ruling elder. Now get ye to bed, and trouble me no more, or by
this and that ye shall do penance in the face of the congregation,
ye accursed papist.'

Sullenly he lumbered to his feet, pushing her from him, and
tramped out of the door; she heard him open and close the door of
the byre.

One moment she stood by the dying fire looking like a beautiful
statue, with one arm raised as if in denunciation. Her spells had
failed. The magic of beauty and of sex availed nothing against
brutish stupidity.

'Oh, for power!' she ejaculated out loud. 'I will not be
crushed. Why should I waste all my youth, and never know a moment's
joy. Must I die before I have ever lived?'

She turned back into the bedroom, and threw the despised finery
back into the kist. The full moon shone through the little window;
Isabel was hot and feverish, and the cool night air was grateful
and refreshing as it bathed her long, lithe body.

She leant from the window and recalled Janet Broadhead's
stories. Others there were who had adventures, whose lives were
full of colour. Might she not perchance share in some of these wild
doings, and live, though it were but for a few days? Out to the
west, Dunbar of Durris ruled at Grangehill, and the Dunbars were a
wild crew and little given to scruples of any sort. And beyond
again lay the lands of Culben. Little troubled was Kinnaird of
Culben with kirk or minister. Even on every blessed Sabbath day he
and his grieve would sit at the cards while the cracked bell from
the township of Findhorn called them to listen to the preaching.
She would gladly go and play with the laird, for indeed she could
hold a very pretty hand at the cards. And farther out and away,
beyond the Broch, Sir Robert Gordon of Gordonstown hobnobbed with
the Devil himself. Many were Janet's tales of this Sir Robert. He
had lost his shadow, so it was said, when he studied magic at
Salamanca in Spain, and only just now after years of labour he had
made a creature out of the fire who did his bidding in everything.
And then again, after one night's frost, he drove over Loch Spynie
on the ice in his old chariot and four black horses.

As she thought of Sir Robert, for no reason whatsoever, for she
had never seen him, waves of heat and cold seemed to rush over her,
she flushed and panted, and her heart-beats were almost audible.
How glorious it would be, she thought, to sit beside him there in
his coach, while the coal-black horses flew through the night. To
look down and see John Gilbert who had scorned her, Hay of Lochloy
who had made insulting love to her, Harry Forbes who had preached
at her, and pour her scorn upon them, send Sir Robert's
fire-creature to torment them. Sir Robert would let her do what she
willed, of that she was sure. He would be a most gallant and
desirable lover.

Her slender body writhed and twisted with excitement. It was
mad, unreasoning, but she cared not. In fancy she must let herself
go. Then succeeded a wave of unreasonable dread. Who were these
spectres that would drag her down into the depths? They seemed
closing round her, taking possession of her. She must escape
somehow. Then suddenly, and for no reason, there came before her
the fair face of the Lady Jean Gordon, who had been kind to her in
old days, who had knelt beside her at Mass in the time before her
father had joined the Protestant Kirk, the only one of her old
friends who had taken the trouble to take a whole day's journey to
the lonely farm on Lochloy to visit Isabel and wish her well, and
had given her a tiny gold crucifix, which now remained sewn into
the breast of her homespun gown, between the stuff and the lining,
where none might see it.

And now Lady Jean was to be married, so she had heard, to a
young soldier of the House of Hamilton; but because they were both
papists there was impending trouble, and they might have to go and
live in France on nothing but a soldier's meagre pay. A wave of
pity came over her for her friend, but a wave of envy also for one
who had love and life before her.

'Oh, for power!' she sighed once more. 'How lovely I would make
life for them! How helpless I am!'

The night air struck her with a strange chill, and she crept
into bed weary but calm, and with all the fever gone for the
moment, and slept soundly.




Chapter Two. How Isabel Goudie Met
the Stranger
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MY great-great-great-grandfather records that in his boyhood
there was an extreme terror that spread over the land, by reason of
certain mysterious happenings. In some houses of the lairds,
furniture was found in the morning thrown about and disarranged, as
though a drunken party had held unholy revels overnight, and
strange sounds were heard of knockings and tramplings, whereby the
household were so terrified that none dared venture forth from
their rooms, yet all the doors were fast locked. The same sometimes
is said to occur nowadays, and is by some believed to be caused by
the spirits of the dead, who desire in this way to send loving
messages to their friends yet alive; and others hold such
manifestations to be merely a fraud of professional mediums. But
Mr. Patrick Innes, strong in the profession of the Reformed faith,
entertained no doubt of the direct interposition of Satan,
permitted, as he explained in one of his eloquent pulpit
discourses, to vex the elect for a season, on account of the sad
lack of zeal among God's chosen people; by which he meant not, of
course, the Hebrews, who vaunted that title to themselves, but the
Kirk of Scotland. Also beasts died of some strange murrain, and
even men sometimes would suddenly fall dead with no visible
cause.

No wonder the people were terrified and called on the ministers
to deliver them from this awful visitation. But the ministers were
powerless. It was the backsliding of their flocks that had brought
a curse upon them. Indeed, the Presbytery had pointed to the
lamentable falling-off of the offertories as a convincing proof of
the decay of faith, which had given occasion to the enemy of
mankind to enter.

At the farm of Lochloy two of the cows had gone off their milk;
not an uncommon occurrence among cows, I am told, but John Gilbert,
without hesitation, ascribed it to the power of the Evil One,
allowed to molest him on account of the papistry of his wife.
Wherefore he had ordered her to attend at the kirk punctually, and
had thoughts of purging her iniquities by penance in a white sheet
in the face of the congregation, according to the fashion of the
time.

When Isabel wakened from a long and dreamless sleep, after the
events already recorded, Gilbert had been gone some time. The head
man, usually conversant with all his master's doings, was ignorant
or reticent as to his errand--he was going far, would not be back
that night, perhaps not the following. Isabel was rested and
refreshed, the fever and excitement of the previous night had
subsided, but the loneliness that had oppressed her returned with
double force. Even John Gilbert, though he jarred on her nerves at
every turn, had been something; she had never been without hope of
making him even a trifle more presentable, and anyhow the struggle
had given a certain zest to life. Now she was utterly alone; life
seemed to stretch before her in an interminable dull vista, grey
and hopeless. She had longed for power, conscious that she could
use it well, but surely never was a creature so helpless. If only
some strong man could come into her life! The need for some
masculine vitality was almost overpowering; but there was none. She
went to the door--the farm-steading was deserted, the men had gone
to the fields, for the corn was cut and harvest was in full swing,
only the two sick cows remained in the byre. She had never been
allowed to take any part in the working of the farm. Gilbert's
first ambition to parade her as a lady had failed, and it was now
too late for her to assume the place of a working farmer's
wife.

The only cure for the blank depression that had settled down on
her was to go out, as often before, for a long walk; the loneliness
of the dreary farmstead was unendurable. She had some curious
instinct not to put on the old homespun gown in whose bosom the
little gold crucifix was sewn; a still older and shabbier gown of
faded russet, much soiled and frayed, should serve her turn today;
for she was not going near the haunts of any living souls; and over
her flaming hair she drew a thin old tartan screen of the dark
green Urquhart plaid, and sallied forth. She was sensitively
conscious of her appearance--she who had been so daintily dressed,
so fastidious in every detail. Any if the neighbours who saw her
now would surely say that the rough, untidy old farmer had dragged
her down to his level, and that without even making her a good
household drudge. It only remained now to avoid being seen, to
creep past all inhabited places like a shy animal, and seek the
friendly shelter of the woods. On her left were the woods of
Brodie, but there were many farms and cottages there. Besides, the
Brodies of that generation had gotten a turn of the most exemplary
piety; several of the girls had married ministers, and the
atmosphere seemed alien to her. On her right lay the lands and
mansion-house of Park, equally to be avoided. But straight before
her, and crossing over a stretch of wet, boggy land, devious
footpaths led through a lonely district with few human habitations,
away into the great woods of Darnaway. This way then she would go.
She would lose herself among the friendly trees and forget for a
while the sordid dreariness of life. In spite of the teachings of
the holy Kirk, she had deep down in her nature an instinctive
belief in the spirits of the woods and streams, which as everyone
knows is a gross and heathen superstition, not, it is true, as
distinctly pernicious as the belief in saints, which is a damnable
error of the papists, but still an error, finding no warrant in
Holy Writ, and not to be entertained by the enlightened disciples
of the Reformed faith.

Isabel, however, cared little for the Reformed faith or in
ministers; the spirits of the woods were kind and friendly and she
loved to dream of them, and to pretend to herself that they were
sheltering her under their great strong arm. As she walked on, the
feeling of loneliness and depression was lifted. After the dark,
stagnant atmosphere that seemed to hang round the marshy lands of
Lochloy, the clean, pure air of the Darnaway woods flowed into her
lungs, and drove the malignant vapours from her blood; she felt the
sting of fresh life in all her veins, her pulses tingled with a
queer sense of coming adventure. It was half delight, and half a
sort of shy shrinking. After all, life might yet hold some brave
doings; the world was not all dominated by ministers and
elders.

In her youth she had read many poems and romances, even some of
Master William Shakespeare's plays, and her fancy, long crushed
down and deemed an evil thing, began to plume its wings once more.
She spread her tartan screen on the ground and lay down under a
great oak, and tried to picture to herself the spirit that dwelt
therein. A strong, beautiful man it must be. What a desirable lover
he would make! She shut her eyes and tried to fancy him coming to
her, holding her in his arms. Her heart beat wildly. Then the sky
and the trees grew dim, the interlacing branches ran one into
another, and she fell asleep.

When she woke it was high noon; she had dreamed, but could
remember none of her dreams, only vague confused images remained.
Somehow she had been a person of great power, she had held the
words of life and death, she had done justice and redressed wrongs,
but how she knew not.

One thing only she was sure of, she was exceedingly hungry. A
lonely cottage stood by the side of the path, under a huge ash
tree; a black cat sat sunning itself in the window. Here she could
surely get a drink of milk and a piece of bread. In the doorway
stood a pleasant-faced, comfortable-looking woman with night-black
hair.

'Come away in, dearie,' she said, 'I've been waiting for
ye.'

'Nay! that you cannot. I only just now found I was hungry, and
seeing your cottage, I thought maybe ye could give me a drink of
milk.'

'Come away, then, and I'll show ye that I expected ye.'

She led the way into the cottage, where a large jug of milk and
a plate of newly baked scones were spread on the table. Isabel
looked in wonder.

'I saw ye coming, my dearie! long ago, when ye left your own
farmhouse. Ye need not wonder, I have the sight, ye ken. Now sit ye
down and eat and drink all ye want to, for it's welcome ye are, and
I'm fain to have a bonny lass like yourself to talk to, for it's
lonely at times. Ye will know me by name, I'm sure. Margaret
Brodie--that am I--and a true daughter of the late laird of Brodie,
and half sister to his lordship, though I think he would not have
it mentioned, for its unco guid the Brodies are now, outwardly at
all events. My mother's a gipsy, that's how I come to have the
sight. That, and other things.'

While she talked, Isabel greatly enjoyed the hospitable
provisions of milk and scones. Here was another friend with whom
she could exchange ideas; life was no longer so dreary as it had
seemed that morning.

'Maybe I'll be seeing you at the kirk one of these days,' said
Margaret, after a pause.

'Oh aye! My man says I must go, but I'm not caring much for
it.'

'Eh, but I was meaning--No! I'll not say--But it's fine to go to
the kirk. Ye'll know that some day.'

Isabel fell to wondering a little; her new friend did not seem
one who would listen to godly admonitions for the pure love of it,
nor had she a husband to take her by force.

A door at the back of the room opened slightly, and a face
peered out that smote her with a sick, icy dread. It was the colour
of old stained parchment, dark with age and preternaturally
wrinkled. Intensely bright eyes glared from beneath bushy eyebrows,
and long grizzled wisps of hair hung down on either side. Over the
toothless mouth the long nose nearly met the prominent chin.

It was a fearsome face. Isabel started and turned pale as ashes.
Then the door closed again and the face disappeared. Margaret
Brodie laughed lightly.

'It's only my mother,' she said. 'You would hardly think to see
her now that she had been a beauty once. Gipsies age very soon; she
has got very morose and solitary, she seems to care for nothing but
her old raven. Never mind! you come and see me, you needn't be
afraid of mother, she never comes out of her own den.'

Once out again in the free air and among the trees Isabel's
spirits soon revived, and she forgot the terrible old woman and
remembered only the kind and hospitable Margaret Brodie. Yes, she
would go and see her again. Here was another to all appearance as
solitary as herself, but taking it with a bright cheerfulness that
was infectious. But as she emerged from the woods, and saw the
mists creeping over the low-lying lands, the old feeling of nervous
depression settled on her once more. She breasted the slight rise
by the small farm of Drumduan, and looked eastward over the sullen
bogs. Towards these lay her way.

These flat dreary fields had seemed to her before the material
presentment of her own dreary existence, and now after the short
escape and the gleams of hope of the day they oppressed her more
unbearably than ever. Oh, for an adventure of any kind whatsoever!
Oh, for some strong man in whom she could confide! who would help
her, one who would bring her joy, and would not vex her. Not even
to herself did she say a lover, yet had she been practised in
self-analysis, and closely examined, she might have realised that
this was in effect what she really meant.

Coming round a turn in the road she was not surprised to see a
man walking towards her some distance off. Not surprised, because
in a sense she saw him before she saw him; she knew he was there,
yet her heart gave a great bound when she realised that he was
actually there. And yet there was nothing specially remarkable
about him. Grey clothes and knee-breeches, a very dark blue Scotch
bonnet after the fashion of the time--so much she noticed; also
that he walked with an even, dignified gait that was neither a
slouch nor a swagger.

There was a moment of exultation. Here was an adventure. The man
was none of the known people about the district, he was a stranger,
maybe from some town, a cultured man evidently. Her opportunity had
come. Then came a sudden fear of the unknown; the old familiar life
at Lochloy looked sheltered and safe. Should she--could she--break
it? If she met this man she felt he must speak to her, he would
come into her life. Nothing would be the same again. A nervous
shrinking came over her. No! she would not. Resolutely and
definitely she turned to the right between some tall trees towards
the Muir of Inshoch, where a little rise hid the road from sight.
She would go round this way until the man should have passed, and
then return to the farmstead.

But no sooner was she out of sight of the road than the sense of
loss came over her. What a fool she was! her opportunity had come,
and she like a craven feared to take it; the chance might never
come again. She stood irresolute, weighing and debating, her heart
was throbbing painfully. Could she face the endless dreary years at
Lochloy? And after all, what was this man? A harmless, probably a
courteous, stranger. Suppose she did exchange a greeting with him,
a few words on general topics. Easy enough then to bid him
farewell, and return to the farm, and no harm done. Easy enough, if
he should presume, to treat him as she had treated Hay of Lochloy
and Park. But he would not presume, of that she was sure; and to be
treated as a lady once more, to converse on equal terms with a man
of refinement and courtesy! Surely she was a fool to lose such a
chance, though it were but for five minutes' conversation.

She trusted he had not passed, and then half hoped he had. She
turned back to the road, walking slowly, as though dragged against
her will, then quickening her pace almost to a run, then almost
standing still, as she saw he was still there, walking towards her
with the same dignified deliberate pace. Mechanically she threw
back her tartan screen, the low sun at her back flamed on her
bright hair. He should see her thus, she knew not why, but thus
this man must see her. She looked curiously at him. He was
scrupulously neat, his grey clothes fitted him perfectly, his grey
stockings showed a well-turned leg and a slender ankle, bright
silver buckles gleamed on his shoes, his hair was dark, and
slightly touched with grey; his face was that of a student, grave
and somewhat sad, but his eyes were piercingly bright with a
strange magnetic attraction.

She felt weird thrills run through her limbs. He was now close
to her; he raised his bonnet in courteous salutation.

'Give you good day, Mistress,' he said, and his voice was low
and musical. 'You seem in some trouble.'

'No, sir! no trouble. Only I am so lonely. So terribly
lonely.'

That he should thus open her grief to a total stranger surprised
herself even as she said it. But she could not think of him as a
stranger.

'Nay, I cannot think so fair a lady could be lonely. Methinks
you cannot know your own power.'

'Power! What would I give for power! I am helpless as a poor
mouse caught in a trap, and I could do so much. I am young still,
and I am married, and I have never known love. Oh, why do I talk to
you like this? I know not what you must think of me.'

'Nay, Mistress! I prithee look on me as one who has known the
world for more years than I care to remember. I have known men and
women, and I can sympathise. Maybe I can help. As for power, ye
would use it well. A beautiful woman always has power if she will.
Yet I could teach ye more. Knowledge is power, and I have studied
every science, and won power for myself, and this I can give to you
if so be ye will.'

'How good you are,' she murmured softly. 'I never saw you
before, yet I feel I trust you more than any man I ever met.'

'I can do somewhat for you. I think I partly know your trouble.
Tell me, ye are baptised, is it not so?'

'They baptised me when I joined the Reformed faith, sorely
against my will. Why do ye ask this?'

'There is the source of much of your trouble. Ye know how men
speak of luck. It is a foolish word. It is themselves that attract
power and happiness. This foolish rite of baptism repels all that
is pleasant or desirable. Indeed, your Reformed kirk looks on all
pleasure as wrong.'

'Oh, I know, and I hate it! If you only knew how I hate it. But
it's done and I can't undo it.'

'Nay, I think you can. What you have taken on you, you can
renounce. If once you renounce this silly vain form of baptism, you
can draw to yourself all that you desire.'

'And can I really do this? Can I win power so easily? Have ye
got power yourself?'

'See now, ye desire a proof. Look out there to the east. You
know they are gathering the harvest in the lands of Culben.
To-morrow the farmer is to hold a great festivity for all men and
his neighbours to celebrate the ingetting of the best harvest he
has ever had. Now mark--he will never hold that feast. His lands
shall be buried and all that is upon them shall be lost, and thus
or thus wise may it be with all your enemies and all who hurt you,
if only you will it to be so.'

'But this is amazing! Are ye then such a miracle worker?'

'No! a poor student, who has learned a few things.'

'And can you--will you--really teach me to do the same? Oh! I
would give anything to have such power. But why should you take
such interest in me? I am an utter stranger to you.'

'See ye, Mistress! When the Lords of this world give great
beauty to a woman, it is intended that she shall have great power,
for beauty is a supreme source of power. If ye are, as you say,
helpless, you are not fulfilling your destiny. All my studies have
taught me that the enabling of any to fulfil their destiny will
help me as much as the person I help. Ye are born for greatness,
for power, and for happiness. This I can give you if you will. If
you will dare to meet me to-morrow night at midnight, when the moon
is full at the kirk of Aulderne, I will show you more.'

'I will, I will. But how can I? My husband--' she said with a
sudden recollection. Gilbert would never permit her to be out at
midnight.

'He will still be away. Ye need have no fear.'

'I will come! I never wanted that baptism. But stay one moment.
I was baptised before as a Catholic.'

'With that I have nothing to do,' he said gravely. 'Fare ye
well, Mistress, until to-morrow night. Then ye shall see whereunto
a beautiful woman is born.'

He turned and was gone. Whether he passed up the by-lane, where
she had undergone such doubts and hesitations before she could
summon courage to meet him, or vanished in any other way, she could
not tell.

But concerning that enigmatical last sentence of his, there was
later on much disputation among the learned. For the Presbytery,
whereon my great-great-great-grandfather was a shining light,
maintained, and set forth a most learned pronouncement on the
subject, that the papistical baptism, being a mere heathen
ceremony, and a gross superstition, was of no account whatsoever.
But Father Bernard Angelico of Florence stated in an elaborate
Latin treatise, with much citation of authority, that baptism into
the Holy Catholic Church was a sacrament of such high power and
efficacy that it could never be renounced under any circumstances
whatsoever, and therefore that any attempt to do so was of no
avail. Whence we see that the stranger who accosted Mistress Isabel
between the township of Drumduan and the Bogheads must have been a
personage of some considerable importance, since his utterances
were the subject of so much learned disputation.

Isabel, however, walked back to the farm of Lochloy in strange
exultation, but mixed with other thoughts and feelings filling her
mind with a strange medley. The man had been courteous and
deferential, he had promised her power, which was what she craved
for; and indeed her whole sensation of him was one of power, he
radiated power. He spoke of the spell of her beauty. But it seemed
powerless on him. Not by one single look or word had he suggested
making love to her. She had been alertly ready to resent any such
suggestion. Now she was half conscious of a vague disappointment,
that no such suggestion had been made. Half acknowledged to
herself, but gradually growing, was the wish that he would make
love to her, that she could bring him under the spell he had spoken
of. Was he then after all merely a talker with nothing behind him,
merely passing an idle quarter of an hour in chatting with a
chance-met woman, and beguiling her with foolish boasts of what he
could do? She grew mightily curious about him. Well, Gilbert would
be at home the following night, so there was no good in thinking
more about it. The thing was past and done with; she would hear no
more of the stranger.

Still, if Gilbert did not return, it would be some sort of a
proof that the stranger knew more than ordinary folk. It might be
worth while to go to the kirk of Aulderne and see what happened;
there could be no harm in going; she could just find out what it
all meant; she need do nothing, would in fact do nothing, and would
come away again, and no one would be any the wiser.

Curious, too, how she was pushed to go to the kirk of Aulderne.
Gilbert had ordered her to go. Margaret Brodie had said she would
be sure to meet her there, and now this stranger had trysted her to
meet him in the same place.

Then there was that wild story about the lands of Culben. That
was surely the most empty boast. But what could he mean by making
such an assertion which a few hours would conclusively refute?

On the whole it was an adventure. It had served to break the
dreary monotony of her life; it was something to look back on, a
story to tell Janet Broadhead, and quite as thrilling as many of
hers; but she was glad it was over and done with.

The sun was setting luridly in piles of blood-red cloud, torn
and lashed into a thousand fantastic shapes behind the great purple
mass of Wyvis, but over Lochloy brooded an almost deathlike calm.
The sea lay dark and sullen looking, and the rays of the setting
sun gleamed redly on the enormous hills of sand that had
accumulated on the old bar. It was a weird and extraordinary scene.
Isabel with her quick poetic fancy looked at it with delight. She
watched the flaming colours of sunset gradually fade to a dull
leaden grey, as the sun sank out of sight. She listened to a low
moan as though of wind, though the trees stirred not a single leaf.
A sudden chill came over the low-lying lands. The water-fowl on the
loch were strangely disturbed and flew inland with wild discordant
crying. A pair of owls hooted from a dead tree behind the
farmhouse.

Isabel shivered and went in, and in a very short time had crept
between the blankets and buried her head to seek for sleep. Visions
of the stranger still haunted her. He stood where they had met, and
there was a sort of fiery halo round him; his raised his arm in a
commanding attitude, and thunder clouds and wild lightnings seemed
to follow his gestures. She woke trembling. Then she said to
herself: 'What nonsense! I am just dreaming of the absurdities he
talked.' She shook herself impatiently, and turned over to dream
again. The rising wind was moaning round the house. She dozed and
woke again as the little window rattled and the walls shook. She
was thankful she was in shelter, for the storm was clearly
increasing. The blasts howled and moaned round the farm; the
chimney fell with a crash, a stinging shower of sand dashed against
the window. Isabel lay and trembled, waiting for the dawn; sleep
was impossible until, just as grey streaks were beginning to throw
a wan gleam on the wall opposite to the window, the wild wind
dropped as suddenly as it rose, and a profound stillness fell, and
then wearied out she fell into a sound dreamless sleep, from which
she was only aroused an hour after her usual time by one of the
herd girls who ran into the room crying: 'Oh, Mistress, waken! Here
is terrible news indeed. The whole of the farm of Culben is buried
in sand by last night's storm.'




Chapter Three. The Sands of
Culben


Table of Contents



THE news of the terrible disaster at the farm of Culben spread
rapidly over the countryside, and from every hand lairds, farmers
and labourers flocked to see the desolation. All work was for the
time abandoned, and the harvest lay ungathered. The farm of Lochloy
was utterly deserted. Isabel alone remained in the empty house.
Looking out over the muir towards the sea to the right, she saw the
line of the old bar, now only just visible above the water, the
enormous hills of sand on its western end that she had watched
under the red sunset the previous evening were gone; only away to
the eastward the great sandhills still remained, piled like a
miniature island mountain in the midst of the blue waters.

What had happened was now clear; the furious north-easterly
tempest had cut like a line across the end of the bar, coming
straight from the direction of the Souters of Cromarty, and had
swept all that accumulation of sand, piled up during years, perhaps
centuries, by the winds and tides, over the narrow intervening
water on to the farm. The debris of the crumbling sandstone of the
eastward coast had gone on unheeded piling itself up on the old
bar; now suddenly, and without a moment's warning, almost a quarter
of the whole mass had been hurled on to the fertile land known as
'the granary of Moray' from their wonderful fertility. Only the
westernmost farm, known as the Mains of Culben had been buried, but
over this the sand was heaped to a depth varying from four feet to
upwards of twenty. The mansion-house and its policies and the
eastern farms were untouched. The line of the storm must have been
very narrow and sharply defined; it swept over the farm lands, but
stopped almost in a rigid line, avoiding the Chapel and Chapel
Garth of St. Ninians, where in older and more pious days the lairds
of Culben had worshipped.

Hay of Lochloy and Park, immediately he heard of the disaster,
rode out from his mansion-house to see the scene of destruction,
and meeting on his way with Master Harry Forbes, the minister of
Aulderne, they rode together, the minister's blind old pony with
difficulty keeping pace with the laird's sorrel nag, albeit the
laird frequently reined in his steed in deference to his
companion.

Isabel saw them coming, and turned back into the house, but from
the window she saw the laird cast a look of venomous anger at her
door, and lean over to say something to the minister, whereat the
latter also looked towards the farmhouse, first in surprise and
then aversion.

Mr Patrick Innes records how, long years after, Mr. Harry Forbes
had told him of that ride, and of the surprise with which he had
heard of the ill-repute of Mistress Isabel Goudie, whose husband
was a right godly man, and an elder of his own kirk. Concerning the
curious track of the storm which avoided the mansion-house and the
Chapel and Chapel Garth, Mr. Patrick, who witnessed the final
catastrophe whereby these were overwhelmed in the great sand storm
of 1694, was clearly convinced that the wickedness of the laird of
Culben and the heathen papistry of that chapel which was preserved
when it should have been totally destroyed, were the cause of the
final ruin of the fair estate, but that at the time we are now
speaking of, the measure of their iniquity was not yet full. Harry
Forbes seems to have described very graphically the state of terror
that was over the whole country, and how this occurrence at Culben,
coming on the head of all the other things of which mention has
been made, had brought the country folk to a condition of panic
that bordered on madness. They clamoured for a victim, but none
could at the moment be found. True, the laird of Culben was
unquestionably a very wicked man, for cards as everyone knows are
the Devil's own books, and besides, he persistently profaned the
blessed Sabbath day. But the vengeance in this case had fallen on
him, and Lord Brodie, who was a senator of the College of Justice
up in Edinburgh, astutely argued that a man could scarcely be the
author of his own ruin. 'For if Satan,' he said, 'be divided
against himself, how shall his kingdom stand'; and Lord Brodie was
not only a most eminent lawyer, but a man of exemplary piety. These
matters then did the laird of Park and the minister discuss, during
that ride to the sand-whelmed farm of Culben. And neither of them
doubted that the wickedness of men had brought this signal judgment
on the land.

Mistress Isabel Goudie, watching them pass, had caught that look
exchanged between them, and knew well the anger of the laird
against her.

'Beast!' she said once more. 'Oh, if that stranger only spoke
the truth! If he will but give me the power he spoke of, I'll be
even with you yet. May you never have male child to come after
you!'
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