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The "Ring" was shouting itself hoarse. The great race of the day was
coming on. Anxious faces surveyed the beautiful, restless creatures
held by indifferent grooms, and on whom so much depended.

A crowd of women and men had poured from the grandstand into the
paddock, and the yells of the "bookies" and the buzzing murmurs of
the bettors seemed to thrill the warm September air with a strange
excitement. Last instructions were given to the jockeys, as they
tried a stirrup or drew the reins in a firmer grip. One or two
nodded with light-hearted recklessness. Not one glanced at sky or
sunshine with any foreboding of what risk lay behind that frantic
gallop—those furze-banks and hurdles—that wide water jump which was
to tax the finishing power of horse and man. Not one. Not even Pat
Rooney—reckless, maddest, and most dare-devil of all that reckless
lot. He settled his orange and black cap on his chestnut curls, his
blue eyes laughed at the anxious inquiring face beside him.

"It will be all right, sir, never fear. The horse isn't foaled yet that
can beat Kilmorran. There, can't yer honour be aisy, for once? We'll
win—or——"

A jerk at the rein—an impatient movement of the bright bay he was
riding—cut short his words. He cantered on to take his place at the
starting-post. To the left stretched the wide meadows crowded with the
itinerant mob, the idle loafers, the motley mass of men, women, and
children, never absent from an Irish racecourse.

Pat Rooney's eyes swept the crowd with a questioning glance. Suddenly
his white teeth showed in a brilliant smile. The horse curvetted and
reared as he waved one hand in greeting. A girl leaning against the
dividing rails answered the smile and the hand-wave.

"He looks grand, doesn't he, Mickey?" she said, eagerly.

She spoke to a short, hunchbacked man by her side. A man with a sharp
cut face and eager eyes, and a brow for ever crowned with gloom. The
lightning gleams of the eyes were constantly subdued by the cloud
on the broad, sun-tanned brow, beneath which they looked out on a
churlish world. Nature had handicapped him at the start in life's
race, and he could not forgive her, or be otherwise than resentful
and bitter to a humanity that was better favoured than himself. To be
pushed aside, ridiculed, condemned, does not tend to sweeten a nature
already sensitive and ambitious and full of tender yearnings. Michael
Croom had led a strange life. It looked to him like a patched and
multi-colored fabric what time he gave himself up to the contemplation
of the past. He had played so many parts, fallen on such vicissitudes
of fortune, and he was so far down on the ladder that previous dreams
of ascent looked the veriest mockery. He was now only the "handy man"
of a travelling photographic show—a thing that hailed from the land
of stars and stripes and was owned by a woman, and "run" by a woman,
and had secured and attached him to itself by means of promises, and an
occasional advance of salary when business was good. The owner of the
show was an Americanised Irishwoman; a creature of shrewd intelligence,
unlimited enterprise, and indifferent morality. She had a fair show of
good looks, a loud voice and a violent temper. It was her niece who
stood beside the hunchback and waved her hand to the handsome jockey.

"Oh, but he's fine to-day!" she went on. "He's bound to win, isn't he,
Mickey? Why don't you answer? Ah, he's gone now like a flash! Is this a
good place to watch them, Mickey?"

"Good enough," said the man, sulkily. "You'll see the finish. They go
twice round the course."

"Do you mean to take the water jump twice?" gasped the girl, in sudden
fright. "Oh, it's cruel, it's awful. They shouldn't be let."

A sardonic smile parted the hunchback's lips.

"Races are always cruel," he said. "Cruel on horse and man, on rider
and owner. But what of that—isn't all sport cruel? Waste o' life,
health, and money? 'A hell-hound that doth hunt us all to death? A foul
defacer of God's handiwork?'"

"Is that Richard III, again?" asked the girl with a faint smile. "Oh,
Mickey, look. There are the two Englishmen who were photographed this
morning. They see us. They're coming here. Now, do be civil, if you
can."

"Why should I be civil?" he asked doggedly. "They're none too polite to
me. And as for you, Brianna——"

He paused abruptly. The girl's hand was on his arm. He felt the
electric thrill of that light touch through all his veins.

"They're off!" she cried, in an excited hysterical whisper, and he
turned his eyes to the starting place, and then stood perfectly still,
watching that curving line of colour as it swept along the course.

On they came, neck and neck in that first round, so evenly were they
matched. On, and over the hurdles, the furze bank. A blanket could have
covered the nine who were in the race. On, and over the water, while
the spectators held their breath and the loud pants of the galloping
horses echoed on a silence of suspense. On—still on—lost to sight
now as the girl's straining eyes gazed into the green distance. The
line broke, it became straggling; the terrible pace, the stiff leaps
began to tell on straining muscle and panting hearts. The flash of
colour ceased to blend into a harmonious whole. Green and white, orange
and black, crimson, blue, yellow, violet, stood out in separate blots
against the emerald background.

Three abreast now. Three—and one the orange and black of Kilmorran's
jockey. A hoarse about broke from the crowd.

"Kilmorran wins. Go it, Pat Rooney. Shure, didn't I say Pat was the boy
for my money!"

The girl's face turned white as death, and her hand gripped the arm of
the hunchback with a force that hurt him.

Another leap. The horse rose like a bird. Then . . . . What was it?
A swerve? A pressure from the jockey behind him? None could tell;
but a figure fell to the ground beyond the hurdle, and the hoof of
Kilmorran's rival crushed the orange and black cap, while Kilmorran
himself, free and riderless, swept on and leaped the water-jump and
passed the winning-post—alone.

"A jockey off." "What's happened?" "Is it kilt he is?" So the voices
buzzed and clamoured, as the crowd broke, and men rushed in and bore
off a stiff and bleeding figure that a moment before had been all life,
and nerve and motion.

The blue sky held no cloud, the sunshine smiled, and cries of triumph
and the smothered curses at loss and defeat arose sounded the requiem
of a dying soul. With a gasp of agony Pat Rooney's blue eyes looked up
through mists of pain and death to the blue heavens that now seemed so
strangely, strangely near.

"Kilmorran's not beaten," he whispered. "Not—beaten."

Then the curtain of an endless night fell between him and the living
world beyond.

*  *  *  *  *  *

Brianna stood like a stone statue, her straining eyes fixed on that
fatal spot.

"Faith, that was a bad fall," muttered the hunchback, as he turned to
look at her white face. "Poor Pat. I'm thinking he's ridden his last
race this time."

"What happened? Could you see?" asked an eager voice.

It came from one of the young Englishmen whom Brianna had remarked.
They had been standing near her during the race, but she had been too
absorbed to notice their proximity.

Michael Croom turned his frowning face towards them.

"Only a jockey thrown," he answered. "Maybe he's not much hurt. It's
not his first spill, I know. I'll go and ask about him."

He turned abruptly away. The Englishman looked at Brianna's white face
and staring eyes with a sense of wonder. They had made acquaintance
that morning at the caravan. A few idle jests and compliments, a
sense of her wonderful beauty and its wonderful unfitness to her
surroundings, had impressed him. Now he was absolutely startled by the
tragic sorrow of her eyes as they met his own.

"Is anything the matter? Are you ill?" he asked, and instinctively he
drew nearer.

She began to tremble suddenly. Then she raised one hand to her head and
pushed back the black sailor hat that hid her rich-hued hair. Her eyes
seemed to dilate and then grow dewy with tears that would not fall. Her
lips quivered like that of a grieved child. Grief lent her an aspect at
once youthful and appealing.

Max Lorrimer gazed at her, and every pulse of young manhood stirred in
sympathy with her beauty and grief.

"Tell me, my child," he said, tenderly. "Let me help you."

Then the tears fell in large heavy drops, and a great sob burst from
her throat.

"Oh, Pat, Pat!" she cried. "Oh, my heart, my darlin'! Oh, what shall I
do without you! No one to speak a kind word, no one to love me; and not
a moment ago it seems that you waved your hand and I saw you smile—and
now——"

She buried her face in her hands, and shook from head to foot.

"Don't grieve so," pleaded her would-be comforter. "He mayn't be
killed, after all. Lots of jockeys are thrown, you know, and they only
break a collar-bone, or a rib, or something. Perhaps Pat, as you call
him, has done the same."

She shook her head. The heavy clusters of her hair fell about her brow
and ears. She turned away from the handsome, eager young face, and
gazed sadly at the distant course.

Already the accident was forgotten—already the swaying crowd of
well-dressed women and men had descended from their various seats and
were hastening to the enclosure where the exhausted riders and panting
horses were standing, or dismounting. Kilmorran's owner, his face set
in grim hard lines, was standing by his horse. The animal had won the
race but won it disqualified by the absence of his jockey.

It was hard on Desmond Mayne, already up to his ears in debts and
difficulties. It was hard on many others who had backed the favourite
to the full extent of limited banking accounts. And it had been such a
near thing! That point of aggravation was on every tongue.

A woman, well known to racing circles, raised the point as to whether
the horse or the jockey ran the race. It certainly was the former
who was entered, and on whom the odds were laid and the bets made.
Therefore, she maintained with perverse feminine logic, that if
the horse won it didn't matter about the jockey. The question of
weight did not seem to trouble her argument or enter into it. She
had lost a great deal more money than she could afford to lose, and
the fate of the unfortunate jockey left her unmoved. Nowhere does
the innate selfishness of human nature show itself more plainly than
at a race meeting. Risk of life, money, honour, nay, death itself,
are disregarded for the time being—swept ruthlessly aside in the
excitement of that feverish moment on which so much is staked, so much
is lost. The faces tell their own story. It is not always a pleasant
one.

Max Lorrimer stood there silently by the side of the girl whose
acquaintance he had only made that morning. His friend had strolled
on. They had tickets for the stand, but races were no novelty, and
they were "doing Ireland" in a fashion that held preference for the
study of the Irishman in congenial surroundings. Hence their choice of
the meadows that faced the enclosure and the stand, where the crowd
indulged in humours of its own particular kind, and made it's own bets,
and gave vent to its own fancies and expressed its own opinions with
that delightful candour so dear to the Irish soul.

Voices were discussing the accident to Pat Rooney. He was well known,
and a general favourite. As yet no one knew that his fall had cost him
his life. The girl listened eagerly, drinking in hope from that rough
good-humour and buoyancy that try so often to disarm sorrow.

Max Lorrimer encouraged her to be less despondent. Beauty in distress
had a certain charm, but beauty buoyant in life and hope and witchery,
pleased him a thousand times more. Besides, he wanted her to talk to
him—to hear her history. That morning he had seen her sitting on the
steps of the wooden "house on wheels" which its owner had informed him
was just "the natest and complatest and cunningest of its kind" ever
made. She had herself planned it, and had it built according to her
designs. It was her hobby, her delight. In it she could laugh to scorn
the question of "rint," or locality, the call of the tax-collector and
the intrusion of rates, and their representatives. Her long sojourn in
the States had impressed her with the glories of freedom, and when she
returned to her native land she gave all who would listen the benefit
of her opinions. It was on this visit that she discovered she possessed
a relative in an orphan niece—a wild slip of a girl, beautiful and
untutored, with little prospect in life before her, and yet a certain
handiness and capability that might be turned to account.

Her aunt resolved to turn them to her account and that of the show. She
annexed the girl, as she had annexed the hunchback. They worked, and
she directed. She was imperious and iron-headed. She drove her slaves
mercilessly. The lash of her tongue could sting and smart; but at times
she was kind and reasonable enough, and the girl was fairly happy. The
"show," as its owner, Sally Dunne, called it, was well-known throughout
the country towns, racecourses and seaside resorts of Ireland. So was
the girl, with her wild hair, her untidy garments, and her strange
beauty.

"Shure, 'tis Sally Dunne's show," the people would say. And they
would crowd round for a gossip and spend to the value of threepence
or sixpence on the marvels of Instantaneous Photography. Mrs. Dunne
would photograph, develop and frame them—all in the space of five
minutes; at any time, or in any weather. She hung a large signboard
outside the caravan, announcing herself as "The Marvellous American
Female Photographiste. Patronised by Royalty and all the Celebrities of
Europe and the United States." She had cases of "purchased" photographs
affixed to her canvas studio, and professed to have taken them herself.
She made a fair income, lived well, and did just what seemed good unto
her, and Brianna made friends with the hunchback, listened to his stage
experiences, washed and cooked, and looked after the dogs, and was
content enough with the life. At all events, it was better than those
early days of vagabondage and starvation on the coal quay—better than
the oaths and blows and drunken squabbles, and the filth and squalor of
her parents' cellar. She had change, movement, the free air, the sweet,
fair country. Her uncultured mind took tone and colour from Nature and
Michael Croom educated her in his own fashion.

All this, and more, she told the young Englishman as they stood leaning
over the low railings, awaiting Mickey's return. He listened with a
curious interest; her voice held such music, her face such varied
expression, her eyes grew so dark and deep. He had succeeded in drawing
her attention from the jockey, and he was pleased at his success.

Suddenly, however, she came to an abrupt stop.

A fresh race was coming off. The stand was once more filling, and,
crossing the green stretch of grass, threading his way between rows
of cars, crowds of jarveys, sweet-stuff stalls, apple women, dogs and
beggar children, came the figure of the hunchback.

Max Lorrimer saw the girl's cheek whiten and her lips set themselves in
a firm line. He guessed her story, and a thrill of pity stirred him. He
moved a little aside and watched Michael Groom's approach.

The girl watched him also, her whole figure tense and strained and
still. She uttered no sound, asked no question; only looked and looked
with all her heart in her eyes.

"To be loved like that!" thought Max. "Why it would be almost worth
while to die!"

Nearer came the ungainly figure. The strange face lifted itself.

A sharp breath, that was half a sob, cut the silence like a knife.

"I know—I know. You needn't tell me, Mickey. He's dead!"

Then she turned and went swiftly away, as the roar and tumult of the
new race broke from a thousand throats.
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The caravan was of pine wood, polished and varnished to the verge
of brilliance. It had a door at one end, a window at the other. In
the day the interior formed a sitting-room, with table, seats and
cooking stove. A cupboard held various utensils, such as plates cups,
and saucepans. At night the table folded into a bedstead and another
cupboard held mattress, sheets, and pillow.

The photographic apparatus and chemicals were kept in a portable canvas
tent that was only erected when the caravan stopped for any length of
time. The horse was blind of one eye, but strong and useful, and the
two Irish terriers, Moll and Tim, were excellent watchdogs.

Brianna attended to the domestic duties of cleaning, washing, and
cooking. Mickey Croom had charge of the horse and the tent, the
preparation of glasses, frame cards, and chemicals, and Mrs. Dunne
herself conducted the business and advertised it in that peculiarly
appropriate and striking manner for which her adopted country is famous.

In her way Sally Dunne was a character, and a remarkable one. She
had travelled much, and kept her eyes open to the ways of mankind in
general. She had a knack of turning most things to account and knew
the value of a red cent sufficiently well to get it, when nothing else
could be got. She had a quick method of speech, many strange sayings,
and delighted in what Mrs. Malaprop terms a curious "derangement of
epitaphs."

A wordy war between herself and the hunchback was a battle ground on
which much Queen's English would be slain, and strewn, and otherwise
ill-treated. He had for years been attached to a theatrical travelling
company, when he had played the melodramatic villain to nightly
applause and appreciative hisses. Once, on a never-to-be-forgotten
occasion, he had played Richard III. at a few hours' notice owing to
the sudden illness of the "star." On the strength of this performance
he had allowed ambition to get the better of discretion, fought with
melodrama and subordinate parts, and finally torn himself from his
beloved boards to follow Fortune under a new aspect.

Chance and Sally Dunne had been his tempters. Later on Brianna came
upon the scene, and in the interest she awakened, and her admiration
of his genius, he found that "balm in Gilead" for which his sick and
lonely soul had yearned.

He taught her Shakespeare, and so educated her strange, untamed soul
to appreciation of the grandest and loftiest ideals. She was quick to
learn and retentive of memory. Her nature was volcanic, alternately
smouldering and flaming. Life held all the wealth of possibility for
her. In sixteen years she had had no youth, and had breathed but an
atmosphere of menace and oppression. Then Hope's face showed itself
round the corner of the stationed caravan, and life woke to pulsing
glories in the smile and eyes of Pat Rooney. She loved him as Juliet
loved, "at first sight," and he returned it with the temporary ardour
of an Irish Romeo.

On the morning that he had waved his hand in an eternal farewell he had
intended an unexplained departure. Fate stepped in with a different
heart-break for the girl he left behind him. She sat desolate and alone
on the steps of the deserted caravan, making a first acquaintance with
grief, unenlightened by deception. Grief had hitherto been a stranger,
for love had played no part as yet in her life. Its vicissitudes and
hardships had been purely physical, and as such combated or succumbed
to when occasion demanded.

She shut herself now into a heart loneliness that made her deaf to all
the noise and turmoil so close at hand. Her hands were on her ears, her
head was bowed. Her loosened hair fell like a cloud about her face and
shut out the September sunlight.

She tried to think of Pat as dead, but it seemed impossible! He had
been such a living image of vitality, mirth and motion that to picture
him inanimate, gone from this world of sense and love and laughter, was
a task beyond her own immediate sorrow. The blow had stunned her by its
suddenness. Pain only beat in a feeble, numbed, pulseless fashion at
the door of her heart.

Imagination had so recently awakened that its glories could not realise
extinction. The cup of joy seemed still close to her thirsting lips.
Not yet could the agony of parched and unslaked tongue herald the
coming torture.

Life was still going on around her. The merry-go-rounds, the stalls,
the shooting galleries, and hoarse cries of itinerant vendors, the
far-off murmur of the Ring, the "k'rect card of the races," the bets
and prophecies of waiting jarvies. All these fell on the air, in a
curious and endless discordance, what time a girl's heart made first
acquaintance with Despair.

The strangeness and "aloneness" of grief seemed to press on her and
entomb her from all that living world beyond. In her ears was the sound
of rushing waters; before her eyes a darkness as of endless night. Of
Time she had no sense, and of Life no present consciousness.

The red of the sunset was burning low before she moved or stirred. A
wind, chill with the breath of autumn, swept up from the river and
crossed the meadows, and rustled among the treetops, and ruffled her
fallen hair. She shivered and lifted her head from her knees, and gazed
with dim, musing eyes at the scene before her.

Then memory came back. With quick, sharp stabs of pain it woke her
numbed heart to feel. It told her of a face for ever gone, of a
voice for ever silent—of something that had parted her from joy; of
somewhere where tears and kisses and love and longing could force no
entrance. And then she rose and faced grim reality in the shape of a
strangely-clad figure advancing with swaying steps, and speaking in
loud, incoherent tones, demanding whether tea was ready, and what she
meant by sitting there, heaped up like a broody hen that was counting
unhatched chickens?

Sally Dunne had been doing honour to the races in true Irish fashion,
treating and being treated. She was slightly exhilarated, and more than
usually loquacious. She had not backed the favourite, and owing to
its disqualification had been a considerable winner. Brianna listened
in silence. She set out the cups and saucers and made tea in that
peculiarly mechanical fashion born of habit, which makes the body
independent of the mind. Sally Dunne babbled on with loosened bonnet
strings and an occasional hiccough. She was describing the attire of a
well-known "horsey" lady who ran her own stables, and was proverbially
unlucky.

"Such a gown—my stars! that never saw a Dublin workroom or a London
either. French as France. I'd bet my bottom dollar, and a new-fashioned
sort of water-back." (She probably meant watteau.) "Well, there warn't
one woman in the place could keep her eyes off that gown—and never
hitchin it up, but just sweeping along as if it weren't in the least
consequential. I'd like to have took a picture of her. Guess she'd
posay herself, and what an advertisement!"

She poured some tea into a saucer and drank it slowly, her elbows on
the table. Then her eyes fell on the girl's face.

"My! What makes you look so queer?" she demanded. "And not a sup of
tea have you touched. And where's that vagabond Mickey? I ain't seen
him the whole living day. In mischief, I'll be bound. If he comes home
drunk to-night I'll broomstick him as sure as I'm an Irishwoman—which,
by the way, I'm not, for seems birth don't count in a Free Country when
you domerciliate yourself there. But you haven't told me what's the
matter?"

"Nothing," said the girl, brusquely, and she hastily swallowed some tea.

"'Spect you've been gallervanting," observed her astute relative.
"There's the varmintest lot of men about this racecourse as I've ever
seen. Not one honest face among 'em. If I thought one on 'em had been
spyin' round here I'd let him know who was in command in the outside of
five seconds. No sweetheartin' tricks for me. Keep that in your mind,
my girl. I'll convey my caravan respectable, I promise you. And that
remembers me, did you hear that Pat Rooney was thrown, just at the last
jump? Broke his neck, or his spine, or something."

"Yes, I heard," said the girl mechanically.

"Dead as a door nail," continued Sally, turning her teacup round to
examine the leaves. "Such a good-looking lad, too. But a bad lot all
the same. It's a fact I've deduced from literal experience, Brianna,
that them as has to do with horses is all vagabones more or less;
chiefly more. Seems as how stables and sinfulness are born affinities.
Cheating, thieving, lying and jockeying are the same thing without
no manner of difference, 'cept the sayin' of them. Never you take up
with an equin—equin—what in thunder, do they call it?—equinoxial
person of any status whatever. Depend on it he'll turn out a blackleg
in the long run. Yet it can't be the force of example, eh?—for the
steed is nobler than the man, as Shakespeare says somewhere. And
now if you're not going to have any more tea, just wash up and settle
things, for I'm dead beat, and must have a snooze afore I recommence my
peregrinations to-night."

"Did you! hear," asked Brianna, hesitatingly, "where they took Pat
Rooney?"

"To the hospital, of course. At least, I don't know, now I come to
think of it. Infirmary, or police court, or somewhere."

"But his mother lives in Mary-street," said the girl.

"Ah, so she does. Maybe 'twas there he was conveyanced. I'll step round
and inquire after I've had my nap. 'Twill be neighbourly, though the
widow Rooney is very much my inferior in the socialistic sphere. But
one mustn't be proud when trouble flies like the sparks upwards. Now
stop talking, girl, and let me go to sleep. The arms of Morphibious
are waving me to slumber in the—Never mind the rest, pull out the
bed, and if Mickey wants any tea he's not to have it, mind that. Bless
Pat Rooney's broken neck, it's put twenty pounds in my pocket. Twenty
pounds! Think of that, Brianna, and don't say Providence ain't good to
us sometimes, and that other folks' misfortunes aren't a blessing in
disguise?"

After which expression of Christian sentiment she turned in and went
off to sleep without any difficulty.

The girl closed the door of the caravan and stood for a moment looking
at the sky. The caravan was stationed in a corner of the meadows that
lie beyond the Cork racecourse. The sloping hills, autumn-tinted, and
crowned with villas and mansions, looked down in a twinkling radiance
of light; the full tide of the river swept dark and dim between its
banks. The evening star had risen, set in sapphire that still held some
of the glow of sunset; a film of tawny gold lingered over the distant
treetops, the air breathed a faint odour of peat smoke and damp mist
and autumn flowers. Sounds of life—voices, laughter, gay bursts of
music—filled the twilight pause.

In some dim way, to which her untutored soul could give no expression,
the poetry of the scene affected the girl, and set her nerves thrilling
as to strange music. Speech could not help her, and thought was chaos,
yet she felt less unhappy and less alone than she had done since her
first sense of loss.

The beauty of the world, the fullness and unrest of life, a longing to
know and thrill and live it to its utmost, swept like a full resistless
wave over her heart. She seemed to stand on the threshold of unknown
mysteries. Love had chained, but Death had loosed the chain. Sorrow,
and passion, and despair had held her life in check while memory opened
its doors. Now every faculty of her nature was at its keenest. Sounds
and whispers of mystery filled the air and haunted the faint chill
mists beyond the winding river. She felt she could not live as she
had lived. Her soul leaped strange barriers to the arms of that lover
who had left her desolate. Then came a sense of peace to human agony.
Terror and grief alike grew passive. All form or visible emotion passed
and left her still and tense, and thrilling with sympathy for the
vague, beautiful world at which she gazed.

Natures are disciplined by such moments as these. A spirit moves on the
face of the waters, and the waters tremble and break, and their depths
are stirred, and never more for them is the darkness of the unknown.
Such a moment had come to this untutored Irish girl. She looked at the
closed door of the caravan, the fluttering folds of the flag of which
her aunt was so proud. Then yielding to some invisible influence, she
descended the steps and moved swiftly away in the direction of the
Marina.

Soon all was quiet about her. Most of the crowd who had come to the
races had sped homewards by car, train or carriage. It was too early
for the night's amusements. A silent bar emphasised the restless
symphony of the day. The girl's swift, light feet bore her onwards
to where the old castle stood out in bold relief, its beacon-light
streaming over the river. It had always been a favourite resort of hers
from the days of her starved and wretched childhood, and her steps
turned there instinctively to-night.

The moon had risen. Its brilliance touched the white road and silvered
the flowing water, making the shadowy background of tree-clad hills
look mystical and remote. The Castle itself looked lonely and grim
as some feudal fortress, its high tower guarding the river and the
lough beyond. She slipped down the rugged pathway and reached a low
stone wall, against which the tide lapped in broken waves. The place
was quite deserted, but from the road above sounded the echoes of
passing feet, the full-toned voices of men, the light ripple of girlish
laughter. Brianna lost all count of time. It seemed as if long, long
hours had passed, and still she stood there, leaning her elbows on the
low stone wall, gazing with fixed, unwavering eyes at the beautiful
scene.

The steps and the voices had grown quiet. The tide was ebbing seawards.
The full bright moon still beamed in sweet tranquility. Suddenly, she
grew conscious of a step approaching her resting-place. The fragrance
of a cigar mingled with the autumn scents of dead moist leaves and
drifted seaweed. The girl lifted her head, impatient of coming
interruption. There were lurking tears in her eyes of which she was
unaware. Her shawl had fallen back, and the damp mists had left light
curls and tendrils of glittering hair about her forehead. Her face
looked strangely white and spiritual in the clear moonlight. To the man
approaching her it held all the beauty and beguilement of a vision. He
was young and impressionable, and keenly alive to woman's loveliness
and charm. His step quickened. There was a strange ring of gladness in
his voice as he uttered her name:

"Why, Brianna! What on earth are you doing here? Who'd have thought
of seeing you so far away from the show? And I hear there's no end of
fun going on to-night. I've been dining up there," he nodded in the
direction of the curving road. "Friends of friends of mine in England.
Duty and all that. But do you know what the time is, child?"

"No," she said, somewhat listlessly. "Nine o'clock, perhaps."

"Nine! You'll never see ten again this side of to-morrow," he answered.
"But tell me, do you often do this soft of thing?"

He tossed aside his cigar and pointed riverwards. Instinct made him
respectful to her loneliness and youth as to his equal in station.
She was feminine, and she was beautiful, and only "a daughter of the
people," but Nature had created him chivalrous, and the world and
society had not been able to break the mould yet.

"Not often," she said, slowly. "I have not the time. But to-night,
'twas no use. I had to come. I thought maybe it might comfort me."

"Comfort—are you unhappy? Ah, yes, I remember. That poor fellow was
your sweetheart, wasn't he, Brianna?"

"He was," she said, simply, and without a flush or tremor. "'Twasn't
much happiness my life had ever known, and cruel poverty sometimes, and
aunt has a bitter tongue of her own, and she's not one to spare it. And
then Pat came, and everything was changed. 'Tis just as if my heart was
broken, now."

She had spoken slowly and carefully, but her voice broke over those
last words, and the tears gathered and dropped one by one on her
clasped hands.

Involuntarily his own touched them, closed on them.

"Poor girl—poor child!" he said, tenderly.

The sympathy in his voice touched her deeply. Her heart-beats quickened.
She could find no words to answer him, and they stood side by side in a
comprehensive silence, while the silver track of the moon broadened on
the quivering surface of the river.
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The girl first broke the silence. She drew her hands away from the firm
yet gentle clasp that half-unconsciously imprisoned them.

"I must be going home," she said. "Aunt will be angry if I'm late."

"It's my way, too," he said. "May I walk with you?"

The calm scrutiny of her eyes swept his face in wonder.

"It's not for me to say no, sir," she answered. "But you're a
gentleman, and I'm only a poor girl. You must please yourself."

"That means 'yes,' to my question, Brianna," he said, lightly. "But
tell me, how is it you speak so well? You have the soft southern
accent, but none of the idioms and expressions of the people about
here."

"Oh, that's Mickey," she said. "He has taught me a great deal. Do you
know he can repeat almost any play of Shakespeare, and he made me
learn them too. It's saying over those grand words, I think, that's
made me speak correctly. I know all Romeo and Juliet, and part
of Hamlet, and The Merchant of Venice, Twelfth Night,
and The Tempest, and Much Ado About Nothing, and ever so
many bits out of other plays. Sometimes Mickey and I act them." Her
eyes sparkled, her whole face changed. "I love that," she said, "and
sometimes he takes me to the theatre. Then I feel as if I want to act
myself. Oh, the life seems splendid. To play to all those people, to
make them forget you are you, and only see what you make them see.
All the sorrow and the joy and the pain of it. Ah, that would be life
indeed!"

Her bosom heaved, her large eyes shone like stars through the cloud of
her loosened hair. The colour of a damask rose was on her warm cheeks
and parted lips. The young man looked at her with something of wonder.
Then a thought came to him and impulsively he spoke out on the strength
of it.

"If you really wish to go on the stage, it could be easily managed," he
said.

She stopped abruptly, and looked at him as if doubting what she had
heard.

"Wish it! Of course I wish it. But Mickey says it's awfully hard. One
has so much to learn, and for years and years you are kept back, and
only allowed a line or two to speak, and you can't get the parts you
feel you can act, and no manager cares to put on a play of Shakespere
unless a big star is coming out in it."

"Mickey isn't far wrong," said Max Lorrimer, "and certainly if tragedy
is your line, you'll have a hard tussle to get to the front. The
public taste has altered since the days of Siddons, Helen Faucit,
Kemble, Kean, Vestris, Macready—all that galaxy of genius which makes
theatrical history now. People like comedy, burlesque, opéra-bouffe.
Can you sing at all?"

"Oh, yes," she said, tranquilly. "I have a voice. But, of course, it's
not like the singing one hears at concerts. I've been to them, too.
Mickey took me."

"Mickey seems to have stood your friend and counsellor in most ways."

"Yes," she said, simply. "He has been very good. And he has had such a
hard life himself. Oh, cruel! People think because he's deformed that
they can abuse and despise him. But if they only knew him——"

She broke off abruptly.

"It's hard, isn't it?" she went on presently. "Hard to be ugly and
ill-favoured, and yet have a beautiful soul that wants to live and be
loved, and do great things."

"Yes," agreed the young man. "It must be very hard. And is Mickey like
that?"

"He is, indeed. But I suppose no one knows him as I do. Most people
think he's surly and disagreeable—and then he does drink sometimes.
He's awful then. Like a raging lunatic. And Aunt Sal and he quarrel
dreadfully, and I get frightened."

"What a life for you, Brianna."

"Oh! I don't mind it so very much. There's the going about, and one
sees so many people and places, and Aunt is kind in her way, and after
all it's better than the life I had in Cork before father and mother
died, and I do get food, and no one beats me now."

His heart gave a sudden, quick throb.

"Beats you! I should hope not. Who'd dare?"

"Oh! Aunt often threatens it," she said, simply. "But Mickey won't
allow that. Besides, I'm big and strong now. I can take care of myself."

He looked at the splendid young form, the proudly-balanced head,
the firm, lithe grace of movement, the flash and brilliance of the
beautiful eyes. Nature had been prodigal of gifts, yet Fate had frowned
on circumstances that might have doubled their value. A sense of pity
and helplessness came over him as he walked beside her. A man can do
so little after all for a woman, and that little is always liable to
misconstruction, if the woman is poor and friendless, and beautiful,
and young.

"Tell me more," he entreated. "I like to hear you speak. I wish I could
help you. I think I might, if you would let me. But you would have to
give up this wandering life. To come over to my country. I suppose you
would never do that?"

She looked at him doubtfully.

"Do you mean I might earn my living over there, be independent? Oh, it
would be grand. But then I'm so ignorant. I know so little. I'm afraid
I'm only fit for the life you know of. You'll think so yourself when
you compare me with others."

He checked some words of recklessness, and for some moments they walked
on in silence.

"I'm afraid it's very late," said Brianna, suddenly. "I hope Aunt won't
have gone to bed and locked up the caravan. She's very queer in her
temper sometimes."

"But surely she wouldn't lock you out?" exclaimed the Englishman. "That
would be disgraceful."

She laughed somewhat constrainedly.

"Oh, Aunt Sal doesn't pick and choose when her temper's up."

"Well, you'll be out of breath long before you get within speaking
distance," laughed the young man as he quickened his pace to keep up
with her hurrying footsteps.

The girl seemed anxious and nervous now. A feeling of constraint crept
between them. It struck her for the first time that betwixt her life
and his there was a "great gulf fixed." She wondered at the ease and
familiarity with which she had treated him. He was a gentleman, and she
only a poor working-girl. She knew nothing of this world, and he would
shrink with disgust from hers, did he but know it as she knew it.

If her soul had found wings and longed to soar beyond the sordid cares
and common round of her daily life, yet none the less had that life its
claims and duties and exactions. To cut herself adrift from them was a
harder task than he imagined. Her heart was warm and loving, and full
of generous impulse, but she had no opportunity of expending its powers
save in that brief love-dream whose birth and death a month might date
and embrace. It was love idealised and made beautiful on her side. She
had yet to learn how little value it had held for her lover. She was
pure and noble herself, and nothing less appealed to her. In the time
before her she would perhaps suffer for that ideal, see it dethroned,
abased; but as yet she believed in it and was ready to sacrifice all
for it.

"I'm afraid you're coming far out of your way, sir," she said at last
to her companion, as the trees of the Marina came into sight.

"Oh, no!" he said, lightly. "I can get to the Imperial this way, and
indeed it's pleasanter than the Blackrock road. If my jarvey hadn't
played me false I'd have been driving home. As it was, I felt an
irresistible inclination to interview the Castle in the moonlight, and
so found—you."

"It's good of you to make no favour of your company," she said,
earnestly. "But, indeed, I feel it an honour. Maybe I should not have
walked with you. I haven't my hat, and 'tis only working girls and
such-like that wear shawls now."

"They are very picturesque," he said, "and, if I may say so, suit the
wearers as a rule far better than hats."

"Pat liked me in a hat," she said, with sudden quivering lips.

"No doubt," he said, shortly. It was hard to be met with such an
argument in defence of a taste that was strictly opposed to the
picturesque. "But then I'm not Pat, so you must excuse my bad taste."

Something in his voice and manner hurt her. She was silent, and a dim
uncomfortable feeling stole over her previous content. She paused under
the trees. A pathway to the left ran under a sort of tunnel, and by it
she could reach the caravan.

"My way's there, sir," she said, pointing in its direction. "And thank
you kindly for your company."

He laughed softly.

"Oh, Brianna!" he said. "Has the blight of conventionality touched
even you? Well, good-night, child. I shall see you to-morrow, perhaps;
somewhere about the course, eh?"

"I don't know," she said. "It seems to me I shall never want to look at
a race again."

"I—I beg your pardon, I forgot," he said, with quick compunction.
"Well, good-bye for to-night. We shall meet again if Fate wills. Do you
believe in Fate, child? I do."

A quick pressure of the hand and then he had turned and left her,
walking city-wards along the broad avenue, while the moon gleamed
through the trees, and the lights of the town were like beacons in the
beckoning distance.

Brianna threaded her way swiftly through the motley crowd of vehicles
and stands, and travelling shows that the Races had attracted to a
temporary resting place. As she neared the spot where her aunt's
caravan stood she saw it was all in darkness. Sitting on the bottom
step of the vehicle was the hunchback. He rose as he saw her.

"So, it's you at last," he said, gruffly. "Do you know how late it is?
Where have you been?"

"Down to the Castle," she answered wearily. "Where's Aunt Sal?"

"Gone to bed long ago," he said. "She was in a fine rage, too. Said
she'd stop your gallivanting tricks for good and all. Has locked the
door, too. Had taken a little drop; that accounts for it. What'll you
do to-night?"

The girl shrugged her shapely shoulders.

"Sit out here," she said, coolly. "It won't harm me. I've got my shawl."

"Nonsense," he answered. "You must go into the studio. These mists and
dews aren't good for you. You'll be quite safe. Leave Tim outside."

Tim was one of the ragged Irish terriers, who were the guardians of the
caravan.

"You're very good, Mickey," said the girl, gratefully. "But what will
you do yourself?"

"Oh, I'm all right," he said, gruffly. "It's not the first time I've
slept under the stars, if need be. But I've a friend here. He'll give
me a corner. Now, to bed, Brianna. It's past midnight—the witching
hour when churchyards yawn, and graves give up their dead. Get thee
gone, girl. Take thy share of curtained sleep. Farewell."

He waved his hand, and turned abruptly away.

Brianna slipped into the little canvas structure, called by courtesy
the studio. It was littered with pails and bowls, and bottles of
chemicals. A wooden truckle-bed in a corner, a straw-mattrass and an
old horse rug were thrown upon it. Brianna looked at the bed, and a
little shudder of distaste ran through her tired limbs. In some things
she was fastidious, and through all her weariness of body and mind
to-night this instinct was ungovernable.

She sat down on the edge of the rough couch, and rested her elbows
on her knees, and her face on her hands. A dull stupor seized her. A
belt of iron seemed about her heart, and her brain ached with thoughts
impossible. She felt at war with her surroundings as if she had gazed
through the chink of an open door into a new world. She longed to make
further acquaintance with it, and yet she knew herself a captive, held
fast by chains of obligation and of circumstance.

Gradually numbness and exhaustion stole over her. Her limbs relaxed.
Unconscious of what she did, she fell back on the wretched bed and
sleep took her in its warm embrace and comforted her.
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The smoking-room of the Imperial was full of men when Max Lorrimer
entered. The Cork races had drawn the usual betting and horsey crowd
together, and mingled with them were such English and American tourists
as generally benefit hotel-keepers, and uphold their respective
nationalities with more or less discretion. The Bird of Freedom hovered
over some half-dozen loud-voiced and loudly-dressed individuals who
were drinking whisky, or concocting "cobblers" and "cocktails," and
expressing disapproval of the Irish in the way they managed their
scenery, and retarded progress, and generally kept things back from
that plane of hurry, bustle and confusion so dear to the Transatlantic
soul.

A strange-looking young man was lounging in negligent ease on one of
the chairs. He had a colourless face, clean shaven and heavily moulded,
deep, inscrutable eyes, and a mass of dark hair, unfashionably long.
He was talking to Max Lorrimer's travelling companion, and they both
looked up as he approached.

"Oh, so you've turned up at last?" said his friend. "Just talking about
you. Let me introduce you to an old friend of mine; not seen him since
we were at college. Raemore Clive—Mr. Lorrimer. We'd a bet about you,
old man. You can just set us right. Clive, I must tell you, has adopted
a strange profession, or rather the profession has adopted him. He's a
professor of Palmistry, Clairvoyance and Occultism, unlicensed by Act
of Parliament; isn't that it Clive? Well, he sort of sighted you, just
by holding a letter of yours in his hand. He saw you walking along,
under trees, beside a river (the Lea, of course), with a girl, young
and beautiful, &c. I said it was impossible. You'd gone out to dine,
and were no doubt driving home by the Blackrock-road in the prosaic
guardianship of a jarvey. Now—who was right?"

A strange embarrassment showed itself for a moment in the frank face on
which both the men's eyes were fixed. The odd green inscrutable orbs of
Raemore Clive seemed to shoot out a curious spark, and then grow dull.
Max felt compelled to answer.

"I was walking by the river," he said, reluctantly. "The jarvey never
came for me and I took the Marina on my way."

"By Jove!" exclaimed his friend. "That's lost me a sovereign. What
about the girl, though? I'd faith in your morality strong enough to
back it. Don't say I've lost, that also!"

"I think there's no question of morality or the reverse—yet," said the
strange, low voice, of the thought-reader. "Mr. Lorrimer's companion
was one of accident, not of selection. Was it not so?"

Again that compelling glance forced reluctant admission.

"Yes, I met that girl who was with the photographic show, you know,
Templeton—this morning, when we had our portraits taken by that
singular female."

"Yes, by Jove, I do remember, she was a rare beauty, too. Well, you're
in luck's way, Max, my boy. More than I am. Here's the sov., Clive—or
shall we take it in champagne? A magnum between us, and you shall make
our flesh creep and our hair emulate the fretful porcupine what time we
listen to the tales you can unfold."

Raemore Clive smiled faintly.

"By all means," he said. "I have no call on my clairvoyant powers just
now. I hope you are satisfied that I spoke truth?"

He handed back a letter as he spoke. It was folded in half. A few lines
of writing and the signature were alone visible. Max Lorrimer saw they
were his own.

"Do you mean to say that, just from looking at that, you were able to
see my whereabouts?" he exclaimed, with wondering curiosity.

"I could have told a great deal more had I wished, or had it been
necessary," answered Raemore Clive. "That is very little to do. But
your friend here was very confident, and very sceptical. I only wished
to convince him."

Under his full white lids he again shot one of those strange,
inscrutable glances. Max Lorrimer felt suddenly cold and sick. A sense
of uneasiness, of almost physical terror, came over him. He seated
himself hurriedly. It was a relief when the waiter brought the wine and
glasses and placed them on a table beside the young men. He drank off a
glass of the foaming liquid and lit a cigarette. Raemore Clive did the
same. Then he leant back against the chair; his eyelids drooped, only a
faint gleam, like a thin line of light, shone through their half-closed
barrier. It affected Max Lorrimer strangely. He felt as if he was
watching a hidden flame playing behind some fragile fabric that at any
moment might leap into a blaze. He tried to keep his gaze away, but
time after time it was compelled to return, and be greeted by a mocking
smile, that touched the full-curved lips of the thought-reader.

"Come, now," exclaimed Templeton, at last. "Unfold your tale of
witchery and darkness. Tell me how you discovered you had this power.
You seemed an ordinary boy enough at Charterhouse, if I remember right,
and you were destined for a doctor, weren't you? At least your father
wished it."

"Yes," said Raemore Clive, sending a faint spiral wreath of smoke
upwards. "That is all true. My discovery of psychic faculties was quite
unexpected. I shall not inflict on you the phrases that make our jargon
of explanation. Sufficient to say that when with people, or talking to
them, I became aware of things about them that were secret or apart
from any confidence they gave. It was as if I looked through them and
saw their real selves behind the curtain of their material existence.
I grew interested. I went to a clairvoyant, a Frenchman, in Paris, and
learnt of my power and how to exercise it. Palmistry is only an excuse
for this faculty of second sight. Now, I have so perfected it that I
find it quite an easy matter to tell people what I see about them: what
has happened, or may happen, or will happen."

"Do you mean to say," exclaimed Max Lorrimer, "that you could tell me,
or anyone here, what will occur, say, five, six, a dozen years hence?"

"Right to the end of your lives, if you wish," answered Raemore Clive
coolly. "But I don't say I would do so. It might distress or hurt, or
terrify you. Now, for instance, do you see that man over there? He is
drinking some American abomination and talking as if it was his last
chance on earth of using his tongue. Well, I can see this about him.
He'll never reach America alive. The steamer he sails in is going down,
with every soul on board."

"Good Heavens," cried Max in horror. "But why don't you tell him—warn
him? This is terrible!"

"Did the dwellers on the earth believe in the coming of the Flood?
Did the Jews believe in the birth of a Messiah? Does the world, this
present-day world, believe that its vices and crimes are going to
end in the terrors of a Last Judgment? No. People only believe what
they wish to believe, and a warning that is founded on no basis of
common sense is the last thing I would insult them by offering. I have
no desire to see the inside of a lunatic asylum yet. Madness is the
only excuse men offer for what soars a little beyond their earthbound
comprehension."
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