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         There was a bustle and an uproar in a quarter of Kiev: Gorobets, Captain of the Cossacks, was celebrating his son’s wedding. A great many people had come as guests to the wedding. In the old days they liked good food, better still liked drinking, and best of all they liked merrymaking. Among others the Dnieper Cossack Mikitka came on his sorrel horse straight from a riotous orgy at the Pereshlay Plain, where for seven days and seven nights he had been entertaining the Polish king’s soldiers with red wine. The Captain’s adopted brother, Danilo Burulbash, came too, with his young wife Katerina and his year-old son, from beyond the Dnieper where his farmstead lay between two mountains. The guests marveled at the fair face of the young wife Katerina, her eyebrows as black as German velvet, her beautiful cloth dress and underskirt of blue silk, and her boots with silver heels; but they marveled still more that her old father had not come with her. He had been living in that region for scarcely a year, and for twenty-one years before nothing had been heard of him and he had only come back to his daughter when she was married and had borne a son. No doubt he would have many strange stories to tell. How could he fail to have them, after being so long in foreign parts! Everything there is different: the people are not the same and there are no Christian churches…. But he had not come.

         They brought the guests spiced vodka with raisins and plums in it and wedding bread on a big dish. The musicians began on the bottom crust, in which coins had been baked, and put their fiddles, cymbals, and tambourines down for a brief rest. Meanwhile the girls and young women, after wiping their mouths with embroidered handkerchiefs, stepped out again to the center of the room, and the young men, putting their arms akimbo and looking haughtily about them, were on the point of going to meet them, when the old Captain brought out two icons to bless the young couple. These icons had come to him from the venerable hermit, Father Varfolomey. They had no rich setting, there was no gleam of gold or silver on them, but no evil power dare approach the man in whose house they stand. Raising the icons on high the Captain was about to deliver a brief prayer… when all at once the children playing on the ground cried out in terror, and the people drew back, and everyone pointed with their fingers in alarm at a Cossack who was standing in their midst. Who he was nobody knew. But he had already danced splendidly and had diverted the people standing around him. But when the Captain lifted up the icons, at once the Cossack’s face completely changed: his nose grew longer and twisted to one side, his rolling eyes turned from brown to green, his lips turned blue, his chin quivered and grew pointed like a spear, a tusk peeped out of his mouth, a hump appeared behind his head, and the Cossack turned into an old man.

         “It is he! It is he!” shouted the crowd, huddling close together.

         “The sorcerer has appeared again!” cried the mothers, snatching up their children.

         Majestically and with dignity the Captain stepped forward and, turning the icons toward him, said in a loud voice: “Away, image of Satan! This is no place for you!” And, hissing and clacking his teeth like a wolf, the strange old man vanished.

         Talk and conjecture arose among the people and the hubbub was like the roar of the sea in bad weather.

         “What is this sorcerer?” asked the young people, who knew nothing about him.

         “There will be trouble!” muttered their elders, shaking their heads. And everywhere about the spacious courtyard folks gathered in groups listening to the story of the dreadful sorcerer. But almost everyone told it differently and no one could tell anything certain about him.

         A barrel of mead was rolled out and many gallons of Greek wine were brought into the yard. The guests regained their lightheadedness. The orchestra struck up—the girls, the young women, the gallant Cossacks in their gay-colored coats flew around in the dance. After a glass, old folks of ninety, of a hundred, began dancing too, remembering the years that had passed. They feasted till late into the night and feasted as none feast nowadays. The guests began to disperse, but only a few made their way home; many of them stayed to spend the night in the Captain’s wide courtyard; and even more Cossacks dropped to sleep uninvited under the benches, on the floor, by their horses, by the stables; wherever the tipplers stumbled, there they lay, snoring for the whole town to hear.
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         There was a soft light all over the earth: the moon had come up from behind the mountain. It covered the steep bank of the Dnieper as with a costly damask muslin, white as snow, and the shadows drew back further into the pine forest.

         A boat, hollowed out of an oak tree, was floating in the Dnieper. Two young Cossacks were sitting in the bow; their black Cossack caps were cocked on one side; and the drops flew in all directions from their oars as sparks fly from a flint.

         Why were the Cossacks not singing? Why were they not telling of the Polish priests who go about the Ukraine forcing the Cossack people to turn Catholic, or of the two days’ fight with the Tartars at the Salt Lake? How could they sing, how could they tell of gallant deeds? Their lord, Danilo, was deep in thought, and the sleeve of his crimson coat hung out of the boat and was dipped in the water; their mistress, Katerina, was softly rocking her child and keeping her eyes fixed upon it, while her beautiful gown was made wet by the spray which fell like fine gray dust.

         Sweet it is to look from mid-Dnieper at the lofty mountains, at the broad meadows, at the green forests! Those mountains are not mountains; they end in peaks below, as above, and both under and above them lie the high heavens. Those forests on the hills are not forests: they are the hair that covers the shaggy head of the wood demon. Down below he washes his beard in the water, and under his beard and over his head lie the high heavens. Those meadows are not meadows: they are a green girdle encircling the round sky; and above and below the moon hovers over them.

         Lord Danilo looks not about him; he looks at his young wife. “Why are you so deep in sadness, my young wife, my golden Katerina?”

         “I am not deep in sadness, Danilo! I am full of dread at the strange tales of the sorcerer. They say when he was born he was terrible to look at… and not one of the children would play with him. Listen, Danilo, what dreadful things they say: he thought all were mocking him. If he met a man in the dark he thought that he opened his mouth and grinned at him; and next day they found that man dead. I marveled and was frightened hearing those tales,” said Katerina, taking out a kerchief and wiping the face of the sleeping child. The kerchief had been embroidered by her with leaves and fruits in red silk.

         Lord Danilo said not a word, but looked into the darkness where far away beyond the forest there was the dark ridge of an earthen wall and beyond the wall rose an old castle. Three lines furrowed his brow; his left hand stroked his gallant mustaches.

         “It is not that he is a sorcerer that is cause for fear,” he said, “but that he is here for some evil. What whim has brought him here? I have heard it said that the Poles mean to build a fort to cut off our way to the Dnieper Cossacks. That may be true…. I will scatter that devil’s nest if any rumor reaches me that he harbors our foes there. I will burn the old sorcerer so that even the crows will find nothing to peck at. And I think he lacks not store of gold and wealth of all kinds. It’s there the devil lives! If he has gold… We shall soon row by the crosses—that’s the graveyard! There lie his evil forefathers. I am told they were all ready to sell themselves to Satan for a brass coin—soul and threadbare coat and all. If truly he has gold, there is no time to lose: there is not always booty to be won in war….”

         “I know what you are planning: my heart tells me no good will come from your meeting him. But you are breathing so hard, you are looking so fierce, your brows are knitted so angrily above your eyes…”

         “Hold your tongue, woman!” said Danilo wrathfully. “If one has dealings with you, one will turn into a woman, oneself. You, give me a light for my pipe!” Here he turned to one of the rowers who, knocking some hot ash from his pipe, began putting it into his master’s. “She would scare me with the sorcerer!” Danilo went on. “A Cossack, thank God, fears neither devil nor Catholic priest. What should we come to if we listened to women? No good, should we, boys? The best wife for us is a pipe and a sharp sword!”

         Katerina sat silent, looking down into the slumbering river; and the wind ruffled the water into eddies and all the Dnieper shimmered with silver like a wolf’s skin in the night.

         The boat turned and hugged the wooded bank. A graveyard came into sight; tumbledown crosses stood huddled together. No guelder rose grows among them, no grass is green there; only the moon warms them from the heavenly heights.

         “Do you hear the shouts? Someone is calling for our help!” said Danilo, turning to his oarsmen.

         “We hear shouts, and they are coming from that bank,” the two young men cried together, pointing to the graveyard.

         But all was still again. The boat turned, following the curve of the projecting bank. All at once the rowers dropped their oars and stared before them without moving. Danilo stopped too: a chill of horror surged through the Cossack’s veins.

         A cross on one of the graves tottered and a withered corpse rose slowly up out of the earth. Its beard reached to its waist; the nails on its fingers were longer than the fingers themselves. It slowly raised its hands upward. Its face was all twisted and distorted. One could see it was suffering terrible torments. “I am stifling, stifling!” it moaned in a strange, inhuman voice. Its voice seemed to scrape on the heart like a knife, and suddenly it disappeared under the earth. Another cross tottered and again a dead body came forth, more frightening and taller than the one before; it was all hairy, with a beard to its knees and even longer claws. Still more terribly it shouted: “I am stifling!” and vanished into the earth. A third cross tottered, a third corpse appeared. It seemed like a skeleton rising from the earth; its beard reached to its heels; the nails on its fingers pierced the ground. Terribly it raised its hands toward the sky as though it would seize the moon, and shrieked as though someone were sawing its yellow bones….
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