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  Na polu chwały


  


  Rozdział I


  


  Zima z roku 1682 na 1683 była tak mroźna, że nawet bardzo starzy ludzie nie pamiętali podobnej. Jesienią padały długie deszcze, a w połowie listopada przyszedł pierwszy mróz, który spętał wody i powlókł drzewa jakby szklaną skorupą. W borach złódź osiadła na sosnach i poczęła łamać gałęzie. W pierwszych dniach grudnia ptactwo po ponownych mrozach jęło się zlatywać do wsi i miasteczek, a nawet leśny zwierz wychylał się z gęstwiny i zbliżał do mieszkań ludzkich. Jednakże koło św. Damazego niebo zaciągnęło się chmurami, a następnie śnieg walił przez dziesięć dni nieustannie. Pokrył krainę na parę łokci grubo, pozasypywał drogi leśne i opłotki, a nawet okna w chałupach. Ludzie rozgarniali łopatami zaspy, aby z domu dostać się do stajen i obór, a gdy wreszcie śnieg ustał, chwycił znów trzaskający mróz, od którego drzewa strzelały w lesie jak rusznice.


  Wówczas to chłopi, skoro im wypadło jechać do puszczy po drzewo, jeździli dla bezpieczeństwa nie inaczej jak gromadnie, a i to bacząc, by noc ich nie zaskoczyła z dala ode wsi. Po zachodzie słońca żaden nie śmiał wyjść na własne podwórze bez wideł lub siekiery, a psy poszczekiwały do rana krótkim i przerażonym szczekaniem, jak zwykle na wilki.


  Jednakże w taką to noc i mróz okrutny sunął puszczańskim gościńcem wielki brożek na saniach, zaprzężony w cztery konie i otoczony ludźmi. Przed końmi jechał na krępej szkapie czeladnik z kafarkiem, to jest z żelaznym koszykiem osadzonym na długiej tyczce, w którym płonęło smolne łuczywo – nie dla rozświecenia drogi, bo widno było od księżyca, ale dla straszenia wilków. Na koźle siedział woźnica, na siodłowym koniu foryś, a po bokach karocy cłapało na podjezdkach dwóch pachołków zbrojnych w garłacze i kiścienie.


  Cały ten orszak posuwał się bardzo wolno z powodu mało przetartej drogi i zasp śnieżnych, które gdzieniegdzie, zwłaszcza na zakrętach, wznosiły się na kształt wałów w poprzek drogi.


  Powolność ta niecierpliwiła, a zarazem niepokoiła Gedeona Pągowskiego, który dufając w liczbę i dobre uzbrojenie czeladzi, postanowił był puścić się w drogę, chociaż w Radomiu ostrzegano go o niebezpieczeństwie, a to tym bardziej, że do Bełczączki trzeba było jechać przez Puszczę Kozienicką.


  Ogromne te bory rozpoczynały się w owych czasach znacznie jeszcze przed Jedlnią, a szły daleko aż za Kozienice, do Wisły, w stronę leżącej na tamtym brzegu Stężycy, a na północ aż do Ryczywoła.


  Zdawało się panu Gedeonowi, że wyjechawszy przed południem z Radomia, stanie jak nic na zachód słońca w domu. Tymczasem w kilku miejscach trzeba było rozkopywać drogę w opłotkach, na czym schodziło po kilka godzin, tak że Jedlnię przejechali już o zorzy wieczornej. Tam ostrzegano ich jeszcze raz, że lepiej zostać na nocleg, ale że u kowala znalazło się łuczywo, którym można było sobie świecić w drodze, kazał pan Pągowski ruszać dalej.


  I oto noc zaskoczyła ich w puszczy.


  Trudno było jechać prędzej z przyczyny zasp coraz większych, więc pan Gedeon niepokoił się coraz bardziej, a wreszcie począł kląć, ale po łacinie, aby nie przestraszyć swej krewnej, pani Winnickiej, i swej przybranej córki, panny Sienińskiej, które jechały z nim razem.


  Panna Sienińska była młoda, niefrasobliwa, więc nie bardzo się bała. Owszem, odsunąwszy skórzaną firankę w oknie karocy i rozkazawszy jadącemu w pobok pachołkowi, by nie przesłaniał widoku, wesoło patrzyła na zaspy i na pnie sosen pokrytych długimi rzutami śniegu, po których pełgały czerwone blaski łuczywa czyniąc wraz z zielonym światłem księżyca miłą dla oczu igraszkę. Wyciągnąwszy następnie usta na kształt dzióbka, poczęła chuchać i bawiło ją to, że oddech jej był widzialny i od ognia różowy.


  Lecz bojaźliwa i wiekowa pani Winnicka poczęła biadać:


  – Dlaczego było wyjeżdżać z Radomia albo przynajmniej nie zanocować w Jedlni, gdzie ostrzegano ich o niebezpieczeństwie? Wszystko przez czyjś upór. Do Bełczączki jeszcze kawał drogi i samym borem, więc wilcy zastąpią im niezawodnie, chybaby archanioł Rafał, patron podróżnych, zmiłował się nad zbłąkanymi, czego na nieszczęście nie są wcale godni.


  Słysząc to pan Pągowski zniecierpliwił się do ostatka. Tego tylko brakło, by o zbłąkaniu gadać.


  Gościniec przecie jak strzelił, a co do wilków, zastąpią albo i nie zastąpią. Pachołków jest kilku dobrych, a przy tym wilk nierad zastępuje żołnierzowi – i nie tylko dlatego, że się go boi więcej od pospolitego człeka, ale i z jakowegoś afektu, i jako bestia mająca bystry dowcip.


  Rozumie wilk dobrze, że ni mieszczanin, ni chłop nic mu darmo nie da i tylko żołnierz nieraz godnie go pożywi, albowiem wojnę nie na próżno ludzie wilczym żniwem nazywają.


  Jednakże pan Pągowski mówiąc tak, a zarazem schlebiając po trochu wilkom, niezupełnie był ich afektów pewny; zamyślił się więc, czyby nie kazać jednemu z czeladników zleźć z konia i usiąść koło panienki. W takim razie on sam broniłby jednych drzwiczek karocy, a pachoł drugich, nie mówiąc o tym, że pozostawiony koń pomknąłby prawdopodobnie w tył lub naprzód i mógłby pociągnąć za sobą wilki.


  Ale zdawało się panu Gedeonowi, że na to jeszcze czas.


  Tymczasem położył na przednim siedzeniu, koło panny Sienińskiej, parę krócic i nóż, które chciał mieć na podorędziu, albowiem nie mając lewej ręki, mógł się posługiwać tylko prawą.


  Przejechali wszelako spokojnie kilka stajań.


  Gościniec począł się rozszerzać.


  Pągowski, który znał tę drogę doskonale, odetchnął jakby z poczuciem ulgi i rzekł:


  – Niedaleko Malikowa polana.


  Spodziewał się bowiem, że na otwartym miejscu bądź co bądź bezpieczniej jest niż w borze.


  Ale właśnie w tej chwili pachołek jadący na przedzie z kafarkiem zawrócił nagle konia, poskoczył ku karocy i począł mówić coś szybko do woźnicy i do czeladników, którzy odpowiadali mu urywanymi słowy, jak się mówi w chwilach, w których nie ma czasu do stracenia.


  – Co tam? – zapytał pan Pągowski.


  – Cości słychać, panie, od polany.


  – Wilki?


  – Jakowyś hałas. Bóg wie co!


  Pan Pągowski już miał dać rozkaz, aby czeladnik jadący z kafarkiem skoczył naprzód i zobaczył, co się dzieje, ale pomyślał, że w takich razach lepiej nie zostawać bez ognia i trzymać się kupy, a dalej, że na widnej polanie obrona łatwiejsza niż wśród boru, więc kazał jechać dalej.


  Po chwili jednak pachołek znów pojawił się przy oknie karocy.


  – Dziki, panie – rzekł.


  – Dziki?


  – Słychać okrutne rechtanie na prawo od drogi.


  – To chwała Bogu!


  – Ale może je wilcy napadli.


  – To też chwała Bogu. Przejedziem mimo bez zaczepki. Ruszać!


  Jakoż przypuszczenie czeladnika okazało się słuszne.


  Wyjechawszy na polanę ujrzeli na jakie dwa lub trzy strzelania z łuku przed sobą, na prawo od drogi, zbitą kupę dzików, którą otaczał ruchliwy wieniec wilków. Straszliwe rechtanie, w którym nie było trwogi, ale wściekłość, rozlegało się coraz potężniej. Gdy karoca posunęła się ku środkowi polany, pachołkowie, poglądając z koni, dostrzegli, że wilki nie śmiały jeszcze rzucić się na stado, naciskały je tylko coraz mocniej.


  Dziki ustawiły się w okrągłą kupę, jarczaki w środku, tęgie sztuki na obwodzie, tworząc jakby ruchomą fortecę, groźną, połyskującą białymi kłami, nieprzełamaną i nieustraszoną.


  Toteż między wieńcem wilków a ową ścianą kłów i ryjów widać było białe, śnieżne kolisko, oświecone, jak i cała polana, jasnym światłem księżyca.


  Niektóre tylko wilki doskakiwały do stada, ale wnet cofały się, jakby przerażone kłapaniem szabel i jeszcze groźniejszymi wybuchami rechtania.


  Gdyby wilki były się już związały ze stadem, walka pochłonęłaby je całkowicie i karoca mogła przejechać wówczas nie zaczepiona; skoro jednak się to nie stało, była obawa, że porzucą niebezpieczny atak, aby popróbować innego.


  Jakoż po chwili niektóre poczęły odrywać się od gromady i biec ku karocy. Za nimi poszły inne. Ale widok zbrojnych ludzi stropił je.


  Jedne poczęły się zbierać za orszakiem, inne osadzały się na kilkanaście kroków lub też obiegały naokoło w szalonym pędzie, jakby chcąc się przez to podniecić.


  Pachołkowie chcieli strzelać, lecz pan Pągowski zabronił w obawie, aby strzały nie ściągnęły całej gromady.


  Tymczasem konie, lubo zwyczajne wilków, poczęły wspierać się bokami i wykręcać w bok głowy z głośnym chrapaniem, a po chwili zaszedł gorszy wypadek, który stokrotnie powiększył niebezpieczeństwo.


  Oto młody podjezdek, na którym siedział pachołek z kafarkiem, wspiął się nagle raz i drugi, a potem rzucił w bok.


  Czeladnik rozumiejąc, że gdyby spadł, zostanie natychmiast rozszarpany, chwycił się łęku, ale jednocześnie upuścił tyczkę z kafarkiem, który pogrążył się głęboko w śnieg.


  Łuczywo zaiskrzyło się, po czym zgasło, i tylko światło księżyca zalewało teraz polanę.


  Woźnica, rodem Rusin spod pomorzańskiego zamku, począł się modlić, pachołcy-Mazurowie – kląć.


  Ośmielone ciemnością wilki nacierały zuchwałej, a od strony walki z dzikami nadbiegały inne. Niektóre przypadały dość blisko, kłapiąc zębami, ze zjeżoną szczeciną na karkach. Ślepia ich połyskiwały krwawo i zielono.


  Nastała chwila po prostu straszna.


  – Strzelać, panie? – zapytał jeden z pachołków.


  – Krzykiem straszyć – odrzekł pan Pągowski.


  Rozległo się wnet przeraźliwe: ˝a hu! a hu!˝ Koniom przybyło serca, a wilki, na których głos ludzki robi wrażenie, cofnęły się o kilkanaście kroków.


  Ale stała się rzecz jeszcze dziwniejsza.


  Oto nagle echa leśne powtórzyły za karocą krzyk czeladzi, lecz z większą mocą, potężniej; rozległy się przy tym jakby wybuchy dzikiego śmiechu, a w chwilę później gromada konnych zaczerniała po obu stronach brożka i skoczyła całym pędem koni ku stadu dzików i otaczającym je wilkom.


  W mgnieniu oka i jedne, i drugie nie dotrzymawszy pola rozproszyły się po polanie, jakby je wicher rozegnał. Rozległy się strzały, krzyki i znów owe dziwne wybuchy śmiechu. Pachołkowie pana Pągowskiego skoczyli także za jeźdźcami, tak że przy karocy został tylko woźnica i pachołek siedzący na lejcowym koniu.


  W karocy zapanowało tak wielkie zdumienie, że przez pewien czas nikt nie śmiał ust otworzyć.


  – A słowo stało się ciałem! – zawołała wreszcie pani Winnicka. – Z nieba to chyba pomoc.


  – Niech się święci, skądkol wiek jest – odrzekł pan Pągowski. – Źle już było z nami.


  Panna Sienińska zaś, chcąc także wtrącić słówko, dodała:


  – Bóg zesłał tych młodych rycerzy!


  Z czego panna Sienińska mogła pomiarkować, że to byli rycerze, a do tego jeszcze młodzi – trudno było odgadnąć, gdyż jeźdźcy przesunęli się jak wicher koło sani; ale nikt jej o to nie zapytał, bo oboje starsi zbyt byli przejęci tym, co zaszło.


  Tymczasem na polanie brzmiały jeszcze przez kilka pacierzy odgłosy pościgu, a niezbyt daleko od karety jeden wilk, mający widocznie złamany grzbiet od uderzenia kiścienia, siedział na zadzie i wył z bólu tak strasznym głosem, że aż mrowie przechodziło po skórze.


  Foryś zeskoczył na ziemię i poszedł go dobić, bo konie poczęły się rzucać tak, że aż dyszel chrupnął.


  Ale po pewnym czasie oddział jezdnych zaczerniał znów na śnieżnej równinie.


  Szli kupą bezładną we mgle, bo choć noc była jasna i przejrzysta, zmachane konie dymiły na mrozie jak kominy.


  Jeźdźcy zbliżali się ze śmiechem i śpiewaniem, a gdy byli już blisko, jeden z nich poskoczył ku brożkowi i zapytał dźwięcznym, wesołym głosem:


  – Kto jedzie?


  – Pągowski z Bełczączki. Komu ratunek zawdzięczam?


  – Cyprianowicz z Jedlinki!


  – Bukojemscy!


  – Dzięki waszmościom! W porę was Bóg zesłał. Dzięki!


  – Dzięki! – powtórzył młody niewieści głos.


  – Chwalić Boga, że w porę! – odrzekł Cyprianowi cz uchylając futrzanej czapki.


  – Skądżeście się waszmościowie o nas dowiedzieli?


  – Nie mówił nam nikt, jeno wilki że zbiły się w kupy, wyjechaliśmy ludzi ratować, między którymi że tak znamienita persona się znalazła, tym większa nasza radość i przed Bogiem zasługa – rzekł grzecznie Cyprianowicz.


  A jeden z panów Bukojemskich dodał:


  – Nie licząc skór.


  – Prawdziwie kawalerska to robota – odpowiedział pan Gedeon – i piękny uczynek, za który, daj Bóg, jak najprędzej się wywdzięczyć. Myślę też, że i wilkom odeszła ochota na ludzkie mięso i że bezpiecznie dojedziemy do domu.


  – Nie całkiem to pewne. Zwabią się znów wilcy niebawem i mogliby powtórnie zastąpić.


  – To i nie ma rady. Nie damy się!


  – Jest rada, a mianowicie ta, abyśmy waszmości do samego domu odprowadzili. Zdarzy się też może uratować jeszcze kogo na gościńcu.


  – Nie śmiałem o to prosić, ale skoro łaska waszmości ów, to niechże już tak będzie, bo i moje niewiasty będą się mniej bały.


  – Ja się i tak nie boję, alem z całej duszy wdzięczna! – ozwała się panna Sienińska.


  Pan Pągowski dał rozkaz i ruszono. Ale ledwie przejechali kilkanaście kroków, nadłamany dyszel pękł do reszty i karoca stanęła.


  Nastała nowa mitręga.


  Pachołkowie mieli wprawdzie powrozy i poczęli zaraz naprawiać połamane części, ale nie wiadomo było, czy taka dorywcza robota nie popsuje się znowu po ujechaniu kilku stai.


  Więc młody Cyprianowicz zastanowił się nieco, po czym uchyliwszy znów kołpaka, rzekł:


  – Do Jedlinki przez pół bliżej niż do Bełczączki. Uczyńże wasza mość naszemu domowi tę łaskę i zajedź na nocleg do nas. Nie wiem, co by nas w głębi boru spotkać mogło – i czy nie okazałoby się, że jeszcze nas za mało przeciw tym wszystkim bestiom, które się z całej puszczy na gościniec pewnikiem zbiegną. Karocę jakoś zaciągniem, a im bliżej, tym łatwiej. Po prawdzie, zaszczyt będzie nad zasługę, ale to prawie dura necessitas, więc zbytnio w pychę nie urośniem.


  Pan Pągowski nie odpowiedział od razu na te słowa, albowiem poczuł w nich wymówkę.


  Przypomniał sobie, że gdy stary Cyprianowicz przyjechał przed dwoma laty pokłonić mu się w Bełczączce, przyjął go wprawdzie grzecznie, ale z pewną dumą – i wzajem w odwiedziny do niego wcale nie pojechał, a to z tego powodu, że to był homo novus – z rodu uszlachconego dopiero w drugim pokoleniu – i z pochodzenia Ormianin, którego dziad jeszcze kupczył bławatami w Kamieńcu.


  Syn tego bławatnika Jakub służył już pod wielkim Chodkiewiczem w artylerii i pod Chocimiem tak znaczne oddał usługi, że za protekcją Stanisława Lubomirskiego otrzymał szlachectwo i królewszczyznę Jedlinkę w dożywocie. Dożywocie owo zmieniono następnie w zastaw jego następcy, Serafinowi, za pożyczkę udzieloną po inkursji szwedzkiej skarbowi Rzeczypospolitej.


  Młodzian, który przybył z tak skuteczną pomocą podróżnym, był właśnie synem Serafina.


  Poczuł więc pan Pągowski wymówkę tym łatwiej, że słowa ˝zbytnio w pychę nie urośniem˝ wypowiedział młody Cyprianowicz nieco hardo i z umyślnym naciskiem.


  Ale właśnie ta kawalerska fantazja podobała się staremu szlachcicowi, a że przy tym trudno było odmówić swemu zbawcy i że do Bełczączki droga była istotnie długa i niebezpieczna, więc nie wahając się już dłużej, rzekł:


  – Bez waścinej pomocy wilcy by się teraz może o nasze kości gryźli – niechże choć dobrą wolą odpłacę... Jedźmy!


  Cyprianowicz kazał wiązać karocę.


  Dyszel złamany był, jakby kto toporem obciął, więc poprzywiązywano powrozy jednym końcem do płozów, drugim do kulbak – i ruszono raźno w dużej a wesołej kupie, przy okrzykach jeźdźców i śpiewach panów Bukojemskich.


  Do Jedlinki, która była więcej osadą leśną niż wsią, nie było zbyt daleko. Wkrótce więc otworzyła się przed podróżnymi obszerna, kilkadziesiąt stajań licząca polana, a raczej przestronne, zamknięte z czterech stron borem pole, a na nim kilkanaście domostw, których dachy, pokryte śniegiem, błyszczały i iskrzyły się w świetle księżyca.


  Nieco dalej, za chłopskimi chatami, widać było zabudowania folwarczne, kręgiem wokół dziedzińca stojące, a w głębi dwór, bardzo niekształtny, bo przerobiony przez Cyprianowiczów z dworku, w którym niegdyś mieszkali leśnicy królewscy, ale obszerny, jak na tak małą osadę.


  Z okien jego biło jasne światło różowiejąc śniegi przed przyzbą, krzewy rosnące przed domem i żurawie studzienne sterczące po prawej stronie obejścia.


  Widać stary Cyprianowicz oczekiwał syna, a może i gości z gościńca, którzy wraz z nim przybyć mogli, zaledwie bowiem karoca dotarła do bramy, na ganek wybiegło kilku pachołków z pochodniami, a za służbą i sam gospodarz w kunim tołubie i łasiczym kołpaku, który zdjął zaraz na widok karocy.


  – Jakichże to miłych gości Bóg nam zesłał na nasze leśne pustkowie? – zapytał zstępując ze schodów ganku.


  Młody Cyprianowicz, ucałowawszy rękę ojca, oznajmił, kogo przywiózł, a pan Pągowski, wysiadłszy z karocy, rzekł:


  – Dawno chciałem to uczynić, do czego mnie ciężki termin dziś przymusił, więc tym bardziej błogosławię tej niewoli, która tak exquisite się z wolą moją zgodziła.


  – Różne wydarzają się ludziom przygody, ale dla mnie szczęśliwa to przygoda, za czym z radością proszę do komnat.


  To powiedziawszy pan Serafin skłonił się znów – i podał ramię pani Winnickiej, za którą reszta gromady weszła do domu.


  Zaraz na wstępie ogarnęło gości to uczucie zadowolenia, jakie ogarnia zawsze podróżnych, którzy z ciemności i mrozu wchodzą do ciepłych i widnych komnat. Jakoż i w sieni, i w innych pokojach buzował się w przestronnych kaflowych kominach ogień, a prócz tego służba poczęła zapalać tu i owdzie jarzące świece.


  Pan Pągowski rozglądał się naokół z pewnym zdziwieniem, albowiem zwykłym dworom szlacheckim daleko było do dostatku, który bił w oczy w domu Cyprianowiczów.


  Przy blasku ognia i świec widać było we wszystkich pokojach sprzęty, jakich nie znalazłbyś nawet i w niejednym zameczku: skrzynie i krzesła włoskie z rzeźbionego drzewa, tu i owdzie zegar i szkło weneckie, świeczniki odlane z zacnego mosiądzu, broń wschodnią sadzoną turkusami, a porozwieszaną na dzianych srebrnymi nićmi makatkach. Na podłogach miękkie krymskie kilimy, a na dwóch dłużnych ścianach dwa arrasy, które by u każdego magnata mogły stanowić ozdobę komnaty.


  – Z kupiectwa im to przyszło – pomyślał z pewnym gniewem pan Pągowski – a teraz mogą się nad szlachtę wynosić i puszyć bogactwy zdobytymi nie orężem.


  Lecz uprzejmość i szczera gościnność Cyprianowiczów rozbroiły starego szlachcica, a gdy w chwilę potem usłyszał brzęk naczyń w przyległej stołowni, udobruchał się zupełnie.


  Aby rozgrzać przybyłych z mrozu gości, podano tymczasem gorące wino z korzeniem. Rozpoczęła się rozmowa o minionym niebezpieczeństwie. Pan Pągowski chwalił bardzo młodego Cyprianowicza, że zamiast w ciepłej izbie siedzieć, ratował ludzi na gościńcach, nie bacząc na okrutne mrozy, na trud i niebezpieczeństwo.


  – Zaprawdę – mówił – tak dawniej czynili owi sławni rycerze, którzy jeżdżąc po świecie, bronili ludzi od smoków, od jędzonów i różnych innych bestii.


  – A jeśli zaś udało się któremu wybawić jaką cudną królewnę – odrzekł młody Cyprianowicz – to taki był szczęśliwy, jako my jesteśmy w tej chwili.


  – Prawda! Żaden cudniejszej nie wybawił! Jak mi Bóg miły! Sprawiedliwie mówi! – zawołali z zapałem czterej bracia Bukojemscy.


  A panna Sienińska uśmiechnęła się mile, tak że na policzkach utworzyły się jej dwa wdzięczne dołeczki – i spuściła oczy.


  Lecz panu Pągowskiemu komplement wydał się trochę za poufały, albowiem panna Sienińska, lubo sierota bez majątku, pochodziła jednak z magnackiego rodu, więc odwrócił rozmowę i zapytał:


  – I dawno tak waćpanowie jeździcie po gościńcach?


  – Od czasu wielkich śniegów, a będziem jeździli, póki mrozy nie popuszczą – odpowiedział młody Stanisław Cyprianowicz.


  – I siłażeście wilków już nabili?


  – Starczy dla wszystkich na wilczury.


  Tu panowie Bukojemscy poczęli się śmiać tak rozgłośnie, jakby cztery konie rżały, a gdy się nieco uspokoili, najstarszy, Jan, rzekł:


  – Będzie król jegomość rad ze swoich leśników.


  – Prawda – odpowiedział pan Pągowski. – A słyszałem, że waćpanowie jesteście nadleśnymi w tutejszej królewskiej puszczy. Ale przecie Bukojemscy pochodzą z Ukrainy?


  – My z tych samych.


  – Proszę... proszę.... dobry ród, Jeło-Bukojemscy... Są tam koligacje nawet z wielkimi domami...


  – I z świętym Piotrem! – zawołał Łukasz Bukojemski.


  – Hę? – spytał pan Pągowski.


  I począł spoglądać surowo a podejrzliwie na braci, jakby chcąc zbadać, czy nie pozwalają sobie z niego drwić. Lecz oni mieli oblicza pogodne i z głębokim przekonaniem kiwali głowami, przyświadczając w ten sposób słowom brata. Więc zdumiał się wielce pan Pągowski i powtórzył:


  – Krewni świętego Piotra? A to quo modo?


  – Przez Przegonowskich!


  – Proszę! A zaś Przegonowscy?


  – Przez Uświatów!


  – A Uświatowie znowu tam przez kogoś – odrzekł już z uśmiechem stary szlachcic – i tak dalej, aż do Pana Chrystusowego narodzenia... Tak!... Dobrze i w ziemskim senacie mieć krewnych, a cóż dopiero w niebieskim... Tym pewniejsza promocja... Ale jakimże sposobem zawędrowaliście waćpanowie z Ukrainy aż do naszej Puszczy Kozienickiej, bo jako słyszałem, to już od kilku lat tu jesteście?


  – Od trzech. Ukrainne majętności rebelia dawno już z ziemią zrównała, a potem i granica się tam zmieniła. Nie chcieliśmy w czambułach poganom służyć, więc naprzód sługiwaliśmy wojskowo, potem chodziliśmy dzierżawami, aż wreszcie krewny nasz, pan Malczyński, nadleśniczymi nas tu uczynił.


  – Tak – rzekł stary Cyprianowicz. – Aż mi dziwno, żeśmy się tak w tej puszczy obok siebie znaleźli, bo pono wszyscy jesteśmy nietutejsi, jeno nas zmienność ludzkich losów tu przyniosła.


  Dziedzictwo waszmości pana (tu zwrócił się do Pągowskiego) też, jako mi wiadomo, na Rusi, wedle pomorzańskiego zamku, leży.


  Drgnął na to pan Pągowski, jakoby go kto w niezaschłą ranę uraził.


  – Miałem i mam tam majętność – rzekł – ale mi obrzydły tamte strony, bo tam jeno nieszczęścia we mnie jako pioruny biły.


  – Wola boska – odrzekł Cyprianowicz.


  – Pewnie, że próżno w grodzie przeciw niej protestować, ale też i żyć ciężko...


  – Waszmość, jako wiadomo, dłuższy czas wojskowo sługiwałeś.


  – Pókim ręki nie stracił. Mściłem się krzywd ojczyzny i własnych. A jeśli Pan Jezus odpuści mi jeden grzech za każdą pogańską głowę, to żywię nadzieja, że piekła może nie obaczę.


  – Pewnie, pewnie! I służba zasługa, i boleść zasługa. Najlepiej smutnych myśli poniechać.


  – Ja bym rad ich poniechał, jeno one nie chcą mnie poniechać. Ale dość o tym. Ostawszy kaleką, a zarazem i opiekunem tej oto panny, przeniosłem się na starość do spokojniejszego kraju, do którego czambuły nie dochodzą, i siedzę, jako waszmość widzisz, w Bełczączce.


  – Słusznie, i ja tak samo – rzekł stary Cyprianowicz. – Młodzi, chociaż tam teraz spokojnie, rwią się w nadziei przygód na szlaki, ale przecie okropne i żałobne to strony, w których każdy kogoś opłakuje.


  Pan Pągowski przyłożył rękę do czoła i trzymał ją tak przez dłuższą chwilę, po czym ozwał się smutnym głosem:


  – Naprawdę to w tamtych stronach może się ostać tylko chłop albo magnat. Chłop dlatego, że gdy przyjdzie nawała pogańska, to umknie w lasy i potrafi tam żyć jako dziki zwierz przez całe miesiące, a magnat, bo ma warowne zamki i własne chorągwie, które go bronią... A i to jeszcze!... Byli Żółkiewscy i wyginęli, byli Daniłowicze i wyginęli. Z Sobieskich zginął brat miłościwie nam dziś panującego króla Jana... A iluż innych!... Jeden z Wiśni owi eckich wił się na haku w Stambule... Korecki drągami żelaznymi zabit... Zginęli Kalinowscy, a przedtem płacili daninę krwi Herburtowie i Jazłowieccy. Poległo też w różnych czasach kilku Sienińskich, którzy drzewiej całą prawie tamtejszą krainą władali... Co za cmentarz! Do rana bym nie skończył chcąc wszystkich wymienić... A gdyby nie tylko magnatów, ale i szlachtę cytować, toby i miesiąca nie było dosyć.


  – Prawda! prawda! Ale też i to człeku aż dziwno, jak Pan Bóg to plugastwo tatarskie i tureckie rozmnożył. Bo przecie i ich tylu tam nabito, że gdy chłop wiosną orze, to mu co krok czerepy pogańskie pod sochą zgrzytają... Miły Boże! ilu ich tam wygniótł choćby dzisiejszy nasz Pan...


  Na dobrą rzekę by krwi tej starczyło, a oni lezą i lezą!


  Była to prawda.


  Rzeczpospolita, trawiona nierządem i swawolą, nie mogła zdobyć się na potężne armie, które by zdołały w jednej wielkiej wojnie skończyć raz na zawsze z turecko-tatarską nawałą.


  Zresztą na taką armię nie mogła zdobyć się cała Europa.


  Ale natomiast tę Rzeczpospolitą zamieszkiwał lud zuchwały, który bynajmniej nie poddawał dobrowolnie gardła pod nóż wschodnich najeźdźców. Owszem, na owo straszne, zjeżone mogiłami i zbroczone krwią pogranicze, więc: na Podole, na Ukrainę i Ruś Czerwoną, napływały coraz nowe fale polskich osadników, których nie tylko nęciła urodzajna ziemia, ale właśnie żądza ustawicznej wojny, bitew i przygód.


  ˝Polacy – pisał stary kronikarz – idą na Ruś dla harców z Tatary.˝


  Płynęli więc chłopi z Mazowsza, płynęła bitna szlachta, której wstyd było ˝w łożu zwykłą śmiercią umierać˝, wyrastali wreszcie na tych Czerwonych Ziemiach potężni magnaci, którzy nie poprzestając na odporze w domu, szli nieraz aż hen – do Krymu lub na Wołoszczyznę, szukać tam władzy, zwycięstw, śmierci, zbawienia i chwały.


  Mówiono nawet, iż nie chcą Polacy jednej wielkiej wojny, aby jej ciągle zażywać. Ale chociaż nie była to prawda, niemniej jednak miła była hardemu plemieniu ciągła zawierucha – i najezdnik krwawo płacił czasem za swą zuchwałość.


  Ani ziemie dobrudzkie, ani białogrodzkie, ani zwłaszcza bezpłodne komysze krymskie nie mogły wyżywić swych dzikich mieszkańców, więc głód gnał ich na bujne pogranicze, gdzie czekał ich łup obfity, ale równie często śmierć.


  Łuny pożarów oświecały tam nieznane w dziejach pogromy. Pojedyncze pułki roznosiły w puch i proch na szablach i kopytach dziesięćkroć liczniejsze czambuły. Tylko niezmierna szybkość obrotów ratowała najezdników, w ogóle bowiem każdy czambuł dognany przez regularne wojska Rzeczypospolitej był tym samym zgubiony bez ratunku.


  Bywały wyprawy, zwłaszcza mniejsze, z których nie wracał do Krymu nikt. Straszne swego czasu były Tatarom i Turkom imiona Pretwica i Chmieleckiego. Z mniejszych rycerzy krwawo zapisali się w ich pamięci: Wołodyjowski, Pełka i starszy Ruszczyc, którzy od kilkunastu lub kilku już lat spoczywali w mogiłach i w sławie. Lecz nawet i z wielkich żaden nie wytoczył tyle krwi z wyznawców Islamu, ile ówczesny król Jan III Sobieski.


  Pod Podhajcami, Kałuszem, Chocimiem i Lwowem leżały dotychczas nie pogrzebione stosy kości pogańskich, od których rozległe pola bieliły się jak pod śniegiem.


  Aż wreszcie postrach padł na wszystkie ordy.


  Odetchnęło wówczas pogranicze, a gdy i nienasycona potęga turecka łatwiejszych poczęła szukać podbojów, odetchnęła i cała skołatana Rzeczpospolita.


  Zostały tylko bolesne wspomnienia.


  Daleko od teraźniejszej siedziby Cyprianowiczów, w sąsiedztwie pomorzańskiego zamku, stał na wzgórzu wysoki krzyż z dwiema włóczniami, który wzniósł przed dwudziestu kilku laty pan Pągowski na miejscu spalonego dworu – więc ilekroć pomyślał o tym krzyżu i tych wszystkich drogich sercu głowach, które na tamtym miejscu utracił, skowyczało w nim jeszcze teraz z bólu stare serce.


  Ale że to był człowiek twardy dla samego siebie i dla innych i że się przed obcymi łez wstydził i taniej litości nie znosił, więc nie chciał dłużej mówić o swoich nieszczęściach – począł wypytywać gospodarza, jak mu się też żyje na leśnej dziedzinie.


  A ów rzekł:


  – Ot cisza, cisza! Gdy bór nie szumi i wilcy nie wyją, to ledwie że nie słyszysz, jak śnieg pada. Jest spokój, jest ogień na kominie i dzbaniec grzanego wina wieczorem – starości więcej nie trzeba.


  – Pewnie. Ale synowi?


  – Młody ptak prędzej, później z gniazda wyleci. A szumią nam tu jakoś drzewa o wielkiej wojnie z pogany!


  – Na tę wojnę i siwe sokoły wylecą. Poleciałbym z innymi i ja, gdyby nie to, ot!... Tu pan Pągowski potrząsnął pustym rękawem, w którym tylko kawałek ramienia przy karku pozostał.


  A Cyprianowicz nalał mu wina:


  – Za pomyślność chrześcijańskiego oręża!


  – Dajże Boże! Do dna.


  Tymczasem młody Cyprianowicz częstował z równie dymiącego dzbana panią Winnicką, pannę Sienińską i czterech braci Bukojemskich. Panie ledwie że dotykały ustami brzegów szklenic, natomiast panowie Bukojemscy nie dali się prosić, skutkiem czego świat wydawał się im coraz weselszy, a panna Sienińska coraz ładniejsza. Więc nie mogąc znaleźć odpowiednich słów na wyrażenie swego zachwytu, poczęli spoglądać na nią ze zdumieniem, sapać i trącać się łokciami.


  Na koniec najstarszy, Jan, rzekł:


  – Nie dziwować się wilkom, że chciały kosteczek i mięsa waćpanny popróbować, boć nawet i dzika bestia wie, co prawdziwy specjał!...


  A trzej inni – Mateusz, Marek i Łukasz – nuż bić się dłońmi po udach:


  – Utrafił! w sedno utrafił!


  – Specjał! nic innego!


  – Marcepan!


  Słysząc to panna Sienińska złożyła ręce i udając przestrach, rzekła do młodego Cyprianowi cza:


  – Ratujże waćpan, bo widzę, że ichmościowie dlatego jeno mnie od wilków ratowali, aby mnie sami zjedli.


  – Mościa panno – odpowiedział wesoło Cyprianowicz – pan Jan Bukojemski mówił: nie dziwować się wilkom! a ja rzeknę: nie dziwować się panom Bukojemskim.


  – To już zacznę chyba mówić: ˝Kto się w opiekę...˝


  – Jeno nie żartuj z rzeczy świętych! – zawołała pani Winnicka.


  – Hej! gotowi ci kawalerowie i ciotuchnę razem ze mną zjeść. Nieprawda?


  Ale pytanie to pozostało przez chwilę bez odpowiedzi. Owszem, łatwo było z twarzy panów Bukojemskich wyczytać, że znacznie mniejszą mają do tego ochotę. Jednakże Łukasz, który miał dowcip od braci bystrzejszy, rzekł:


  – Niech Jan mówi; on starszy brat.


  A Jan zakłopotał się nieco i odrzekł:


  – Kto tam wie, co go jutro spotka!


  – Roztropna to uwaga – zauważył Cyprianowicz – ale do czego ją waćpan stosujesz?


  – Bo co?


  – Bo nic: jeno pytam, czemu to o jutrze wspominasz?


  – A to waść nie wiesz, że afekt gorszy od wilka, gdyż wilka można zabić, a afektu nie zabijesz?


  – Wiem, ale to znów inna materia.


  – Byle dowcip dopisał, mniejsza o materię...


  – Ha! jeśli tak, to Boże dopomóż dowcipowi.


  Panna Sienińska poczęła się śmiać w piąstkę, za nią Cyprianowicz, a w końcu i panowie Bukojemscy. Lecz dalszą rozmowę przerwała służka prosząc na wieczerzę.


  Starszy pan Cyprianowicz podał ramię pani Winnickiej, po nich szedł pan Pągowski, młody zaś Cyprianowicz prowadził pannę Sienińska.


  – Trudna dysputa z panem Bukojemskim – rzekła rozweselona panienka.


  – Bo jego racje są jako narowiste konie, z których każdy ciągnie w inną stronę; wszelako powiedział on dwie prawdy, którym trudno negować.


  – Jakaż jest pierwsza?


  – Że nikt nie wie, co go jutro spotka, jako i jam na przykład nie wiedział, że oczy moje ujrzą dzisiaj waćpannę.


  – A druga?


  – Że łatwiej wilka zabić niż afekt... Wielka to prawda. To rzekłszy westchnął młody pan


  Cyprianowicz, a panienka spuściła na oczy cieniste swe powieki i zamilkła. Po chwili dopiero, gdy już siadali do stołu, rzekła:


  – A waćpanowie prędko przyjedźcie do Bełczączki, aby zaś opiekun mógł wam wdzięczność za ratunek i za gościnę okazać.


  Posępny humor pana Pągowskiego poprawił się znacznie przy wieczerzy, a gdy gospodarz wniósł w ozdobnych słowach naprzód zdrowie niewiast, a następnie zacnego gościa, stary szlachcic odpowiedział bardzo uprzejmie, dziękując za wybawienie z ciężkich terminów i zapewniając o swej wiekuistej wdzięczności.


  Mówiono potem de publicis: o królu, o jego zwycięstwach, o sejmie, który w kwietniu miał się zebrać, i o wojnie, która groziła cesarstwu niemieckiemu ze strony sułtana tureckiego, a na którą zaciągał już ochotników w Polsce pan Hieronim Lubomirski, kawaler maltański.


  Panowie Bukojemscy słuchali z niemałą ciekawością, jako tam w Niemczech przyjmowano z otwartymi rękoma każdego Polaka; albowiem Turcy lekceważyli jazdę niemiecką, polska zaś budziła w nich należyty postrach.


  Pan Pągowski ganił nieco dumę kawalera Lubomirskiego, który mawiał o grafach niemieckich: ˝dziesięciu takich w jedną moją rękawicę wlezie˝, ale chwalił jego przewagi rycerskie, niezmierną odwagę i wielką biegłość w sztuce wojennej.


  Słysząc to Łukasz Bukojemski oświadczył w imieniu swoim i braci, że niech tylko wiosna uczyni się na świecie, to nie wytrzymają, jeno do pana kawalera podążą, ale póki mrozy mocne, będą jeszcze bili wilki, aby się za pannę Sienińską godnie pomścić. Bo chociaż powiedział Jan, że nie ma co się wilkom dziwować, przecie gdy się pomyśli, że taki gołąbek niewinny stać się mógł ich pastwą, to aż serce pod szyję podchodzi od wściekłości, a zarazem trudno utrzymać łez.


  – Szkoda – mówił – że skóry wilcze takie tanie, iże Żydy zaledwie za trzy talara dają, ale łez trudno utrzymać i nawet lepiej po prostu im pofolgować, gdyż kto by nie pożałował uciśniętej niewinności i cnoty, ten okazałby się barbarusem, niegodnym rycerskiego i szlacheckiego imienia.


  To rzekłszy pofolgował istotnie łzom, a za jego przykładem poszli zaraz i inni bracia, chociaż bowiem wilki mogły w najgorszym razie grozić życiu, nie zaś cnocie panny Sienińskiej, jednakże tak ich wzruszyła wymowa brata, że serca zmiękły w nich jak wosk przygrzany.


  Chcieli też po wieczerzy palić z pistoletów na cześć panienki, ale sprzeciwił się temu gospodarz mówiąc, że ma w domu borowego, człowieka wielkich zasług, któren jest chory i potrzebuje spokoju.


  Mniemał pan Pągowski, iż to może jaki zubożały krewny domu, a w najgorszym razie szlachcic z zaścianka, więc przez grzeczność począł się o niego wypytywać; dowiedziawszy się jednakże, iż to jest chłop służebny, wzruszył ramionami i spojrzawszy niechętnym i zdziwionym okiem na starego Cyprianowicza, rzekł:


  – A tak! zapomniałem, co o waścinym zbyt ludzkim sercu opowiadają.


  – Daj Boże – odpowiedział pan Serafin – aby nie opowiadali nic gorszego. Siła temu człowiekowi zawdzięczam, a może i każdemu się to trafić, gdyż on wybornie zna się na ziołach i każdej chorobie umie zaradzić.


  – To już mi tylko to dziwne, że skoro innych tak uzdrawia, siebie nie uzdrowił. Przyślij go waszmość kiedy tej oto mojej krewniaczce, pani Winnickiej, która z ziół rozmaite extracta wyciąga i ludzi nimi morzy; ale tymczasem niech nam wolno będzie pomyślić o spoczynku, bo mnie droga okrutnie strudziła, a i wino niecoś rozebrało, równie jak panów Bukojemskich.


  Bukojemskim rzeczywiście kurzyło się z czupryn, a oczy mieli mgliste i rozrzewnione, więc gdy młody Cyprianowicz poprowadził ich do oficyny, gdzie miał razem z nimi nocować, to szli za nim wielce niepewnym krokiem po skrzypiącym od mrozu śniegu, dziwiąc się, że miesiąc śmieje się do nich i siedzi na dachu stodoły, zamiast świecić na niebie.


  Lecz panna Sienińska tak głęboko zapadła im w serca, że chciało im się jeszcze o niej mówić.


  Młody Cyprianowicz nie czuł także ochoty do snu, kazał więc przynieść gąsior miodu, po czym zasiedli wedle wielkiego komina i przy jaskrawym świetle łuczywa pili z początku w milczeniu, słuchając tylko świerszczów grających w izbie.


  Wreszcie najstarszy, Jan, nabrał w piersi powietrza, po czym wydmuchnął je w komin z taką siłą, że aż się płomień pochylił, i rzekł:


  – O Jezu! Bracia moi mili, zapłaczcie nade mną, bo przyszedł na mnie termin żałosny!


  – Jaki termin? mów, nie ukrywaj!


  – A to przecie miłuję tak, że aże mi kolana mdleją.


  – A ja, to myślisz, nie miłuję? – zawołał Łukasz.


  – A ja? – krzyknął Mateusz.


  – A ja? – zakończył Marek.


  Jan chciał im coś odpowiedzieć, ale zrazu nie mógł, albowiem porwała go czkawka. Wytrzeszczył tylko oczy z wielkiego zdziwienia i począł spoglądać na nich tak, jakby ich pierwszy raz w życiu widział.


  Wreszcie gniew odbił się na jego obliczu.


  – Jak to, tacy synowie – zawołał – to starszemu bratu chcecie w drogę wchodzić i szczęśliwości go pozbawiać?


  – O wa! – odpowiedział Łukasz – to cóż? Zali to panna Sienińska jakowaś ordynacja, że ją tylko starszy ma brać? Z jednegośmy ojca i matki, przeto jeśli nas takimi synami zowiesz, to rodzicielom w grobie uchybiasz. Każdemu wolno miłować.


  – Wolno każdemu, ale wam wara, boście mi oboedientiam powinni.


  – Mamy całe życie końskiego łba słuchać? Co?


  – Bluźnisz, poganinie, jako pies!


  – Ty sam bluźnisz. Bo Jacobus młodszy był od Ezawa, a Józef naj młodszy z braci, więc ty


  Pismu Świętemu przyganiasz i przeciw wierze szczekasz.


  Przyciśnięty tymi argumentami do muru, Jan nie umiał na razie znaleźć odpowiedzi, a gdy jeszcze Mateusz wspomniał coś o Kainie, jako starszym bracie, wówczas całkowicie stracił głowę.


  Gniew wzbierał się w nim coraz większy, aż na koniec począł prawicą szukać szabli, której zresztą nie miał przy boku.


  I nie wiadomo, do czego byłoby doszło, gdyby nie Marek, który trzymając od pewnego czasu palec przy czole, jak gdyby się porał z jakąś myślą, nagle wykrzyknął ogromnym głosem:


  – Jam najmłodszy z braci, jam jest Józef, więc dla mnie panna Sienińska!


  A inni zaraz zwrócili się do niego, ze wzburzeniem w obliczach i skrami w oczach:


  – Co? Dla ciebie? Dla ciebie, ty gęsie jaje, ty słomiana kukło, ty końska zołzo, suszykuflu, ty opoju!... Dla ciebie?


  – Stulcie gęby, skoro tak stoi w Piśmie!


  – W jakim Piśmie, głąbie?


  – Wszystko jedno, ale stoi. Samiście się popili, nie ja! Lecz tu wdał się między nich Stanisław


  Cyprianowicz.


  – Czy wam nie wstyd – mówił – szlachtą i braćmi będąc, kłótnię wszczynać? Tak-że to obserwujecie miłość braterską? I o co kłótnia? Czy to panna Sienińska jest grzyb, który ten do kobiałki schowa, kto go pierwszy w borze zdybie? Zali taki jest między pelikanami obyczaj, którzy to pelikanowie nie będąc ani szlachtą, ani nawet ludźmi, przecie z rodzinnych afektów jedne drugim we wszystkim ustępują, a gdy ryb nie nałowią, to się krwią własną wzajemnie karmią? Wspominacie zmarłych rodziców waszych, ależ oni tam łzami się zalewają widząc niezgodę synów, którym pewnie co innego pod błogosławieństwem nakazywali. Już im tam i pasza niebieska nie smakuje, i oczu nie śmieją podnieść na owych czterech ewangelistów, których imiona na chrzcie świętym wam podawali.


  Tak mówił Staszko Cyprianowicz i choć z początku chciało mu się cokolwiek śmiać, jednakże w miarę jak mówił, coraz więcej się własną wymową przejmował, albowiem dla kompanii także był nieco podpił. Atoli panowie Bukojemscy rozrzewnili się w końcu jego przemówienia niezmiernie i zapłakali wreszcie wszyscy czterej, a najstarszy, Jan, zawołał:


  – O dla Boga, zabijcie mnie, ale nie nazywajcie mnie Kainem!


  Na to Mateusz, który był o Kainie wspomniał, rzucił mu się w objęcia.


  – Bracie, katu za to mnie oddać!


  – Wybacz, bo się z żalu rozpuknę – wołał Łukasz.


  Marek zaś:


  – Szczekałem przeciw przykazaniu jako pies.


  I poczęli się ściskać, lecz Jan uwolniwszy się wreszcie z objęć braci siadł nagle na ławie, rozpiął żupan, rozgarnął koszulę i obnażywszy pierś począł mówić przerywanym głosem: – Macie! oto jako pelikan!... macie!


  – A tamci nuż jeszcze bardziej szlochać:


  – Pelikan! czysty pelikan!... Jak mi Bóg miły! – pelikan!


  – Bierzcie pannę Sienińską!


  – Twoja ona! ty ją bierz.


  – Młodsi niech biorą...


  – Nigdy! Nie może być!


  – Jechał ją sęk!


  – Jechał ją sęk!


  – Nie chcemy jej!


  A wtem Łukasz uderzył się dłońmi po udach, aż rozległo się po izbie.


  – Wiem! – zakrzyknął.


  – Co wiesz? Mów, nie ukrywaj!


  – Niech ją Cyprianowicz bierze!


  Usłyszawszy to tamci aż zerwali się z ław, tak im trafiła do serca myśl braterska, i otoczyli Cyprianowi cza.


  – Bierzją, Staszku. – Najlepiej nas pogodzisz. – Jak nas kochasz! – Dla nas to uczyń!


  – Niech ci Bóg błogosławi – wołał Jan wznosząc oczy do nieba i wyciągając nad nim ręce.


  A Cyprianowicz spłonął na twarzy i stał zdumiony, powtarzając:


  – Bójcie się ran boskich!...


  Lecz serce drgnęło mu w piersiach na samą myśl, bo siedząc od dwóch lat przy ojcu wśród głębokich lasów i mało ludzi widując, od dawna nie napotkał tak cudnej dziewczyny.


  Widywał podobne niegdyś w Brzeżanach, gdy ojciec oddał go na tamtejszy dwór, aby nabrał ogłady i znajomości spraw publicznych. Lecz wówczas był jeszcze pacholęciem – i czas zatarł te dawne wspomnienia.


  Aż oto teraz, gdy wśród borów ujrzał znów niespodzianie taki kwiat śliczny, ludzie mówią mu od razu: bierz go!...


  Więc zmieszał się okrutnie i raz jeszcze powtórzył:


  – Bójcie się Boga! gdzie wam albo mnie do niej!


  Lecz oni, jako to zwykle pijany żadnej przeszkody nie widzi, poczęli nalegać:


  – Nie będzie żaden z nas drugiemu zazdrościł – mówił Łukasz – a ty ją bierz! Mieliśmy i tak na wojnę iść, bo dość nam tego leśnego stróżowania. Trzydzieści talerów na cały boży rok. Na napitki nie starczy, a coże na ochędostwo? Konie posprzedawaliśmy i na twoich za wilkami jeździmy, rzędy też... Wiadomo, że ciężko sierotom. Lepiej na wojnie zginąć – a ty ją bierz, jak nas kochasz!


  – Bierz ją! – wołał Jan – a my do Rakusz, do kawalera Lubomirskiego pociągniem.


  Niemiaszkom pomagać pogan łuszczyć.


  – Bierz ją zaraz...


  – Jutro! Do kościoła!...


  Lecz Cyprianowicz ochłonął już ze zdumienia i wytrzeźwiał tak, jakby nic od rana w ustach nie miał.


  – Ludzie, zastanówcie się, co mówicie! Zali to tylko waszej albo mojej woli do tego potrzeba?


  A cóż ona sama? A cóż pan Pągowski, który jest człowiek dumny i nieużyty? Choćby też i panna stała mi się z czasem przyjacielem, wolałby on może, by rutę siała, niż aby została żoną takiego chudopachołka jako ja albo i któren z was.


  – O wa! – zawołał Jan. – A cóż to pan Pągowski – kasztelan krakowski czy hetman wielki?


  Jeśliś dla nas dobry, to i jemu wara nosem kręcić. Za mali mu na swatów Bukojemscy? A wiera!


  Stary jest, niedługo mu do śmierci, niechże się strzeże, aby mu święty Piotr palców we wrotach niebieskich nie przyskrzybnął. Ujmijże ty się za nimi, święty Pietrze, i powiedz mu tak: ˝Nie umiałeś, o taki synu, za życia mojej krwi uszanować, całujże psa w nos!˝ Tak mu po śmierci powiedz! Ale my się i za życia nie pozwolim spostponować. Jak to? To dlatego, że nie stało fortuny, mają nas poniewierać i jako chłopów traktować?... Takaż ma być zapłata za nasze służby ojczyźnie, za naszą krew, za nasze rany? O bracia moi, sieroty wy boże! niejedna krzywda nas w życiu spotkała, ale cięższej nikt nam nigdy nie wyrządził.


  – Prawda, prawda! – wołali żalośliwie Łukasz, Marek i Mateusz.


  I łzy żalu popłynęły im znów obficie po policzkach, lecz wypłakawszy się poczęli się burzyć, albowiem zdawało im się, iż takiej obrazy nie wolno ludziom urodzonym puszczać w niepamięć. Marek, który był najbardziej z braci porywczy, pierwszy sobie o tym przypomniał.


  – Trudno go na szable pozywać – rzekł – bo stary jest i lewej ręki nie ma, ale jeśliby nam wzgardę jakowąś okazał, trzeba się pomścić. Co mam czynić? pomyślcie!...


  – Nogi mi zmarzły na mrozie – odrzekł Łukasz – a teraz mnie palą okrutnie. Żeby nie to, zaraz bym coś obmyślił.


  – A mnie łeb pali, nie nogi.


  – Z pustego i tak nie nalejesz.


  – Kaczan głąbowi przygarnia! – rzekł Jan.


  – Będziecie mi tu kłótnię zaczynać, zamiast odpowiedź obmyślać! – zawołał z gniewem Marek. Lecz tu wdał się między nich Cyprianowicz.


  – Odpowiedź? – zapytał – a komu?


  – Pągowskiemu.


  – A na co chcecie odpowiadać?


  – Na co? Jak to: na co?


  I poczęli na się spoglądać z niemałym zdumieniem, a potem zwrócili się do Marka.


  – Czego ty od nas chcesz?


  – A czego wy chcecie?...


  – Do jutra sesja – zawołał Cyprianowicz. – Ot, i ogień już w grabie przygasa, i północ dawno minęła. Łoża tam pod ścianą gotowe, a spoczynek słusznie nam się należy, bośmy się spracowali na mrozie.


  Ogień przygasł istotnie i pociemniało w izbie, więc rada gospodarza trafiła do przekonania panów Bukojemskich.


  Chwilę jeszcze trwała rozmowa, ale coraz mniej żywa, a potem zaszemrał w izbie szept pacierzy odmawianych to ciszej, to głośniej, a przerywanych głębokimi westchnieniami.


  Głownie w kominie poczęły pokrywać się popiołem i czernieć; czasem zapiszczało coś w dogasającym ognisku i świerszcze ozwały się po kątach żałosnym ćwierkaniem, jakby z żalu za światłem.


  Rozległ się jeszcze w pomroku stukot butów zrzucanych z nóg na podłogę, po czym krótki czas cisza, a następnie ogromne chrapanie czterech uśpionych braci.


  Lecz młody Cyprianowicz nie mógł zasnąć, albowiem wszystkie jego myśli krążyły koło panny Sienińskiej, jak żwawe pszczoły wokół kwiatu.


  Gdzie tam spać z takim rojem w głowie!


  Przymknął wprawdzie powieki raz i drugi, lecz widząc, że to na nic, pomyślał:


  – Pójdę obaczyć, czy się u niej świeci jeszcze.


  I wyszedł.


  W oknie panny Sienińskiej nie było światła, tylko blask miesiąca drgał na nierównych szybach jak na bieżącej wodzie.


  Świat był cichy i uśpiony tak głęboko, że nawet śniegi zdawały się spać w zielonawej topieli księżycowego światła.


  – Czy ty wiesz, że mi cię rają? – szepnął młody Cyprianowicz patrząc w srebrne okno dziewczyny.


  


  Rozdział II


  


  Starszy pan Cyprianowicz i gwoli własnej przyrodzonej mu gościnności, i wedle zwyczaju nie szczędził próśb i zaklęć, aby goście zostali dłużej w Jedlince. Klękał nawet przed panią Winnicką, co z powodu lekkiej jeszcze, ale już nieco dokuczliwej pedogry nie przychodziło mu łatwo. Wszystko to jednak nic nie pomogło. Pan Pągowski uparł się jechać przed południem do domu - i w końcu trzeba się było na to zgodzić, gdyż na jego oświadczenie, że spodziewa się gości, nie było co rzec. Wyruszyli tedy przed południem w dzień jasny, mroźny i w cudną pogodę. Okiść na drzewach i śniegi na polach były obsypane jakby tysiącami iskier, które migotały tak w słońcu, iż ledwie oczy mogły znieść owe blaski bijące z nieba i z ziemi. Konie szły tęgo ryścią, aż grały w nich śledziony; płozy sanic świstały po twardym śniegu; firanki po bokach były odsunięte - i co chwila to w jednym okienku, to w drugim ukazywała się różowa twarz panny Sienińskiej z wesołymi oczkami i z zaczerwienionym od mrozu noskiem, właśnie jakby wdzięczny obrazek w ramach.


  I jechała jakby królewna, bo karocę otaczała ˝salwa-gwardia˝ złożona z panów Bukojemskich i młodego Cyprianowicza. Ci siedząc na dzielnych szkapach z jedlinkowskiej stajni (bo swoje posprzedawali lub pozastawiali wraz z lepszymi szablami panowie Bukojemscy), rwali po bokach, to wspinając konie, to puszczając je naprzód takim pędem, że aż wióry śnieżne, wyrywane kopytami ze zmarzłej drogi, warczały w powietrzu jak kamienie.


  Może i niekoniecznie rad był z tej przybocznej straży pan Pągowski - i w chwili wyjazdu prosił nawet kawalerów, aby się nie trudzili, bo droga w dzień bezpieczna a o osacznikach w puszczy nie słychać, ale gdy uparli się, aby stanowczo niewiasty odprowadzić, nie pozostało mu nic innego, jak płacąc grzecznością za grzeczność zaprosić ich do Bełczączki. Uzyskał też i obietnicę starszego pana Cyprianowicza, że go odwiedzi, ale dopiero za kilka dni, albowiem starszemu człowiekowi trudno było tak obcesowo wyrywać się z domu.


  Prędko schodziła podróż: kawalerom na konnych popisach, a pannie Sienińskiej na pokazywaniu się w okienkach karocy. Zatrzymali się dopiero w połowie drogi, aby dać odetchnąć koniom, przy puszczańskiej karczmie zwanej dość złowrogo ˝Rozbój˝, obok której była kuźnia i szopa. Kowal kuł konia na dworze przed kuźnią, a wedle karczmy stało kilkoro sani chłopskich zaprzężonych w poszerszeniałe i okryte sędzielizną chude szkapięta, z ogonami wtulonymi między zadnie nogi i z wyobroczonymi torbami na głowach.


  Ludzie wysunęli się z karczmy patrzyć na karocę otoczoną przez jeźdźców i stanęli opodal. Byli to nie chłopi, tylko mieszczanie-zduni z Kozienic, którzy letnią porą robili garnki, a zimą podczas sanny rozwozili je po wsiach, a szczególniej na odpusty w okolicy. Wydawało się im, że to jakiś wielki dygnitarz musi jechać w tej karocy otoczonej przez tak dorodną szlachtę, więc mimo mrozu pozdejmowali czapki i patrzyli z ciekawością.


  Podróżni, przybrani ciepło, nie wysiadali z karocy, jeźdźcy pozostali także na koniach; poszedł tylko pachołek pana Pągowski ego z gąsiorkiem wina i z sagankiem, aby je zagrzać dla państwa przy ogniu w karczmie. Tymczasem pan Pągowski kazał się zbliżyć łyczkom i począł ich wypytywać, skąd są, dokąd jadą i czy nie groziło im gdzie ˝niebezpieczeństwo od zwierza˝.


  Gdzie tam nie groziło, wasza miłość - odpowiedział stary mieszczanin - jeno że kupą jedziemy i we dnie. Czekamy tu na naszych od Przytyka i z innych stron. Chłopów może się też coś ściągnie i jeśli się zbierze z piętnaście albo.dwadzieścia wozów, to pojedziem na noc - a jeśli nie, to nie, chociaż bez pałek nie jeździmy.


  A z ludźmi nie zdarzył się jakowy wypadek?


  Zagryzły wilki Żyda podobno w biały dzień. Jechał z gęsiami, bo pierze zostało na gościńcu, a z człowieka i z konia jeno gnaty. Tylko po krymce poznali ludzie, że to był Żyd. A dziś rano przyszedł tu piechotą szlachcic, który całą noc na sośnie przesiedział. Powiada, że koń mu padł i wilcy go w jego oczach zarżnęli. Skostniał ci tak na drzewie, że ledwie mógł mówić, a teraz śpi.


  Jak się zwał? Nie mówił, skąd jest?


  Nie. Piwa się jeno grzanego napił i zaraz potem padł jak nieżywy na ławę.


  Pan Pągowski zwrócił się do kawalerów:


  Słyszycie, waćpanowie?


  Słyszymy.


  - Bo trzeba go będzie chyba obudzić i rozpytać. Bez konia został, jakże go tu poniechać.


  Mógłby pachołek mój na drugiego lejcowego sieść w parze z forysiem, a jemu swego oddać.


  Powiadają, że szlachcic... Może z daleka?


  - I pilno mu musiało być - odrzekł Stanisław Cyprianowicz - skoro nocą jechał, i do tego sam jeden. Pójdę, rozbudzę go i rozpytam.


  Lecz chęć ta okazała się zbyteczną, albowiem w tej chwili z karczmy wyszedł pachołek niosąc stolnicę, a na niej dymiące kubki wina - i doszedłszy do karocy rzekł:


  Proszę waszej miłości, pan Taczewski tu jest.


  Pan Taczewski? A on tu co, u licha, robi?


  Pan Taczewski? - powtórzyła panna Sienińska.


  Ogarnie się i zaraz wyjdzie - rzekł pachoł. - Mało mi stolnicy z winem nie wytrącił, jak się dowiedział, że państwo tu są...


  A ciebie kto pyta o stolnicę?...


  Pachołek umilkł, jakby głos stracił, a pan Pągowski wziął kubek wina, pociągnął raz i drugi, po czym rzekł do Cyprianowicza jakby z pewną niechęcią:


  - To nasz znajomek i niby sąsiad... spod Czarnej... At!... trochę wartogłów i szaławiła. Z tych tutejszych Taczewskich, co to niegdyś w całym pono województwie...


  Dalsze objaśnienia przerwało ukazanie się pana Taczewskiego, który wybiegłszy pośpiesznie z karczmy, szedł ku karocy zamaszystym krokiem, ale z pewną nieśmiałością w obliczu. Był to młody szlachcic, średniego wzrostu, z pięknymi, czarnymi oczyma, ale chudy jak trzaska; głowę miał pokrytą magierką pamiętającą bodaj czasy Batorego, na sobie szary kubrak podbity baranem i żółte szwedzkie buty z ogromnymi cholewami zakrywającymi nawet i uda. Nikt takich w Polsce już nie nosił, było więc widoczne, że to jest chyba jaka stara zdobycz wojenna z czasów Jana Kazimierza, wyciągnięta z lamusa z konieczności. Idąc patrzył na przemian to na pana Pągowski ego, to na pannę Sienińska i uśmiechał się pokazując przy tym białe, zdrowe zęby, ale uśmiech miał smutny i twarz zmieszaną, a nawet trochę zawstydzoną.


  Cieszę się okrutnie - rzekł stanąwszy przy karocy i kłaniając się grzecznie magierką - że widzę w dobrym zdrowiu waćpanią, waćpannę i waszmość pana dobrodzieja mego, gdyż droga niebezpieczna, o czym sam miałem sposobność się przekonać.


  Nakryj acan głowę, bo ci uszy zmarzną - rzekł szorstko pan Pągowski. - Dziękujem za troskliwość. A czego to acan włóczysz się po puszczy?


  Taczewski spojrzał bystro na panienkę, jakby chciał zapytać: ˝może ty wiesz, dlaczego?˝ - ale widząc, że panienka oczy ma spuszczone i zabawia się przygryzaniem wstążek od kapturka, odrzekł nieco twardym głosem:


  At, przyszła mi fantazja popatrzyć na miesiąc nad borem.


  Piękna fantazja. A konia ci wilcy zarżnęli?


  Dorżnęli jeno, bom sam z niego duszę wyparł...


  Wiemy. I przesiedziałeś noc na sośnie, jak wrona. Tu panowie Bukojemscy buchnęli tak ogromnym śmiechem, aż im konie poprzysiadały na zadach, a Taczewski odwrócił się i począł ich kolejno liczyć oczyma mając w źrenicach błyski zimne jak lód i zarazem ostre jak brzeszczot.. Po czym rzekł do Pągowskiego:


  Nie jak wrona, ale jak szlachcic bez konia, z którego waszmości dobrodziejowi śmiać się wolno, ale komu innemu może być niezdrowo.


  Oho! oho! Oho! - jęli powtarzać panowie Bukojemscy przysuwając ku niemu konie. Twarze ich zmierzchły w jednej chwili i wąsy poczęły się poruszać złowrogo, a on znów począł ich liczyć zadzierając w górę głowę.


  Lecz pan Pągowski ozwał się tak surowym i rozkazującym głosem, jakby nad wszystkimi miał komendę:


  Proszę mi tu żadnych zwad!... To jest pan Taczewski - rzekł po chwili łagodniej, zwracając się do kawalerów - a to pan Cyprianowicz i panowie Bukojemscy, którym, mogę rzec, iż życie zawdzięczamy, bo i nas wczoraj wilcy napadli. Insperate przyszli nam z pomocą, ale skutecznie i w porę.


  W porę - powtórzyła z naciskiem panna Sienińska wydymając nieco usta i spoglądając wdzięcznie na Cyprianowicza. A Taczewskiemu zakwitły jagody, na twarzy odbiło się jakby upokorzenie, oczy zamgliły się i z niezmiernym żalem w głosie odrzekł: W porę! Bo ich kupa i szczęśliwi, że na dobrych koniach, a mojemu wołoszynowi wilcy już zębami dzwonią i ostatniego przyjaciela mi zbrakło. - Ale - i tu spojrzał życzliwiej na Bukojemskich - niechże się święcą ręce waszmości om, boście uczynili to, co i ja z całej duszy byłbym chciał uczynić, jeno Bóg nie pozwolił... Panna Sienińska zmienna była widocznie, jak każda białogłowa, a może też żal jej się uczyniło pana Taczewskiego, bo nagle oczki jej stały się słodkie i migotliwe, powieki jęły się mrużyć raz po raz i całkiem już innym głosem zapytała:


  Stary wołoszyn?...


  Mój Boże, takem go lubiła i on mnie znał. Mój Boże!...


  Taczewski spojrzał zaraz na nią z wielką wdzięcznością.


  Znał, mościa panno, znał...


  Waćpan, panie Jacku, nie martw się tak okrutnie...


  Martwiłem się już i przedtem, jeno że konno, a teraz się będę martwił na piechotę. Ale Bóg waćpannie zapłaci za dobre słowo...


  Tymczasem siadaj acan na myszatego - rzekł pan Pągowski. - Czeladnik siądzie obok forysia albo stanie z tyłu za karocą. A jest tam i zapaśna burka w trokach, to się odziej, boś marzł całą noc, a teraz znów mróz bierze.


  - Nie - odpowiedział. - Umyślniem nie wziął szuby i ciepło mi! - No, to w drogę!


  


  I po chwili ruszyli. Jacek Taczewski zajął miejsce przy lewym okienku karocy, Stanisław Cyprianowicz przy drugim, tak że siedząca na przedzie panienka mogła, nie obracając głowy, swobodnie na obydwóch spoglądać.


  On the Field of Glory


  


  Introductory


  



  The book before us gives pictures of Polish character and life on the eve of the second great siege of Vienna.


  Twice was that city beleaguered by Turkey. The first siege was commanded by Solyman, that Sultan who was surnamed Magnificent by western nations; to Turks he was known as the Lord of his Age and the Lawgiver.


  The first siege was repelled by the bravery of the garrison, by the heroism of Count Salm its commander, by the terrible weather of 1529, and also through turbulence of the Janissary forces. The second siege was crushed in 1683 by Sobieski's wise strategy, the splendid impetus of the Poles, and the firmness of the allies.


  Had the Polish king not appeared the Sultan would have triumphed, hence Sobieski and his men are hailed ever since as the saviours of Vienna.


  The enthusiasm of the time for Sobieski and his force was tremendous.


  ˝There was a man sent from God whose name was John,˝ this was the Gospel read at the Thanksgiving Mass in Saint Stephen's, the cathedral, the noble old church of that rescued and jubilant city. Some Poles went to Rome after that to get relics; the Pope gave this answer: ˝Take earth steeped in blood from the field where your countrymen fell at Vienna.˝


  Many times have men here in America asked me: Are the Poles really held by such an intensity of passion? if they are, why does it seize them, whence does it come, what is the source and the cause of it? I reply to these questions as best I am able, and truthfully: It comes from the soul of the Slavs in some part, and in some part from history. The Poles have as a race their original gift to begin with; this gift, or race element, has met in its varied career certain peoples, ideas, and principles. The result of this meeting is this: that the Polish part of the Slav world holds touching itself an unconquerable ideal. It has absorbed, as it thinks, certain principles from which it could not now separate.


  The Poles could not if they would, and would not if they could, be dissevered from that which, as they state, they have worked out in history, that which no power on earth can now take from them, and to which they are bound with the faith of a martyr.


  Through ideas and principles, that is, truths gained in their experience as a people, and which in them are incarnate and living, the Poles feel predestined to triumph, time, of course, being given.


  What are these ideas and principles? men ask of me often. Combined all in one they mean the victory and supremacy of Poland. They have been worked out during centuries, I answer, of Polish experience with Germany, with Russia, with Rome and Byzantium, with Turks and with Tartars. But beyond all do they come as the fruit of collisions with Germany and Russia, and as the outcome of teachings from Rome and the stern opposition of Byzantium. Through this great host of enemies and allies, and their own special character, came that incisive dramatic career which at last met a failure so crushingly manifest.


  The inward result and the spiritual harvest to be reaped from this awful catastrophe are evident only through what is revealed in the conduct, the deeds, and the words of the people who had to wade through the dreadful defeat and digest the experience.


  Polish character in most of its main traits was developed completely even earlier than the days of Sobieski, and the men who appeared then in action differ little from those of the present, hence the pictures in this volume are perfectly true and of far-reaching interest in our time.
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  Chapter I


  


  The winter of 1682-83 was a season of such rigor that even very old people could not remember one like it. During the autumn rain fell continually, and in the middle of November the first frost appeared, which confined waters and put a glass bark upon trees of the forest. Icicles fastened on pines and broke many branches. In the first days of December the birds, after frequent biting frosts, flew into villages and towns, and even wild beasts came out of dense forests and drew near the houses of people. About Saint Damasius' day the heavens became clouded, and then snow appeared; ten days did it fall without ceasing. It covered the country to a height of two ells; it hid forest roads, it hid fences, and even cottage windows. Men opened pathways with shovels through snow-drifts to go to their granaries and stables; and when the snow stopped at last, a splitting frost came, from which forest trees gave out sounds that seemed gunshots.


  Peasants, who at that time had to go to the woodlands for fuel, went in parties to defend themselves, and were careful that night should not find them at a distance from the village. After sunset no man dared leave his own doorstep unless with a fork or a bill-hook, and dogs gave out, until daylight, short frightened yelps, as they do always when barking at wolves which are near them.


  During just such a night and in such a fierce frost a great equipage on runners pushed along a forest road carefully; it was drawn by four horses and surrounded by attendants. In front, on a strong beast, rode a man with a pole and a small iron pot on the end of it; in this pot pitch was burning, not to make the road visible, for there was moonlight, but to frighten away wolves from the party. On the box of the equipage sat a driver, and on a saddled horse a postilion, and at each side rode two men armed with muskets and slingshots.


  The party moved forward very slowly, since the road was little beaten and in places the snow-drifts, especially at turnings, rose like waves on the roadway.


  This slowness disturbed Pan Gideon Pangovski, who, relying on his numerous attendants and their weapons, had determined to travel, though in Radom men had warned him of the danger, and all the more seriously since in going to Belchantska he would have to pass the Kozenitse forests.


  Those immense forests began at that period a good way before Yedlina, and continued far beyond Kozenitse to the Vistula, and toward the other side of the Stenjytsa, and northward to Rytchivol.


  It had seemed to Pan Gideon that, if he left Radom before midday, he would reach home very easily at sunset. Meanwhile he had been forced in a number of places to open the road close to fences; some hours were lost at this labor, so that he came to Yedlina about twilight. Men there gave the warning that he would better remain for the night in the village; but since at the blacksmith's a pitch light had been found to burn before the carriage, Pan Gideon commanded to continue the journey.


  And now night had surprised him in the wilderness.


  It was difficult to go faster because of increasing snowdrifts; hence Pan Gideon was more and more disquieted and at last fell to swearing, but in Latin, lest he frighten the two ladies who were with him, Pains Vinnitski his relative and his ward Panna Anulka Sieninski.


  Panna Anulka was young and high-hearted, in no degree timid. On the contrary, she drew aside the leather curtain at the window, and, commanding the horseman at the side not to stop the view to her, looked at the drifts very joyfully, and at the pine trunks with long strips of snow on them over which played reddish gleams from the pitch pot, which with the moonlight made moving figures very pleasant to her eyesight. Then rounding her lips to the form of a bird bill she began to whistle, her breath became visible and was rosier than firelight, this too amused her.


  But Pani Vinnitski, who was old and quite timid, fell to complaining.


  Why leave Radom, or at least why not pass the night in Yedlina since they had been warned of the danger? All this through some person's stubbornness. To Belchantska there was a long piece of road yet, and all in a forest, hence wolves would meet them undoubtedly, unless Raphael, the Archangel and patron of travellers, would pity them in their wandering, but alas, of this they were quite undeserving.


  When he heard this opinion, Pan Gideon became thoroughly impatient. To speak of being lost in the wilderness was all that was needed to upset him.


  The road for that matter was straight, and as for wolves, well, they would or would not come. He had good attendants, and besides, a wolf is not anxious to meet with a warrior–not only because he fears him far more than a common man, but also because of the love which the quick-witted beast has for warriors.


  The wolf understands well that no dweller in towns and no peasant will give him food gratis; the warrior alone is the man who feeds wolves, and at times in abundance, hence it is not without reason that men have called war ˝the wolf's harvest.˝


  But still Pan Gideon speaking thus, and praising the wolves in some small degree, was not quite convinced of their affection; hence he was thinking whether or not to command an attendant to slip from his horse and sit next the young lady. In such case he himself would defend one door of the carriage, and that attendant the other, while the freed horse would either rush off ahead or escape in the rear, and thus draw the wolves after him.


  But the time to do this had not come, as it seemed to Pan Gideon. Meanwhile he placed near his ward on the front seat, a knife and two pistols; these he wished to have near him since he had only his right hand for service.


  They advanced some furlongs farther in quiet, and the road was growing wider. Pan Gideon, who knew the way perfectly, drew breath as if relieved somewhat.


  ˝The Malikov field is not far,˝ said he.


  In every case he hoped for more safety in that open space than in the forest.


  But just then the attendant in front turned his horse suddenly, and, rushing to the carriage, spoke hurriedly to the driver and to others, who answered abruptly, as men do when there is no time for loitering.


  ˝What is it?˝ asked Pan Gideon.


  ˝Some noise in the field.˝


  ˝Is it wolves?˝


  ˝Some outcry. God knows what!˝


  Pan Gideon was on the point of commanding the horseman with the torch to spring forward and see what was happening, when he remembered that in cases like this it was better not to be without fire and to keep all his people together, and, further, that defence in the open is easier than in a forest, so he commanded to move on with the equipage.


  But after a while the horseman reappeared at the window.


  ˝Wild boars,˝ said he.


  ˝Wild boars!˝


  ˝A terrible grunting is heard on the right of the road.˝


  ˝Praise God for that!˝


  ˝But perhaps wolves have attacked them.˝


  ˝Praise God for that also! We shall pass unmolested. Move on!˝


  In fact the guess of the attendant proved accurate. When they had driven out to the field they saw, at a distance of two or three bow-shots on the right near the road, a dense crowd of wild boars, and a circle of wolves moving nimbly around them. A terrible grunting, not of fear but of rage, was given out with growing vigor. When the sleigh reached the middle of the plain, the men, watching from the horses, observed that the wolves had not dared yet to rush at the wild boars; they only pressed on them more and more eagerly.


  The boars had arranged themselves in a round compact body, the young in the middle, the old and the strong on the outside, thus, as it were, forming a moving and terrible fortress, which gleamed with white tusks and was impervious to attack or to terror.


  Between the garland of wolves and that wall of tusks and snouts a white, snowy ring was clearly visible, since the whole field was in moonlight.


  Some of the wolves sprang up to the boars, but they sprang back very quickly, as if frightened by the clash of the tusks and the more terrible outbursts of grunting. If the wolves had closed in battle with the boars the struggle would have then held them completely, and the sleigh might have passed without notice; but since this had not happened, there was fear lest they might stop that dreadful onset and try then another one.


  Indeed after a while a few dropped away from the pack and ran toward the party, after them followed others. But the sight of armed men confused them; some began to follow the sleigh, others stopped a few tens of steps from it, or ran around with mad speed, as if to urge themselves on to the equipage.


  The attendants wished to fire, but Pan Gideon forbade them, lest gunshots might bring the whole pack to his people.


  Meanwhile the horses, though accustomed to wolves, began to push to one side and turn their heads to their flanks with loud snorting, but soon something worse happened, and this raised the danger a hundredfold.


  The young horse which the torchbearer was riding reared suddenly once, and a second time, and then rushed madly sidewise.


  The rider, knowing that were he to fall he would be torn to bits the next moment, seized hold of his saddle-bow, but dropped his pot the same instant; the light sank in the snow deeply; the flame threw out sparks and was extinguished. The light of the moon was alone on that plain then.


  The driver, a Russ from Pomorani, began to pray; the Mazovian attendants fell to cursing.


  Emboldened by darkness, the wolves pressed on with more insolence, and from the direction of the wild boars some fresh ones ran up to them. A few came rather near, with snapping teeth, and the hair standing straight on their shoulders. Their eyes were all bloodshot, and a greenish light flashed from them.


  A moment had come which was really terrible.


  ˝Shall we shoot?˝ inquired one of the escort.


  ˝Frighten them with shouts,˝ said Pan Gideon.


  Thereupon rose with keenness, ˝A-hu! a-hu!˝ The horses gained courage, and the wolves, impressed by the voices of men, withdrew some tens of paces.


  Then a still greater wonder was manifest.


  All at once forest echoes from behind repeated the shouts of the attendants, but with rising force, ever louder and louder, as it were outbursts of wild laughter; and some moments later a crowd of dark horsemen appeared at both sides of the carriage and shot past with all the speed of their beasts toward the wild boars and the wolves which encircled them.


  In the twinkle of an eye neither wolves nor boars held the snow plain; they had scattered as if a whirlwind had struck them. Gunshots were heard, also shouts, and again those strange outbursts of laughter. Pan Gideon's attendants rushed after the horsemen, so that there remained at the sleigh only the postilion and the driver.


  Inside the sleigh there was such mighty amazement that no one dared move a lip for some moments.


  ˝But the word became flesh!˝ called out Pani Vinnitski, at last. ˝That must be help from above us.˝


  ˝May it be blessed, whencesoever it came. Our plight was growing evil,˝ said Pan Gideon.


  ˝God sent those young knights!˝ said Panna Anulka, who wished to add her word.


  It would have been difficult to divine how this maiden could have seen that those men were knights and young, in addition, for they shot past like a whirlwind; but no person asked for her reasons, since the older man and woman were occupied overmuch with what was happening before them.


  Meanwhile, on the plain the sounds of pursuit were heard yet for the space of some Our Fathers, and not very far from the sleigh was a wolf with its back broken, evidently by a sling-shot. The beast was on its haunches and howling so dreadfully that every one shivered.


  The man on the leading horse slipped down to kill the beast, for the horses were plunging with such violence that the sleigh-pole was cracking.


  After a time the horsemen seemed black again on the snow field. They came in a crowd, without order, in a mist, for though the night was cold and the air very clear, the horses had been driven unsparingly, and were smoking like chimneys.


  The horsemen approached with loud laughter and singing, and when they had drawn near, one of them shot up to the sleigh, and asked in glad, resonant accents,–


  ˝Who is travelling?˝


  ˝Pangovski from Belchantska. Whom am I to thank for this rescue?˝


  ˝Stanislav Tsyprianovitch of Yedlinka!˝


  ˝The Bukoyemskis!˝


  ˝Thanks to your mightinesses. God sent you in season. Thanks!˝


  ˝Thanks!˝ repeated a youthful voice.


  ˝Glory to God that it was in season!˝ continued Pan Stanislav, removing his fur cap.


  ˝From whom did ye hear of us?˝


  ˝No one informed us, but as the wolves are now running in packs, we rode out to save people; since a person of such note has been found, our delight is the greater, and the greater our service to God,˝ said Pan Stanislav, politely.


  But one of the Bukoyemskis now added,–


  ˝Not counting the wolf skins.˝


  ˝A beautiful deed and a real knightly work,˝ said Pan Gideon. ˝God grant us to give thanks for it as promptly as possible. I think, too, that desire for human flesh has left those wolves now, and that we shall reach home without danger.˝


  ˝That is by no means so certain. Wolves might be enticed again easily and make a new onrush.˝


  ˝There is no help against that; but we will not surrender!˝


  ˝There is help, namely this: to attend you to the mansion. It may happen that we shall save some one else as we travel.˝


  ˝I dared not ask for that, but since such is your kindness, let it be as you say, for the ladies here will feel safer.˝


  ˝I have no fear as we are, but from all my soul I am grateful!˝ said Panna Anulka.


  Pan Gideon gave the order and they moved forward, but they had gone only a few tens of paces when the cracked sleigh-pole was broken and the equipage halted.


  New delays.


  The attendants had ropes and fell to mending the broken parts straightway, but it was unknown whether such a patched work would not come apart after some furlongs.


  Pan Stanislav hesitated somewhat, and then said, removing his fur cap a second time,–


  ˝To Yedlinka through the fields it is nearer than to Belchantska. Honor our house then, your mightiness, and spend the night under our roof tree. No man can tell what might meet us in that forest, or whether even now we may not be too few to resist all the wolves that will rush to the roadway. We will bring home the sleigh in some fashion, and the shorter the road is the easier our problem. It is true that the honor surpasses the service, but the case being one of sore need a man may not cherish pride over carefully.˝


  Pan Gideon did not answer those words at the moment, for he felt reproach in them. He called to mind that when two years before Pan Serafin Tsyprianovitch had made him a visit, he received the man graciously, it is true, but with a known haughtiness, and did not pay back the visit. Pan Gideon had acted in that way since Pan Serafin's family was noble only two generations, he was a ˝homo novus,˝ an Armenian by origin. His grandfather had bought and sold brocades in Kamenyets. Yakob, the son of that merchant, had served in the artillery under the famous Hodkievitch, and at Hotsim had rendered such service that, through the power of Pan Stanislav Lyubomirski, he had been ennobled, and then received Yedlinka for a lifetime. That life estate was made afterward the property of Pan Serafin, his heir, in return for a loan given the Commonwealth during Swedish encounters. The young man who had come to the road with such genuine assistance was the son of Pan Serafin.


  Pan Gideon felt this reproof all the more, since the words ˝cherish pride over carefully˝ had been uttered by Pan Stanislav with studied emphasis and rather haughtily. But just that knightly courage pleased the old noble, and since it would have been hard to refuse the assistance, and since the road to his own house was in truth long and dangerous, he said to Pan Stanislav,–


  ˝Unless you had assisted us the wolves would perhaps be gnawing our bones at this moment; let me pay with good-will for your kindness. Forward then, forward!˝


  The sleigh was now mended. The pole had been broken as if an axe had gone through it, so they tied one end of each rope to a runner, the other to a collar, and moved on in a large gladsome company, amid shouts from attendants and songs from the Bukoyemskis.


  It was no great distance to Yedlinka, which was rather a forest farm than a village. Soon there opened in front of the wayfarers a large field some tens of furlongs in area, or rather a broad clearing enclosed on four sides by a pine wood, and on this plain a certain number of houses, the roofs of which, covered with straw, were gleaming and sparkling in moonlight.


  Beyond peasant cottages, and near them, Pan Serafin's outbuildings were visible stretching in a circle around the edge of a courtyard, in which stood the mansion, which was much disproportioned. The pile had been reconstructed by its latest owners, and from being a small house, in which dwelt on a time the king's foresters, it had become large, even too large, for such a small forest clearing. From its windows a bright light was shining, which gave a rosy hue to the snow near the walls of the mansion, to the bushes in front of it, and to the wellsweep which stood on the right of the entrance.


  It was clear that Pan Serafin was expecting his son, and perhaps also guests from the road, who might come with him, for barely had the sleigh reached the gate when servants rushed out with torches, and after the servants came the master himself in a coat made of mink skin, and wearing a weasel-skin cap, which he removed promptly at sight of the equipage.


  ˝What welcome guest has the Lord sent to our wilderness?˝ inquired he, descending the steps at the entrance.


  Pan Stanislav kissed his father's hand, and told whom he had brought with him.


  ˝I have long wished,˝ said Pan Gideon, as he stepped from the carriage, ˝to do that to which grievous need has constrained me this evening, hence I bless the more ardently this chance which agrees with my wish so exactly.˝


  ˝Various things happen to men, but this chance is for me now so happy, that with delight I beg you to enter my chambers.˝


  Pan Serafin bowed for the second time, and gave his arm then to Pani Vinnitski; the whole company entered behind him.


  The guests were seized straightway by that feeling of contentment which is felt always by travellers when they come out of darkness and cold into lighted, warm chambers. In the first, and the other apartments, fires were blazing in broad porcelain chimneys, and servants began to light here and there gleaming tapers.


  Pan Gideon looked around with a certain astonishment, for the usual houses of nobles were far from that wealth which struck the eye in Pan Serafin's mansion.


  By the light of the fires and the tapers and candles he could see in each apartment a furnishing such as might not be met with in many a castle: carved chests and bureaus and armchairs from Italy, clocks here and there, Venetian glass, precious bronze candlesticks, weapons from the Orient, which were inlaid with turquoise and hanging from wall mats. On the floors soft Crimean rugs, and on two long walls were pieces of tapestry which would have adorned the halls of any magnate.


  ˝These came to them from trade,˝ thought Pan Gideon, with well-defined anger, ˝and now they can turn up their noses and boast of wealth won not by weapons.˝


  But Pan Serafin's heartiness and real hospitality disarmed the old noble, and when he heard, somewhat later, the clatter of dishes in the dining-hall near them, he was perfectly mollified.


  To warm the guests who had come out of cold they brought heated, spiced wine immediately. They began then to discuss the recent peril. Pan Gideon had great praise for Pan Stanislav, who, instead of sitting in a warm room at home, had saved people on the highroad without regarding the terrible frost, and the toil, and the danger.


  ˝Of a truth,˝ said he, ˝thus, in old days, did those famous knights act, who, wandering through the world, saved men from cannibals, dragons, and various other vile monsters.˝


  ˝If any man of them saved such a marvellous princess as this one,˝ added Stanislav, ˝he was as happy at that time as we are this minute.˝


  ˝No man ever saved a more wonderful maiden! True, as God is dear to me! He has told the whole truth!˝ cried the four Bukoyemskis with enthusiasm.


  Panna Anulka smiled in so lovely a fashion that two charming dimples appeared in her cheeks, and she dropped her eyelids.


  But the compliment seemed over bold to Pan Gideon, for his ward, though an orphan without property, was descended from magnates, hence he changed the conversation.


  ˝But have your graces,˝ asked he, ˝been moving long on the road in this fashion?˝


  ˝Since the great snows fell, and we shall keep on till the frost stops,˝ said Stanislav.


  ˝And have ye killed many wolves?˝


  ˝Enough to give overcoats to all of us.˝


  Here the Bukoyemskis laughed as loud as if four horses were neighing, and when they had quieted a little, Mateush, the eldest one added,–


  ˝His Grace the King will be proud of his foresters.˝


  ˝True,˝ said Pan Gideon. ˝And I have heard that ye are head foresters in the king's wilderness in these parts. But do not the Bukoyemskis originate in the Ukraine?˝


  ˝We are of those Bukoyemskis.˝


  ˝Indeed–indeed–of good stock, the Yelo-Bukoyemskis are connected there with even great houses.˝


  ˝And with St. Peter!˝ added Lukash.


  ˝Eh!˝ said Pan Gideon. And he began to look around with suspicion and sternly at the brothers to see if they were not trying to jest with him. But their faces were clear, and they nodded with earnest conviction, confirming in this way the words of their brother. Pan Gideon was astonished immensely, and repeated: ˝Relatives of Saint Peter? But how is that?˝


  ˝Through the Pregonovskis.˝


  ˝Indeed! And the Pregonovskis?˝


  ˝Through the Usviats.˝


  ˝And the Usviats through some one else,˝ said the old noble, with a smile, ˝and so on to the birth of Christ, the Lord. So! It is a great thing to have relatives in a senate down here, but what must it be to have kinsmen in the heavenly assembly–promotion is certain in that case. But how have ye wandered to our wilderness from the Ukraine, for men have told me that ye are some years in this neighborhood?˝


  ˝About three. Rebellions have long since levelled everything in the Ukraine, and boundaries have vanished. We would not serve Pagans in partisan warfare, so we served first in the army and then became tenants till Pan Malchinski, our relative, made us chief foresters in this place.˝


  ˝Yes,˝ said Pan Serafin, ˝I wondered that we found ourselves side by side in this wilderness, for we are not of this country, but the changing fortunes of men have transported us hither. The inheritance of your mightiness,˝ here he turned to Pan Gideon, ˝is also, as I know, in Rus near the castle of Pomorani.˝


  Pan Gideon quivered at this, as if some one had struck an open wound in his body.


  ˝I had property there, and I have it there still,˝ said he, ˝but those places to me are abhorrent, for misfortunes alone struck me there, just like thunderbolts.˝


  ˝The will of God,˝ said Pan Serafin.


  ˝It is vain to revolt against that; still, life in those regions is difficult.˝


  ˝Your grace, as is known, has served long in the army.˝


  ˝Till I lost my arm. I avenged my country's wrongs, and my own there. And if the Lord Jesus will pardon one sin for each head that I took from a pagan, hell, as I trust, will never be seen by me.˝


  ˝Of course not, of course not! Service is a merit, and so is suffering. Best of all is it to cast gloomy thoughts from us.˝


  ˝Gladly would I be rid of them, still, they do not leave me. But enough! I am a cripple at present, and this lady's guardian. I have removed in old age to a silent region which the enemy never visits. I live, as you know, in Belchantska.˝


  ˝That is well, and I have acted in like manner,˝ added Pan Serafin. ˝Young men, though it is quiet now on the borders, hurry off to Tartar trails in the hope of adventure, but it is ghastly and woful in places where each man is mourning for some one.˝


  Pan Gideon put his hand to his forehead where he held it rather long, till at length he said sadly,–


  ˝Only a peasant or a magnate can live in the Ukraine. When an onrush of pagans strikes that country the peasant flees to a forest and can live for some months in it like a wild beast; the magnate can live, for he has troops and strong castles of his own to protect him. But even then–the Jolkievskis lived in those regions and perished, the Danilovitches lived there and perished. Of the Sobieskis, the brother of our gracious King Yan perished also. And how many others! One of the Vishnievetskis squirmed on a hook in Stambul till he died there. Prince Koretski was beaten to death with iron rods. The Kalinovskis are gone,–and before them the Herburts and the Yaglovetskis paid their blood tribute. How many of the Sieninskis have died at various periods, and once they possessed almost the whole country–what a graveyard! Were I to recount all the names I could not finish till morning. And were I to give the names, not of magnates alone but of nobles, a month would not suffice me.˝


  ˝True! true! So that a man wonders why the Lord God has thus multiplied those Turks and Tartars. So many of them have been killed that when an earthtiller works in the springtime his ploughshare bites at every step on the skull of a pagan. Dear God! Even our present king has crushed them to death in such numbers that their blood would form a large river, and still they are coming.˝


  These words had truth in them. The Commonwealth, rent by disorder and unruliness, could not have strong armies sufficient to end in one mighty struggle the Tartar-Turk avalanche. For that matter, all Europe could not command such an army. Still, the Commonwealth was inhabited by men of great daring, who would not yield their throats willingly to the knife of the eastern attacker. On the contrary, to that terrible region bristling with grave-mounds, and reeking with blood at the borders, Red Russia, Podolia, and the Ukraine, new waves of Polish settlers followed each after the other; these not only stirred up fertile lands, but their own craving for endless wars, battles, and adventures.


  ˝The Poles,˝ wrote an old chronicler, ˝go to Russia for skirmishes with Tartars.˝ [Kromer.]


  So from Mazovia went peasants; daring nobles went also, for each one of whom it was shameful ˝to die in his bed like a peasant.˝ And there grew up in those red lands mighty magnates, who, not satisfied with action even there, went frequently much farther–to Wallachia, or the Crimea, seeking victory, power, death, salvation, and glory.


  It was even said that the Poles did not wish one great war that would end the whole question. Though this was not true, still, continual disturbance was dear to that daring generation–but the invader on his part paid with blood dearly for his venture.


  Neither the Dobrudja nor Belgorod lands, nor the Crimean reed barrens could support their wild Tartar denizens, hence hunger drove them to the border where rich booty was waiting, but death was waiting also, very often.


  The flames of fire lighted up invasions unknown yet to history. Single regiments cut into bits with their sabres and trampled into dust under horsehoofs detachments surpassing them tenfold in number. Only swiftness beyond reckoning could save the invaders; in general when a Tartar band was overtaken by troops of the Commonwealth it was lost beyond rescue.


  There were expeditions, especially the smaller ones, from which not one man went back to the Crimea. Terrible in their time both to Turks and to Tartars were Pretvits and Hmieletski; knights of less note, Volodyovski, Pelka, and the elder Rushits, wrote their names down with blood in men's memories. These for some years, or some tens of years, at that time, were resting in their graves and in glory; but even of the mighty ones none had drawn so much blood from the followers of Islam as the king reigning then, Yan Sobieski.


  At Podhaitsi, Kalush, Hotsim, and Lvoff there were lying till that time unburied such piles of pagan bones that broad fields beneath them were as white as if snow-covered. At last on all hordes there was terror. The borders drew breath then, and when the insatiable Turk began to seek lighter conquests the whole tortured Commonwealth breathed with more freedom.


  There remained only painful remembrances.


  Far away from Pan Serafin's dwelling, and next to the castle of Pomorani, stood a tall cross on a hill, and two lances upon it. Twenty and some years before that Pan Gideon had placed this cross on the site of his fire-consumed mansion, hence, as he thought of that cross and of all those lives dear to him which had been lost in that region, the heart whined in the old man from anguish.


  But since he was stern to himself and to others, and would not shed tears before strangers, and could not endure paltry pity from any man, he would not speak longer of his misfortunes, and fell to inquiring of his host how he lived in that forest inheritance.


  ˝Here,˝ said Pan Serafin, ˝is stillness, oh, stillness! When the forest is not sounding, and the wolves are not howling, thou canst almost hear snow fall. There is calmness, there is fire in the chimney and a pitcher of heated wine in the evening–old age needs nothing further.˝


  ˝True. But your son?˝


  ˝A young bird leaves the nest sometimes. And here certain trees whisper that a great war with the pagan is approaching.˝


  ˝To that war even gray falcons will hasten. Were it not for this, I should fly with the others.˝


  Here Pan Gideon shook his coat sleeve, in which there was only a bit of his arm near the shoulder.


  And Pan Serafin poured out heated wine to him.


  ˝To the success of Christian weapons!˝


  ˝God grant it! Drink to the bottom.˝


  Stanislav entertained at the same time Pani Vinnitski, Panna Anulka, and the four Bukoyemskis with a pitcher of wine which steamed quite as actively as the other. The ladies touched the glasses however with their lips very sparingly, but the Bukoyemskis needed no urging, hence the world seemed to them more joyous each moment, and Panna Anulka more beautiful, so, unable to find words to express their delight, they began to look at one another with amazement and panting; then each nudged another with his elbow. Mateush at last found expression,–


  ˝We are not to wonder that the wolves wished to try the bones and the body of this lady, for even a wild beast knows a real tid-bit!˝


  Marek, Lukash, and Yan, the three remaining Bukoyemskis slapped their thighs then in ecstasy.


  ˝He has hit the nail on the head, he has! A tid-bit! Nothing short of it!˝


  ˝A Saint Martin's cake!˝


  On hearing this Panna Anulka laid one hand on the other, and, feigning terror, said to Stanislav,–


  ˝Oh, help me, for I see that these gentlemen only saved me from the wolves to eat me themselves.˝


  ˝Gracious maiden,˝ said Stanislav, joyfully, ˝Pan Mateush said that we were not to wonder at the wolves, but I say I do not wonder at the Bukoyemskis.˝


  ˝What shall I do then, except to ask who will save me?˝


  ˝Trifle not with sacred subjects!˝ cried Pani Vinnitski.


  ˝Well, but these gentlemen are ready to eat me and also auntie. Are they not?˝


  This question remained for some time without answer. Moreover, it was easy to note from the faces of the brothers that they had much less desire for the additional eating. But Lukash, who had quicker wit than his brothers, now added, ˝Let Mateush speak; he is the eldest.˝


  Mateush was somewhat bothered, and answered, ˝Who knows what will meet him to-morrow?˝


  ˝A good remark,˝ said Stanislav, ˝but to what do you apply it?˝


  ˝How to what?˝


  ˝Why, nothing. I only ask, why mention to-morrow?˝


  ˝But knowest thou that love is worse than a wolf, for a man may kill a wolf, but to kill love is beyond him.˝


  ˝I know, but that again is another question.˝


  ˝But if there be wit enough, a question is nothing.˝


  ˝In that case may God give us wit.˝


  Panna Anulka hid her laughter behind her palm; after her laughed Stanislav, and then the Bukoyemskis. Further word-play was stopped by a servant announcing the supper.


  Pan Serafin gave his arm to Pani Vinnitski; after them went Pan Gideon; Stanislav conducted Panna Anulka.


  ˝A dispute with Pan Bukoyemski is difficult,˝ said the young lady, made gladsome.


  ˝For his reasons are like wilful horses, each goes its own way; but he has told two truths which are hard of denial.˝


  ˝What is the first one?˝


  ˝That no man knows what will meet him on the morrow, just as yesterday I did not know, for example, that to-day I should see you.˝


  ˝And the other?˝


  ˝That a man can kill a wolf, but to kill love is beyond him. This also is a great truth.˝


  Stanislav sighed; the young lady lowered her shady eyelashes and was silent. Only after a while, when they were sitting at the table, did she say to him,–


  ˝But you will come, gentlemen, soon to my guardian's, so that he may show you some gratitude for saving us and for your hospitality also?˝


  The gloomy feelings of Pan Gideon brightened notably at supper, and when the host in splendid phrases proposed first the health of the ladies and that of the honored guest afterward, the old noble answered very cordially, thanking for the rescue from difficult straits, and giving assurance of never-ending gratitude.


  After that they conversed of public questions, of the king, of the Diet which was to meet the May following of the war with which the Turkish Sultan was threatening the German Empire, and for which that Knight of Malta, Pan Lyubomirski, was bringing in volunteers.


  The four brothers listened with no slight curiosity, because every Pole was received with open arms among Germans; since the Turks despised German cavalry, while Polish horsemen roused proper terror.


  Pan Gideon blamed Lyubomirski's pride somewhat, since he spoke of German counts thuswise: ˝Ten of them could find place in one glove of mine;˝ still, he praised the man's knightliness, boundless daring, and great skill in warfare.


  On hearing this, Lukash Bukoyemski declared for himself and his brothers that in spring they would hasten to Lyubomirski, but while the frost raged they would kill wolves, and avenge the young lady, as behooved them.


  ˝For, though we are not to wonder at the wolves,˝ said Mateush, ˝when one thinks that such a pure dove might have been turned into wolf's meat the heart flies to the throat from pure anger, and at the same time it is hard to keep tears down. What a pity that wolf skins are so low-priced,–the Jews give barely one thaler for three of them!–but it is hard to keep our tears down, and even better to give way to them, for whoso could not compassionate innocence and virtue would be a savage, whom no man should name as a knight and a noble.˝


  In fact, he gave way to his tears then, as did his three brothers; though wolves in the worst case could threaten only the life, not the virtue of the lady, still the eloquence of Lukash so moved his three brothers that their hearts became soft as warmed wax while they listened. They wished to shoot in the air from their pistols in honor of the young lady; but the host opposed, saying that he had a sick forester in the mansion, a man of great merit, who needed silence.


  Pan Gideon, who supposed this to be some reduced relative of Pan Serafin, or in the worst case a village noble, inquired touching him, through politeness; but on learning that he was a serving-man and a peasant he shrugged his shoulders and looked with displeased and wondering eyes at Pan Serafin.


  ˝Oh yes!˝ said he. ˝I forgot what people say of your marvellous kindness.˝


  ˝God grant,˝ answered Pan Serafin, ˝that they say nothing worse of me. I have to thank this man for much; and may every one meet such a person, for he knows herbs very thoroughly and can give aid in every illness.˝


  ˝I wonder, since he cures others so ably, that he has not cured himself thus far. Send him my relative, Pani Vinnitski,–she knows many simples, and presses them on people; but meanwhile permit us to think of retiring, for the road has fatigued me most cruelly, and the wine has touched me also a trifle, just as it has the Bukoyemskis.˝


  In fact, the heads of the Bukoyemskis were steaming, while the eyes of those brothers were mist-covered and tender; so when Pan Stanislav conducted them to another building, where they were to pass the night together, they followed him with most uncertain tread on frozen snow, which squeaked under them. They wondered why the moon, instead of shining in the heavens, was perched on the roof of a barn and was smiling.


  But Panna Anulka had dropped into their hearts so profoundly that they wished to speak more of her.


  Pan Stanislav, who felt no great wish for sleep, directed to bring a thick-bellied bottle; then they sat near the broad chimney, and, by the bright light of the torch, drank in silence at first, listening only to the crickets in the chamber. At last Mateush filled his breast well with air and blew with such force at the chimney that the flame bent before him.


  ˝O Jesus! My dear brothers,˝ cried he, ˝weep, for a sad fate has met me.˝


  ˝What fate? Speak, do not hide thy condition!˝


  ˝It is this. I am so in love that the knees are weakening under me!˝


  ˝And I? Dost think that I am not in love?˝ shouted Marek.


  ˝And I?˝ screamed out Lukash.


  ˝And I,˝ ended Yan.


  Mateush wanted to give them an answer of some kind, but could not at first, for a hiccough had seized him. He only stared with great wonderment, and looked as if he saw them for the first time in life at that moment. Then rage was depicted on his countenance.


  ˝How is this, O sons of a such a one?˝ cried he, ˝ye wish to block the road to your eldest brother, and deprive him of happiness?˝


  ˝O indeed!˝ answered Marek, ˝what does this mean? Is Panna Anulka an entail of some kind, that only the eldest brother can get her? We are sons of one father and mother, so if thou call us sons of a such a one, thou art blaming thy father and mother. Each man is free to love as he chooses.˝


  ˝Free, but woe to you, for ye are all bound to me in obedience.˝


  ˝Must we all our lives serve a horseskull? Hei?˝


  ˝O pagan, thou art barking like a dog!˝


  ˝Thou art thyself doing that. Jacob was younger than Esau, and Joseph was younger than all his brothers, so thou art blaming the Scriptures, and barking against true religion.˝


  Pushed to the wall by these arguments, Mateush could not find an answer with promptness, and when Yan made some remark touching Cain, the first brother, he lost his head utterly. Anger rose in him higher and higher, till at last he began with his right hand to search for the sabre which he had not there with him. It is unknown to what it would have come had not Yan, who for some time had been pressing a finger to his forehead, as if wrestling with an idea, cried out in a great voice, and suddenly,–


  ˝I am the youngest brother, I am Joseph, so Panna Anulka is for me. undisputedly.˝


  The others turned to him straightway. From their eyes were shooting fire sparks, in their faces was indignation.


  ˝What? For thee? For thee! thou goose egg! thou straw scarecrow, thou horse strangler, thou dry slipper–thou drunkard! For thee?˝


  ˝Shut thy mouth, it is written in the Scriptures.˝


  ˝What Scriptures, thou dunce?˝


  ˝All the same–but it is there. Ye are drunk, not I.˝


  But at this moment Pan Stanislav happened in among them.


  ˝Ah, is it not a shame for you,˝ said he, ˝being nobles and brothers to raise such a quarrel? Is this the way to nourish love among brothers? But about what are ye fighting? Is Panna Anulka a mushroom that the first man who finds her in the forest can put her in his basket? It is the custom among pelicans, and they are not nobles, or even people, to yield everything through family affection, and when they fail to find fish they feed one another with blood from their own bodies. Think of your dead parents; they are shedding tears up there now over this quarrelling among sons whom they surely advised to act differently from this when they blessed them. For those parents heavenly food is now tasteless, and they dare not raise their eyes to the Evangelists whose names they gave you in holy baptism.˝


  Thus spoke Pan Stanislav and though at first he wished to laugh he was touched as he spoke by his own words, for he too had drunk somewhat because of the company at dinner. At last the Bukoyemskis were greatly moved by his speech, and all four of them ended in tears, while Mateush the eldest one cried to them,–


  ˝Oh kill me, for God's sake, but call me not Cain!˝


  Thereupon Yan, who had mentioned Cain, threw himself into the arms of Mateush.


  ˝Oh, brother,˝ cried he, ˝give me to the hangman for doing so.˝


  ˝Forgive me, or I shall burst open from sorrow,˝ cried Marek.


  ˝I have barked like a dog against the commandment,˝ said Lukash.


  And they fell to embracing one another, but Mateush freed himself finally from his brothers, sat on a bench very suddenly, unbuttoned his coat, threw open his shirt, and, baring his breast, exclaimed in broken accents,–


  ˝Here ye have me! here, like a pelican!˝


  Thereupon they sobbed the more loudly.


  ˝A pelican! a genuine pelican! As God is dear to me,–a pelican!˝


  ˝Take Panna Anulka.˝


  ˝She is thine! Take her, thou,˝ said the brothers.


  ˝Let the youngest man have her.˝


  ˝Never! Impossible!˝


  ˝Devil take her!˝


  ˝Devil take her!˝


  ˝We don't want her!˝


  Hereupon Marek struck his thighs with his palms till the chamber resounded.


  ˝I know what's to be done,˝ cried he.


  ˝What dost thou know? Speak, do not hide it!˝


  ˝Let Stanislav have her!˝


  When they heard this the other three sprang from their benches. Marek's idea struck them to the heart so completely that they surrounded Pan Stanislav.


  ˝Take her, Stashko!˝


  ˝It will please us most of all.˝


  ˝If thou love us!˝


  ˝Do this to please us!˝


  ˝May God bless you!˝ cried Mateush; and he raised his eyes heavenward, as he stretched his hands over Stanislav.


  Stanislav blushed, and he stood there astonished, repeating,–


  ˝Fear God's wounds!˝


  But his heart quivered at the thought, for having passed two whole years with his father amid the dense forests, and seeing few people, he had not met for a legion of days such a marvellous maiden. He had seen some one like her in Brejani, for he had been sent by his father to gain elegance at the court there and a knowledge of government. But he was a lad then, and time had effaced those remote recollections. And now he saw in the midst of those forests unexpectedly just such a beautiful flower as the other one, and men said to him straightway: ˝Oh take it!˝ In view of this he was dreadfully shamefaced and answered,–


  ˝Fear God! How could ye or I get her?˝


  But they, as is usual with men who are tipsy, saw no obstacle to anything and insisted.


  ˝No man of us will be jealous,˝ said Marek, ˝take her! We must go to the war whatever happens; we have had watching enough in this forest. Thirty thalers for the whole God-given year. It does not buy drink for us, and what is there left then for clothing? We sold our saddle beasts, and now we hunt wolves with thy horses and outfits–A hard lot for orphans. Better perish in war–But take her thou, if thou love us!˝


  ˝Take her!˝ cried out Mateush, ˝but we will go to Rakuz, to Lyubomirski, to help the Germans in shelling out pagans.˝


  ˝Take her immediately.˝


  ˝Take her to-morrow! To the church with her straightway!˝


  But Stanislav had recovered from astonishment and was as sober as if he had not touched a drop since the morning.


  ˝Oh, stop, what are ye saying? Just as if only your will or mine were all that is needed! But what will she say and what will Pan Gideon say? Pan Gideon is self-willed and haughty. Even though the young lady grew friendly in time, he might prefer to see her sow rue than be the wife of any poor devil like me, or like any one of you brothers.˝


  ˝Oh pshaw!˝ exclaimed Yan. ˝Is Pan Gideon the Castellan of Cracow, or grand hetman? If he is too high for us let him beware how he thrusts up his nose in our presence. Are the Bukoyemskis too small to be his gossips?˝


  ˝Ah, never mind! He is old, the time of his death is not distant, let him have a care lest he be stopped by Saint Peter in heaven's gateway. Oh take our part! holy Peter, and say this to him: 'Thou didst not know during life, thou son of a such a one, how to respect my blood relatives; kiss now the dog's snout for thy conduct.' Let that be said after death to Pan Gideon. But meanwhile we will not let him belittle us in his lifetime.˝


  ˝How! because we have no fortune must we be despised and treated like peasants?˝


  ˝Is that the pay for our blood, for our wounds, for our service to the country?˝


  ˝O my brothers, ye orphans of God! many an injustice has met you, but one more grievous than this no man has ever yet put on us.˝


  ˝That is true, that is true!˝ exclaimed Lukash and Marek and Yan in sad accents.


  And tears of grief flowed down their faces afresh and abundantly, but when they had wept out their fill they fell to storming, for it seemed to them that such an offence to men of birth should not be forgotten.


  Lukash, the most impulsive of all the four brothers, was the first to make mention of this matter.


  ˝It is difficult to challenge him to sabres,˝ said he, ˝for he has lost an arm and is old, but if he has contemned us, we must have satisfaction. What are we to do? Think of this!˝


  ˝My feet have been frozen to-night,˝ said Lukash, ˝and are burning tremendously. But for this, I could think out a remedy.˝


  ˝My feet are not burning, but my head is on fire,˝ added Marek.


  ˝From that which is empty thou wilt never pour anything.˝


  ˝Gland is blamed always by Katchan!˝ said Mateush.


  ˝Ye give a quarrel instead of an answer!˝ cried Lukash. But Stanislav interrupted;–


  ˝An answer?˝ said he, ˝but to whom?˝


  ˝To Pan Gideon.˝


  ˝An answer to what?˝


  ˝To what? How 'to what'?˝


  They looked at one another, with no small astonishment, and then turned to Lukash,–


  ˝What dost thou wish of us?˝


  ˝But what do ye wish of me?˝


  ˝Adjourn this assembly till daylight,˝ said Stanislav. ˝The fire here is dying, midnight is past now a long time. The beds are all ready at the walls there, and rest is ours honestly, for we have worked in the frost very faithfully.˝


  The fire had gone out; it was dark in the chamber, so the advice of the host had power to convince the four brothers. Conversation continued some little time yet, but with decreasing intensity. Somewhat later a whispered ˝Our Father˝ was heard, at one moment louder, at another one lower, interrupted now and then with deep sighing.


  The coals in the chimney began to grow dark and be covered with ashes; at moments something squeaked near the fire, and the crickets chirped sadly in the corners, as if mourning for the light which had left them. Next the sound of boots cast from feet to the floor, after that a short interval of silence, and then immense snoring from the four sleeping brothers.


  But Stanislav could not sleep, all his thoughts whirled about Panna Anulka, like active bees about blossoms.


  How could a man sleep with such a buzzing in his cranium! He closed his lids, it is true, once and a second time, but finding that useless he pondered.


  ˝I will see if there is light in her chamber,˝ thought he, finally.


  And he passed through the doorway.


  There was no light in her windows, but the gleam of the moon quivered on the uneven panes as on wrinkled water. The world was silent, and sleeping so soundly that even the snow seemed to slumber in the bath of greenish moonlight.


  ˝Dost thou know that I am dreaming of thee?˝ asked Stanislav in a whisper, as he looked at the silent window.


  The elder Tsyprianovitch, Pan Serafin, in accordance with his inborn hospitality, and his habit, spared neither persuasion nor pressing to detain his guests longer in Yedlinka. He even knelt before Pani Vinnitski, an act which did not come easily because of his gout, which, though moderate so far, was somewhat annoying. All that, however, availed not. Pan Gideon insisted on going before midday, and at last, since there was no answer to the statement that he was looking for guests at his mansion, Pan Serafin had to yield, and they started that clear frosty forenoon of wonderful weather. The snow on the fields, and on tree branches, seemed covered with myriads of fire sparks, which so glittered in the sunlight that the eye could barely suffer the gleams shooting back from the earth and the forest. The horses moved at a vigorous trot till their flanks panted; the sleigh runners whistled along the snow road; the carriage curtains were pushed back on both sides, and now at one window and now at the other appeared the rosy face of the young lady with gladsome eyes and a nose which the frost had reddened somewhat, a charming framed picture.


  She advanced like a queen, for the carriage was encircled by a ˝life guard˝ made up of the Bukoyemskis and Pan Stanislav. The four brothers were riding strong beasts from the Yedlinka stables (they had sold or pledged not only their horses but the best of their sabres). They rushed on now at the side, sometimes forcing their horses to rear, and sometimes urging them on with such impetus that balls torn from the frozen snow by their hoofs shot away whistling through the air like stone missiles.


  Perhaps Pan Gideon was not greatly charmed with these body-guards, for during the advance he begged the cavaliers not to give themselves trouble, since the road in the daytime was safe, and of robbers in the forest no report had arisen; but when they had insisted on conducting the ladies, nothing was left him but to pay for politeness with politeness, and invite them to Belchantska. Pan Gideon had a promise also from Pan Serafin to visit him, but only after some days, since it was difficult for an old man to tear himself free of his household abruptly.


  For the men, this journey passed quickly in wonders of horsemanship, and for Panna Anulka in appearing at the windows. The first halt to give rest to their horses was half-way on the road, at a forest inn which bore the ill omened name ˝Robbery.˝ Next the inn stood a shed and the shop of a blacksmith. In front of his shop the blacksmith was shoeing some horses. At the side of the inn were seen sleighs owned by peasants; to these were attached lean, rough-coated sorry little beasts covered over completely with hoar frost; their tails were between their hind-legs, and bags of oats were tied under their noses.


  People crowded out of the inn to look at the carriage surrounded by cavaliers and remained at a distance. These were not land tillers but potters, who made their pots at Kozenitse in the summer and took them in sleighs to sell during winter in the villages; but they appeared more especially at festivals through the country. These people, thinking that some man of great dignity must be travelling in a carriage with such an escort, took their caps off in spite of the weather and looked with curiosity at the party.


  The warmly dressed travellers did not leave the equipage. The attendants remained mounted, but a page took wine in a decanter to the inn to be heated. Meanwhile Pan Gideon beckoned ˝the bark shoes˝ to come to him, and then he fell to inquiring whence they came, whither they were going, and was there no danger from wild beasts in any place.


  ˝Of course there is,˝ answered an old town-dweller, ˝but we travel during daylight and in company. We are waiting here for friends from Prityk and other places. Perhaps too some earth tillers will come, and if fifteen or twenty sleighs appear, we will move on at night. Unless they come we will not start, though we take clubs with us.˝


  ˝But has no accident happened about here?˝


  ˝The wolves ate a Jew during daylight. He was taking geese, as it seems, for on the road were found bones of a horse and a man,–besides, there were goose feathers. People knew by his cap that the man was a Jew. But early this morning some man came hither on foot, a young noble, who passed the whole night on a pine tree. He says that his horse dropped down dead, and there before his eyes the wolves ate the beast up. This man grew so stiff on the tree that he had barely strength to speak to us, and now he is sleeping.˝


  ˝What is his name? Did he tell whence he came?˝


  ˝No. He just drank some hot beer and fell on a bench as if lifeless.˝


  Pan Gideon turned then to the horsemen,–


  ˝Have ye heard that?˝


  ˝We have.˝


  ˝We must rouse the man, and make inquiries. He has no horse, how could we leave him alone here? My page could sit on the second front carriage horse, and give up his own. They say that the man is a noble. Perhaps he is here from a distance.˝


  ˝He must be in a hurry,˝ said Pan Stanislav, ˝since he was travelling at night, and besides without company. I will rouse him and make inquiry.˝


  But his plan proved superfluous, since at that moment the page returned from the inn with a tray on which mugs of hot wine were steaming.


  ˝I beg to tell your grace that Pan Tachevski is here,˝ began he on reaching the carriage.


  ˝Pan Tachevski? What the devil is he doing in this place?˝


  ˝Pan Tachevski!˝ repeated Panna Anulka.


  ˝He is making ready, and will come out this minute,˝ said the page. ˝He almost knocked the tray from my hand when he heard of your coming–˝


  ˝But who spoke of the tray to thee?˝


  The page became silent immediately, as if power of speech had deserted him.


  Pan Gideon seized a goblet of wine, took one and a second draught, and said then to Pan Stanislav, as if with a certain repulsion,–


  ˝He is an acquaintance of ours, and in some sense a neighbor from Charny– Well–rather giddy and unreliable–of those Tachevskis who long ago were, as some people say, of some note in the province.˝


  Further explanations were stopped by Tachevski, who, coming out hurriedly, walked with firm stride toward the carriage, but on his face was a certain hesitation. He was a young noble of medium stature. He had splendid dark eyes, and was as lean as a splinter. His head was covered with a Hungarian cap, recalling, one might say, the time of King Bátory; he wore a gray coat lined with sheepskin, and long, yellow, Swedish boots reaching up to his body. No one wore such boots then in Poland. They had been taken during war in the days of Yan Kazimir, that was evident, and brought now through need from the storehouse by Tachevski. While approaching, he looked first at Pan Gideon, then at the young lady, and smiled, showing white, perfect teeth, but his smile was rather gloomy, his face showed embarrassment and even a trace of confusion.


  ˝I rejoice beyond measure,˝ said he, as he stood at the carriage and removed his cap gracefully, ˝to see, in good health, Pani Vinnitski and Panna Sieninski, with your grace, my benefactor, for the road is now dangerous; this I have learned from experience.˝


  ˝Cover your head, or your ears will be frozen,˝ said Pan Gideon, abruptly. ˝I thank you for the attention, but why are you wandering through the wilderness?˝


  Tachevski looked quickly at the young lady, as if to inquire: ˝Thou knowst why, dost thou not?˝ but seeing her eyes downcast, and noting also that she was biting a ribbon of her hood for occupation, he answered in a voice of some harshness,–


  ˝Well, the fancy struck me to gaze at the moon above pine trees.˝


  ˝A pretty fancy. But did the wolves kill thy horse?˝


  ˝They only ate him, for I myself drove his life out.˝


  ˝We know. And thou wert roosting, like a crow, all the night in a pine tree.˝


  Here the Bukoyemskis burst into such mighty laughter that their horses were put on their haunches. Tachevski turned and measured them one after another, with glances which were ice cold and as sharp as a sword edge.


  ˝Not like a crow,˝ said he then to Pan Gideon, ˝but like a horseless noble, at which condition it is granted you, my benefactor, to laugh, but it may be unhealthy for another to do so.˝


  ˝Oho! oho! oho!˝ repeated the Bukoyemskis, urging toward him their horses. Their faces grew dark in one moment, and their mustaches quivered. Again Tachevski measured them, and raised his head higher.


  But Pan Gideon spoke with a voice as severe and commanding as if he had power over all of them.


  ˝No quarrels here, I beg! This is Pan Tachevski,˝ said he after a while, with more mildness, turning to the cavaliers, ˝and this is Pan Tsyprianovitch, and each of the other four nobles is a Pan Bukoyemski, to whom I may say we owe our lives, for wolves met us yesterday. These gentlemen came to our aid unexpectedly, and God knows in season.˝


  ˝In season,˝ repeated Panna Anulka, with emphasis, pouting a little, and looking at Pan Stanislav bewitchingly.


  Tachevski's cheeks flushed, but on his face there appeared as it were humiliation, his eyes became mist-covered, and, with immense sadness in his accents, he said,–


  ˝In season, for they were in company, and happy because on good horses, but wolf teeth at that time were cutting old Voloshyn, and my last friend had vanished. But–˝ even here he looked with greater good-will at the Bukoyemskis–˝may your hands be sacred, for ye have done that which with my whole soul I wished to do, but God did not let me.˝


  Panna Anulka seemed changeable, like all women, perhaps too she was sorry for Tachevski, since her eyes became pleasant and twinkling, her lids opened and closed very quickly, and she asked with a different voice altogether,–


  ˝Old Voloshyn? My God, I loved him so much and he knew me. My God!˝


  Tachevski looked at her straightway with thankfulness.


  ˝He knew you, gracious lady, he knew you.˝


  ˝Grieve not, Pan Yatsek, grieve not so cruelly.˝


  ˝I grieved before this, but on horseback. I shall grieve now on foot. God reward you, however, for the kind words.˝


  ˝But mount now the mouse-colored horse,˝ said Pan Gideon. ˝The page will ride the off leader, or sit behind the carriage. There is an extra burka at the saddle, put it on, for thou hast been freezing all night, and the cold is increasing.˝


  ˝No,˝ said Tachevski, ˝I am warm. I left my shuba behind, since I felt no need of it.˝


  ˝Well, for the road!˝


  They started. Yatsek Tachevski taking his place near the left carriage window, Stanislav Tsyprianovitch at the right, so the young lady sitting in front might without turning her head look freely at the one and the other.


  But the Bukoyemskis were not glad to see Yatsek. They were angry that he had taken a place at the side of the carriage, so, bringing their horses together till their heads almost touched, they talked with one another and counselled,–


  ˝He looked at us insolently,˝ said Mateush. ˝As God is in heaven he wants to insult us.˝


  ˝Just now he turned his horse's tail to us. What do ye say to that?˝


  ˝Well, he could not turn the horse's head, for horses do not travel tail forward like crawfish. But that he is making up to that young lady is certain,˝ put in Marek.


  ˝Thou hast taken in the situation correctly. See how he bends and leans forward. If his stirrup strap breaks he will fall.˝


  ˝He will not fall, the son of a such a one, for the saddle straps are strong, and he is a firm rider.˝


  ˝Bend thyself, bend till we break thee!˝


  ˝Just look how he smiles at her!˝


  ˝Well, brothers, are we to permit this? Never, as God lives! The girl is not for us, that may be, but does he remember what we did yesterday?˝


  ˝Of course! He must divine that, for he is cunning, and now he is making up to her to spite us.˝


  ˝And in contempt for our poverty and orphanhood.˝


  ˝Oh! upon my word a great magnate–on another man's horse.˝


  ˝Well, for that matter we are not riding our own beasts.˝


  ˝One horse remains to us anyhow, so if three sit at home the fourth man may ride to the war if he wishes; but that fellow has not even a saddle, for the wolves have made bits of it.˝


  ˝Besides, he sticks his nose up. What has he against us? Just tell me.˝


  ˝Well, ask him.˝


  ˝Shall I do it right away?˝


  ˝Eight away, but politely, so as not to offend old Pan Gideon. Only after he has answered can we challenge.˝


  ˝And then we shall have him!˝


  ˝Which of us is to do this?˝


  ˝I, of course, for I am the eldest,˝ said Mateush. ˝I will rub the icicle from my mustache, and then at him!˝


  ˝But remember well what he says to thee.˝


  ˝I will repeat every word, like the Lord's prayer.˝


  Thereupon the eldest Bukoyemski set to rubbing off with his glove the ice from his mustache, and then urging his horse to the horse of Pan Yatsek he called,–


  ˝My dear Sir?˝


  ˝What?˝ inquired Yatsek, turning his head from the carriage unwillingly.


  ˝What have you against us?˝


  Yatsek looked at him with astonishment, and answered,–


  ˝Nothing!˝ then, shrugging his shoulders, he turned again to the carriage.


  Mateush rode on some time in silence considering whether to return and report to his brothers or speak further. The second course seemed to him better, so he continued,–


  ˝If thou think to do anything, I say that thou wilt do what thou hast said to me. Nothing!˝


  On Yatsek's face was an expression of constraint and annoyance. He understood that they were seeking a quarrel, for which at that moment he had not the least wish whatever. But he found need of some answer, and that of such kind as to end the conversation, so he asked,–


  ˝Well, thy brothers over there, are they also–˝


  ˝Of course! but what is 'also'?˝


  ˝Think it out thyself and do not interrupt now my more agreeable occupation.˝


  Mateush rode along the side of the carriage ten or fifteen steps farther. At last he turned his horse.


  ˝What did he tell thee? Speak out!˝ said the brothers.


  ˝There was no success.˝


  ˝Because thou didst not know how to handle him,˝ said Lukash. ˝Thou shouldst have tickled his horse in the belly with thy stirrup, or, since thou knowst his name, have said: 'Yatsek, here is a platsek (a cake) for thee!'˝


  ˝Or said this to him: 'The wolves ate thy horse, buy a he goat in Prityk.'˝


  ˝That is not lost, but what did it mean when he said: 'Are thy brothers also?'˝


  ˝Maybe he wanted to ask if we were fools also.˝


  ˝Of course! As God is dear to me!˝ cried Marek. ˝He could not think otherwise. But what now?˝


  ˝His death, or ours. As God lives, what he says is open heresy. We must tell Stashko.˝


  ˝Tell nothing, for since we give up the young lady to Stashko, Stashko must challenge him, and here the great point is that we challenge first.˝


  ˝When? At Pan Gideon's a challenge is not proper. But here is Belchantska.˝


  In fact Belchantska was not distant. On the edge of the forest stood the cross of Pan Gideon's establishment, with a tin Saviour hanging between two spears; on the right, where the road turned round a pine wood, broad meadows were visible, with a line of alders on the edge of a river, and beyond the alders on the bank opposite and higher, were the leafless tops of tall trees, and smoke rising from cottages. Soon the retinue was moving past cottages, and when it had gone beyond fences and buildings Pan Gideon's dwelling was before the eyes of the horsemen,–a broad court surrounded by an old and decayed picket fence which in places was leaning.


  From times the most ancient no enemy had appeared in that region, so no one had thought defence needful for the dwelling. In the broad court there were two dovecotes. On one side were the quarters for servants, on the other the storehouse, provision rooms, and a big cheese house made of planks and small timbers. Before the mansion and around the court were pillars with iron rings for the halters of horses; on each pillar a cap of frozen snow was fixed firmly. The mansion was old and broad, with a low roof of straw. In the court hunting dogs were rushing around, and among them a tame stork with a broken wing was walking securely; the bird as it seemed had left its warm room a little earlier to get exercise and air in the cold courtyard.


  At the mansion the people were waiting for the company, since Pan Gideon had sent a man forward with notice. The same man came out now to meet them and, bowing down, said to Pan Gideon,–


  ˝Pan Grothus, the starosta of Raygrod, has come.˝


  ˝In God's name!˝ cried Pan Gideon. ˝Has he been waiting long for me?˝


  ˝Not an hour. He wished to go, but I told him that you were coming and in sight very nearly.˝


  ˝Thou didst speak well.˝ Then he turned to the guests,–


  ˝I beg you, gentlemen, Pan Grothus is a relative through my wife. He is returning, it is evident, to Warsaw from his brother's, for he is a deputy to the Diet. Please enter.˝


  After a time they were all in the dining-room in presence of the starosta of Raygrod, whose head almost grazed the ceiling, for in stature he surpassed the Bukoyemskis, and the rooms were exceedingly low in that mansion. Pan Grothus was a showy noble with an expression of wisdom, and the face and bald head of a statesman. A sword scar on his forehead just over the nose and between his two eyebrows seemed a firm wrinkle, giving his face a stern, and, as it were, angry aspect. But he smiled at Pan Gideon with pleasantness, and opened his arms to him, saying,–


  ˝Well, I, a guest, am now welcoming the host to his own mansion.˝


  ˝A guest, a dear guest,˝ cried Pan Gideon. ˝God give thee health for having come to me, lord brother. What dost thou hear over there now in Warsaw?˝


  ˝Good news of private matters, of public also, for war is now coming.˝


  ˝War? How is that? Are we making it?˝


  ˝Not yet, but in March a treaty will be signed with the Emperor, then war will be certain.˝


  Though even before the New Year there had been whispers of war with the Sultan, and there were those who considered it inevitable, the confirmation of these rumors from the lips of a person so notable, and intimately acquainted with politics as Pan Grothus, imposed on Pan Gideon and the guests in his mansion very greatly. Barely had the host, therefore, presented them to the starosta, when a conversation followed touching war, touching Tököli and the bloody struggles throughout Hungary, from which, as from an immense conflagration, there was light over all parts of Austria and Poland. That was to be a mighty struggle, before which the Roman Cæsar and all German lands were then trembling. Pan Grothus, skilled much in public matters, declared that the Porte would move half of Asia and all Africa, and appear with such strength as the world had not seen up to that day. But these previsions did not injure good-humor in any one. On the contrary they were listened to with rapture by young men, who were wearied by long peace at home, and to whom war presented fields of glory, service, and even profit.


  When Mateush Bukoyemski heard the words of the starosta he so struck his knee with his palm that the sound was heard throughout the mansion.


  ˝Half Asia, and what in addition?˝ asked he. ˝O pshaw! Is that something new for us?˝


  ˝Nothing new, thou speakest truth!˝ said the host, whose face, usually gloomy, was lighted up now with sudden gladness. ˝If that question is settled, the call to arms will be issued immediately, and the levies will begin without loitering.˝


  ˝God grant this! God grant it at the earliest! Think now of that old Deviantkievich at Hotsim, blind of both eyes. His sons aimed his lance in the charge, and he struck on the Janissaries as well as any other man. But I have no sons.˝


  ˝Well, lord brother, if there be any one who can stay at home rightfully you are that person,˝ said the starosta. ˝It is bad not to have a son in the war, worse not to have an eye, but worst of all not to have an arm.˝


  ˝I accustomed both hands to the sabre,˝ said Pan Gideon, ˝and in my teeth I can hold the bridle. Moreover, I should like to fall fighting on the field against pagans, not because the happiness of my life has been broken–not from revenge–no–but for this reason, speaking sincerely: I am old, I have seen much, I have meditated deeply, I have seen among men so much hatred, so much selfishness, so much disorder in this Commonwealth, I have seen our self-will, our disobedience and breaking of Diets, so much lawlessness of all sorts, that I say this here now to you. Many times in desperation have I asked the Lord God: Why, O Lord, hast thou created our Commonwealth, and created this people? I ask without answer and it is only when the pagan sea swells, when that vile dragon opens its jaws to devour Christianity and mankind, when, as you say, the Roman Cæsar and all German lands are shivering in front of this avalanche, that I learn why God created us and imposed on us this duty. The Turks themselves know this. Other men may tremble, but we will not, as we have not trembled thus far; so let our blood flow to the very last drop, and let mine be mixed with the rest of it. Amen.˝


  The eyes of Pan Gideon were glittering and he was moved very deeply, but still he let no tears fall from his eyes; it may be because he had cried them out so much earlier, and it may be because he was harsh to himself and to others. But Pan Grothus put his arm around his neck and then he kissed him on both cheeks.


  ˝True, true,˝ said he. ˝There is much evil among us, and only with blood may our ransom from evil be effected. That service, that watching which God has given us, was predestined to our people. And the time is approaching in which we shall prove this. That is our real position. There are tidings that the avalanche of pagans will turn on Vienna; when it does we will go there and before the whole world show that we are purely Christ's warriors, created in defence of the cross, and the faith of the Saviour. Other nations, who till now have lived without care behind our shoulders, will see in the clear day of heaven how our task is accomplished, and with God's will, while the earth stands, our service and our glory will not leave us.˝


  At these words enthusiasm seized the young men. The Bukoyemskis sprang up from their chairs, and called in loud voices,–


  ˝God grant it! When will the levies be? God grant it!˝


  ˝The souls are tearing out of us,˝ said Stanislav. ˝We are ready this minute.˝


  Yatsek was the only man silent, and his face did not brighten. That news which filled all hearts with pleasure was for him a source of keen suffering and bitterness. His thoughts and his eyes ran to Panna Anulka who was passing along near the dining-room joyously, and with measureless complaint and reproach they spoke thus to her,–


  ˝Had it not been for thee I should have gone to some magnate, and though I might not have found fortune, I should have a horse and good arms in every case, and should go now with a regiment to find death, or else glory. Thy beauty, thy glances, those pleasant words, which at times thou didst throw like small alms at me, have brought about this, that I am here on those last little fields of mine, well-nigh expiring from hunger. Because of thee I have not seen the great world. I have not gained any polish. In what have I offended that thou hast enslaved me, as it were, soul and body? And in truth I would rather perish than be without seeing thee for a twelvemonth. I have lost my last horse in hurrying to save thee, and now, in return for this, thou art laughing with another, and glancing at him most bewitchingly. But what shall I do? War is coming. Am I to be a serving man, or be disgraced among foot soldiers? What have I done that toward me thou art merciless?˝


  In this fashion did Yatsek Tachevski complain, he a man who felt his misery all the more keenly that he was a noble of great knightly family, though terribly impoverished. And though it was not true that Panna Anulka had never had mercy on him, it was true that for her sake he had never gone out to the great world, but had remained with only two serfs on poor pasture land where the first wants of life were beyond him. He was seventeen years of age, and she thirteen, when he fell in love with her beyond memory, and for five years he had loved the girl each year increasingly, and each year with more gloominess, for hopelessly. Pan Gideon had received him with welcome at first, as the scion of a great knightly family to which in former days had belonged in those regions whole countrysides; but afterward, when he noted how matters were tending, he began to be harsh to him, and at times even cruel. He did not close the house against the man, it is true, but he kept him away from the young lady, since he had for her views and hopes of another kind altogether. Panna Anulka noting her power over Yatsek amused herself with him just as a young girl does with flowers in a meadow. At times she bends over one, at times she plucks one, at times she weaves one into her tresses, later she throws it away, and later thinks nothing of flowers, whatever, and still later on she searches out new ones.


  Yatsek had never mentioned his love to the young lady, but she knew of it perfectly, though she feigned not to know, and in general not to wish to know of anything which happened within him. She wondered at him, wondered how he pleased her. Once, when they were chasing some bees, she fell under his cloak and fondled up to his heart for a moment, but for two days she would not forgive him because of this. At times she treated him almost contemptuously, and when it seemed to him that all had been ended forever, she, with one sweet look, one hearty word filled him with endless delight, and with hope beyond limit. If at times, because of a wedding, or a name's day, or a hunt in the neighborhood, he did not come for some days she was lonely, but when he did come she took revenge on him for her loneliness, and tormented him long for it. He passed his worst moments when there were guests at the mansion, and there happened among them some young man who was clever and good-looking. Then Yatsek thought that in her heart there was not even the simplest compassion. Such were his thoughts now because of Pan Stanislav and all that Pan Grothus had told of the coming war added bitterness to his cup, which was then overflowing.


  Self-control in Pan Gideon's mansion was habitual with Yatsek, still, he could hardly sit to the end of the supper as he heard the words of the lady and Pan Stanislav. He saw, unhappy victim, that the other man pleased her, for he was in fact an adroit and agreeable young fellow, and far from being stupid. The talk at table turned always on the levies. Stanislav, learning from Pan Grothus that perhaps the levies would be made under him in those regions, turned to the lady on a sudden, and asked,–


  ˝What regiment do you prefer?˝


  ˝The hussars,˝ said she, looking at his shoulders.


  ˝Because of the wings?˝


  ˝Yes. Once I saw hussars and thought them a heavenly army. I dreamt of them afterward two nights in succession.˝


  ˝I know not whether I shall dream when a hussar, but I know that I shall dream of you earlier, and of wings also.˝


  ˝Why is that?˝


  ˝I should dream of a real angel.˝


  Panna Anulka dropped her eyes till a shade fell on her rosy cheeks from her eyelids.


  ˝Be a hussar,˝ said she, after an interval.


  Yatsek gritted his teeth, drew his palm over his moistened forehead, and during the supper he did not get word or look from the lady. Only when they had risen from the table did a sweet, beloved voice sound at his ear.


  ˝But will you go to this war with the others?˝


  ˝To die! to die!˝ answered Yatsek.


  And in that answer there was such a genuine, true groan of anguish that the voice was heard again, as if in sympathy,–


  ˝Why sadden us?˝


  ˝No one will weep for me.˝


  ˝How know you that?˝ said the voice now a third time.


  Then she slipped away to the other guests as swiftly as a dream vision, and bloomed, like a rose, at the other end of the drawing-room.


  Meanwhile, the two elder men sat after the meal over goblets of mead, and when they had discussed public questions sufficiently they began to chat about private ones. Pan Grothus followed Panna Anulka with tender eyes for a time, and then said to Pan Gideon,–


  ˝That is a brilliant spot over there. Just look at those young people who are flying like moths round a candle. But that is no wonder, for were we not in years we too should be flying.˝


  Pan Gideon waved his hand in displeasure.


  ˝Swarms they are,–rustics, homespuns, nothing better.˝


  ˝How so? Tachevski is not a homespun.˝


  ˝No, but he is poor. The Bukoyemskis are not homespuns; they even declare that they are kinsmen of Saint Peter, which may help them in heaven, but on earth they are nothing but foresters in the king's wilderness.˝


  Pan Grothus wondered at the relationship of the Bukoyemskis no less than had Pan Gideon when he heard of it the first time, so he fell to inquiring in detail, till at last he laughed heartily, and added,–


  ˝Saint Peter was a great apostle, and I have no wish to detract from his honor; all the more, since feeling old, I shall soon need his influence. But between you and me, there is not much in this kinship to boast of–no, he was merely a fisherman. If you speak of Joseph, who came from King David,–well, you may talk to me.˝


  ˝I say only that there is no one here fit for the girl, either among those whom you see now under my roof, or in the whole neighborhood.˝


  ˝But he who is sitting near Pani Vinnitski seems a nice gentleman.˝


  ˝Tsyprianovitch? Yes, he is; but Armenian by origin and of a family noble only three generations.˝


  ˝Then why invite them? Cupid is traitorous, and before there is time to turn once the pudding may be cooked for you.˝


  Pan Gideon, who, in presenting the young men had stated how much he owed them, explained now in detail about the wolves and the assistance, because of which he was forced to invite the young rescuers to his mansion through gratitude simply.


  ˝True, true,˝ said Pan Grothus, ˝but in his own way Amor may cook the pudding before you have noticed it. This girl's blood is not water.˝


  ˝Ai! she is a slippery weasel,˝ said Pan Gideon. ˝She can and will bite, but she will twist out besides from between a man's fingers, and no common person could catch her. Great blood has this inborn quality that it yields not, but rules and regulates. I am not of those who are led by the nose very easily, still, I yield to her often. It is true, that I owe much to the Sieninskis, but even if I did not there would be only slight difference. When she stands before me and puts a tress from one shoulder to the other, inclines her head to me, and glances, she gets what she wishes most frequently. And more than once do I think, what a blessing of God, what an honor, that the last child, the last heiress of such a famed family, is under my roof tree. Of course you know of the Sieninskis–once all Podolia was theirs. In truth, the Sobieskis, the Daniloviches, the Jolkevskis grew great through them. It is the duty of His Grace the King to remember this, all the more since now almost nothing remains of those great possessions; and the girl, if she has any property, will have only that which remains after me to her.˝


  ˝But what will your relatives say in this matter?˝


  ˝There are only distant Pangovskis, who will not prove kinship. But often my peace is destroyed by the thought that after me may come quarrels, with lawsuits and wrangling, as is common in this country. The relatives of my late wife are for me the great question. From my wife comes a part of my property, namely: the lands with this mansion.˝


  ˝I shall not appear with a lawsuit,˝ said Pan Grothus, ˝but I would not guarantee as to others.˝


  ˝That is it! That is it! I have been thinking of late to visit Warsaw and beg the king to be a guardian to this orphan, but his head is full now of other questions.˝


  ˝If you had a son it would be a simple matter to give the girl to him.˝


  Pan Gideon gazed at the starosta with a look so full of pain that the other stopped speaking. Both men were silent for a long time, till Pan Gideon said with emotion,–


  ˝To you I might say, my lord brother, with Virgil, infandum jubes renovare dolorem (thou commandest me to call up unspeakable sorrow). That marriage would be simple–and I will tell you that had it not been for this simple method I should have died long ago perhaps. My son while in childhood was stolen by the Tartars. People have returned more than once from captivity among pagans when the memory of them had perished. Whole years have I looked for a miracle–whole years have I lived in the hope of it. To-day even, when I drink something I think to myself we, perhaps now! God is greater than human imagining. But those moments of hope are very shortlived, while the pain is enduring and daily. No! Why deceive myself? My blood will not be mingled with that of the Sieninskis, and, if relatives rend what I have into fragments, this last child of the family to which I owe everything, will be without bread to nourish her.˝


  Both drank in silence again. Pan Grothus was thinking how to milden the pain which he had roused in Pan Gideon unwittingly, and how to console the man in suffering. At last an idea occurred to him which he considered very happy. ˝Ai!˝ exclaimed he, ˝there is a way to do everything, and you, my lord brother, can secure bread for the girl without trouble.˝


  ˝How?˝ asked Pan Gideon, with a certain disquiet.


  ˝Does it not happen often that old men take as wives even girls not full grown yet? An example in history is Konietspolski the grand hetman, who married a green girl, though he was older than you are. It is true also, that, having taken too many youth-giving medicines, he died the first night after marriage, but neither Pan Makovski, pocillator of Radom, nor Pan Rudnitski lost their lives, though both had passed seventy. Besides, you are sturdy. Should the Lord again bless you, well, so much the better; if not, you would leave in sufficiency and quiet the young widow, who might choose then the husband that pleased her.˝


  Whether such an idea had ever come to Pan Gideon we may not determine; it suffices, that, after these words of Pan Grothus, he was greatly confused, and, with a hand trembling somewhat, poured mead to the starosta till it flowed over the goblet, and the generous liquor dropped down to the floor after passing the table.


  ˝Let us drink to the success of Christian arms!˝ said he.


  ˝That in its time,˝ said Pan Grothus, following the course of his own thoughts still further; ˝and dwell in your own way on what I have said to you, for I have struck, as I think, the true point of the question.˝


  ˝But why? What reason is there? Drink some more–˝


  Further words were interrupted by the movement of chairs at the larger table. Pani Vinnitski and Panna Anulka wished to retire to their chamber. The voice of the young lady, as resonant as a bell made of silver, repeated: ˝Good-night, good-night;˝ then she courtesied prettily to Pan Grothus, kissed the hand of Pan Gideon, touched his shoulder with her nose and her forehead cat fashion, and vanished. Pan Stanislav, the Bukoyemskis, and Yatsek went out soon after the ladies. The two older men only remained in the dining-room and conversed long in it, for Pan Gideon commanded to bring still better mead in another decanter.


  


  Chapter II


  


  Whether by chance or a trick of the young lady is unknown to us; it suffices, however, that the four Bukoyemskis received a large chamber in an outbuilding, and Pan Stanislav with Yatsek a smaller one near it. This confused the two men no little, and then, so as not to speak to each other, they began straightway the litany and continued it longer than was usual. But when they had finished there followed a silence which annoyed both of them, for though their feelings toward each other were unfriendly, they felt that they might not betray them, and that they should for a time, and especially at the house of Pan Gideon, show politeness.


  Yatsek ungirded his sabre, drew it out of the scabbard, looked at the edge by the light of the chimney, and fell to rubbing the blade with his handkerchief.


  ˝After frost,˝ said he half to himself, half to Stanislav, ˝a sabre sweats in a warm chamber, and rust appears on it straightway.˝


  ˝And last night it must have frozen solidly,˝ said Stanislav.


  He spoke without evil intention, and only because it occurred to him that Tachevski had been in a splitting frost all the night previous; but Yatsek placed the point of his blade on the floor, and looked quickly into the eyes of the other man.


  ˝Are you referring to this,–that I sat on a pine tree?˝


  ˝Yes,˝ replied Stanislav, with simplicity; ˝of course there was no stove there.˝


  ˝But what would you have done in my position?˝


  Stanislav wished to answer ˝the same that you did,˝ but the question was put to him sharply, so he answered,–


  ˝Why break my head over that, since I was not in it?˝


  Anger flashed for an instant on the face of Pan Yatsek, but to restrain himself he began to blow on the sabre and rub the blade with still greater industry. At last he returned it to the scabbard, and added,–


  ˝God sends adventures and accidents.˝


  And his eyes, which one moment earlier had been gleaming, were covered again with the usual sadness, for just then he remembered his one friend, the horse, which those wolves had torn to pieces.


  Meanwhile the door opened and the four Bukoyemskis walked into the chamber.


  ˝The frost has weakened, and the snow sends up steam,˝ said Mateush.


  ˝There will be fog,˝ added Yan.


  And then they took note of Yatsek, whom they had not seen the first moment.


  ˝Oh art thou in such company?˝ asked Lukash, as he turned to Stanislav.


  All four brothers put their hands on their hips and cast challenging glances at Yatsek.


  Yatsek seized a chair and, pushing it to the middle of the chamber, turned to the Bukoyemskis with a sudden movement; then he sat astride of the chair, as on horseback, rested his elbows on the back of it, raised his head, and answered with equally challenging glances. Thus were they opposed then; he, with feet stretching widely apart in his Swedish boots, they, shoulder to shoulder, quarrelsome, threatening, enormous.


  Stanislav saw that it was coming to a quarrel, but he wished to laugh at the same time. Thinking that he could hinder a collision at any instant he let them gaze at one another.


  ˝Eh, what a bold fellow,˝ thought he of Yatsek, ˝nothing confuses him.˝


  The silence continued, at once unendurable and ridiculous. Yatsek himself felt this, also, for he was the first man to break it.


  ˝Sit down, young sirs,˝ said he, ˝not only do I invite, but I beg you.˝


  The Bukoyemskis looked at one another with astonishment, this new turn confused them.


  ˝How is this? What is it? Of what is he thinking?˝


  ˝I beg you, I beg you,˝ repeated Yatsek, and he pointed to benches.


  ˝We stay as we are, for it pleases us, dost understand?˝


  ˝Too much ceremony.˝


  ˝What ceremony?˝ cried Lukash. ˝Dost thou claim to be a senator, or a bishop, thou–thou Pompeius!˝


  Yatsek did not move from the chair, but his back began to quiver as if from sudden laughter.


  ˝But why call me Pompeius?˝ inquired he.


  ˝Because the name fits thee.˝


  ˝But it may be because thou art a fool,˝ replied Yatsek.


  ˝Strike, whoso believes in God!˝ shouted Yan.


  Evidently Yatsek had had talk enough also, for something seemed to snatch him from the chair on a sudden, and he sprang like a cat toward the brothers.


  ˝Listen, ye road-blockers,˝ said he with a voice cold as steel, ˝what do ye want of me?˝


  ˝Blood!˝ cried Mateush.


  ˝Thou wilt not squirm away from us this time!˝ shouted Marek. ˝Come out at once,˝ said he, grasping toward his side for a sabre.


  But Stanislav pushed in quickly between them.


  ˝I will not permit,˝ cried he. ˝This is another man's dwelling.˝


  ˝True,˝ added Yatsek, ˝this is another man's dwelling, and I will not injure Pan Gideon. I will not cut you up under his roof, but I will find you to-morrow.˝


  ˝We will find thee to-morrow!˝ roared Mateush.


  ˝Ye have sought conflicts and raised pretexts all day, why, I cannot tell, for I have not known you, nor have ye known me, but ye must answer for this, and because ye have insulted me I would meet not four men but ten like you.˝


  ˝Oho! oho! One will suffice thee. It is clear,˝ cried out Yan, ˝that thou hast not heard of the Bukoyemskis.˝


  ˝I have spoken of four,˝ said Yatsek, turning on a sudden to Stanislav, ˝but perhaps you will join with these cavaliers?˝


  Stanislav bowed politely.


  ˝Since you make the inquiry–˝


  ˝But we first, and according to seniority,˝ said the Bukoyemskis. ˝We will not withdraw from that. We have settled it, and will cut down any man who interferes with us.˝


  Yatsek looked quickly at the brothers, and in one moment divined, as he thought, the arrangement, and he paled somewhat.


  ˝So that is it!˝ said he again to Stanislav; ˝thou hast hirelings, and art standing behind them. By my faith the method seems certain, and very safe, but whether it is noble and knightly is another point. In what a company do I find myself?˝


  On hearing this opinion which disgraced him, Stanislav, though he had a mild spirit by nature, felt the blood rush to his visage. The veins swelled on his forehead, lightning flashed from his eyes, his teeth were gritting terribly, and he grasped the hilt of his sabre.


  ˝Come out! Come out this instant!˝ cried he in a voice choked with anger.


  Sabres flashed; it was bright in the chamber, for light fell on the steel blades from a torch in the chimney. But three of the Bukoyemskis sprang between the opponents and stood in a line there, the fourth caught Stanislav by the shoulders.


  ˝By the dear God, restrain thyself, Stashko! We are ahead of thee!˝


  ˝We are ahead of thee!˝ cried the three others.


  ˝Unhand me!˝ screamed Stanislav, hoarsely.


  ˝We are ahead!˝


  ˝Unhand me!˝


  ˝Hold Stashko, ye, and I will settle with this man while ye are holding him,˝ shouted Mateush; and seizing Yatsek he dragged him aside to begin at him straightway, but Yatsek with presence of mind pulled himself free of Mateush, and sheathed his sword, saying,–


  ˝I choose the man who is to fight first and the time. So I tell you to-morrow, and in Vyrambki, not here.˝


  ˝Oh thou wilt not sneak away from us! Now! now!˝


  But Yatsek crossed his arms on his breast. ˝Ha, if ye wish without fighting to kill me under the roof of our host, let me know it.˝


  At this rage seized the brothers; they stamped the floor with their boot-heels, pulled their mustaches, and panted like wild bears. But since they feared infamy no man of them had the daring to rush at Tachevski.


  ˝To-morrow, I tell you! Say to Pan Gideon that ye are going to visit me, and inquire for the road to Vyrambki. Beyond the brook stands a crucifix since the time of the pestilence. There I will wait for you at midday to-morrow, and there, with God's help I will finish you!˝


  He uttered the last words as if with sorrow, then he opened the door and walked out of the chamber. In the yard the dogs ran around Yatsek, and knowing him well, fondled up to him. He turned without thinking toward the posts near the windows, as if looking for his horse there; then, remembering that that horse was no longer alive, he sighed, and, feeling the cool breath of air, repeated in spirit,–


  ˝The wind is blowing always in the eyes of the poor man. I will walk home.˝


  Meanwhile, Stanislav was wringing his hands from fierce pain and anger, while saying to the Bukoyemskis, with terrible bitterness,–


  ˝Who asked you to do this? My worst enemy could not have hurt me more than have you with your service.˝


  They pitied him immensely, and fell to embracing him, one after the other.


  ˝Stashko,˝ said Mateush. ˝They sent us a decanter for the night; give thyself comfort for God's sake.˝
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