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Rain poured in a soft grey stream over a dreary stretch of
moorland in one of the dreariest spots in the Peak country. Some of
the heights were capped by low-drooping clouds, others showed a
sharp and sudden outline against the prey sky. The whole aspect was
dreary in the extreme. A wide treeless space of grey and brown;
mile upon mile of uncultured land, with no sign of human
habitation. A world-forgotten nook in a spot that spelt
desolation.

A traveller who had climbed one height only to find it meant
climbing another, who had perseveringly faced rain and mist in the
hopes of finding some reward for such perseverance, stood now in
the heart of a small valley and gave vent to his feelings in a
prolonged groan.

"If it would only end; if it would only lead to somewhere!" he
cried, despairingly, as the mist swooped down once more from
cloud-capped heights.

As if in answer to the exclamation came the low, piteous
bleating of a sheep. He started and looked round, but there was no
sign of the animal. Still it gave notice of some living creature
besides himself, and meant human ownership, even of a straying
piece of foolishness. Following the direction of the sound he came
upon a shivering group huddled into a corner of broken rocks. They
regarded him with forlorn eyes, and his friendly greeting only
occasioned alarm. He wondered if they were lost, like himself, and
whether a possible owner would be coming in search of them?

The hour was near to sunset; the prospect of spending a night in
such a spot was anything but inviting.

His clothes were soaked; his boots proclaimed diversions in mire
and bog. His felt hat hung limp and shapeless over a face tanned
and healthy and young. A face expressive of endurance and good
looks, and inclined to laughter even under such disadvantages as
the present moment afforded. He perched himself on a fragment of
the broken rocks and summed up the situation in a few words.

"Well! To cross the Atlantic in search of a lost heritage and
find oneself astray in a Derbyshire valley! Rufus Myrthe, you're no
better than these stupid bleaters. Suppose you follow their tracks
for a bit. Maybe there's a farm hereabouts, bad as the land
looks."

His eyes, grey and keenly bright, swept the landscape carefully.
Then he rose and, with hands hollowed trumpet fashion, gave vent to
a loud "Hullo-o-o!" The sheep, startled at the sound, scampered
wildly from their shelter, and burst into a chorus of bleats. As
answering response to their frantic cries there sounded from afar
the barking of a dog.

"Ah, that's done the trick, has it? All right, sonny, you come
along this way and show us what jackasses we've been."

He whistled loud and clear until the dog came in sight, and
watched him collect and head the sheep with cheerful encouragement.
Then he followed in their wake, putting fatigue aside as a matter
for future consideration. A long and heavy tramp still lay before
him. There was no road; nothing but a narrow, zig-zag track
scarcely discernible in the autumn mist. They left the valley, and
ascended another of those steep peaks that shut it in on every
side. A brief gleam of sunshine struggled through the mists, and
for a moment lit up the desolate scene. It showed a low stone
building some distance ahead. It was sheltered by a hill
sparsely-clad with larch and firs; a few fields of grazing land
surrounded it on either side. Some outbuildings, grey-roofed and
grey-stone like the house, stood near it. Very dreary, very lonely,
very ugly it looked. Yet to Rufus Myrthe it was welcome as spring
sunshine, for it told of rest and food at last. His steps quickened
involuntarily, and soon he was near enough to observe the building
more closely. He saw then that it was no farmhouse, as he had
supposed, but an Inn. An old weather-beaten sign swung before the
stone porch which was built out in a square from the wooden
doorway. Tired and hungry as he was, the young man took a survey of
the queer old sign before entering the little hostelry. A strange
enough sign it was. Rudely painted on the swinging board was the
figure of a Headless Woman.

Notice as to license and refreshment had long since been
obliterated by wind and weather. There was nothing now to indicate
the name of the Inn or the name of its owner. It stood alone on
that lonely height. No other cottage or farm was in sight as far as
eye might travel.

A weird, uncanny place, with a weird, uncanny sign. So it
breasted the great sweep of barren moorland, and faced the
loneliness of the towering peaks.

The sharp barking of the dog had brought out someone from the
house; a girl, who stood in the stone porch and gazed curiously at
the absorbed stranger who was studying the sign.

He became aware of her presence at last and advanced. "I've lost
my way," he explained, going straight to the point in the direct
fashion he had acquired 'out West.' "I'm glad to find an Inn in
such an unlikely spot. I guess I can have a room here, and some
food. I'm nigh on starved. It's all of ten hours since I've had a
meal, and if it hadn't been for your dog I reckon 'twould have been
twenty. But what's the matter? You don't seem in an amazing hurry
to welcome a customer. This is an Inn, I s'pose?"

"It ha' used to be," said the girl slowly. "It ha' gotten a bad
name late years. No one comes nigh us nowadays."

"That so?" queried the young man briskly. "Happen I'll wake you
up then, my lass. Can I have a bed and supper, as I said
before?"

She left the porch, and came out. He saw she was very young,
scarce past girlhood, but of a beauty brilliant and redundant
beyond her apparent years. Tall, full-figured, supple, she stood
before him, the faint sunlight lingering on her red gold hair,
lighting up the vivid tints of cream and white and rose that made a
complexion and skin for a goddess.

Silently he regarded her; wonder and admiration in his eyes as
they met and lost themselves in the blue depth of hers. She
returned the gaze calmly and indifferently. Men were unimportant
factors in her life as yet; though a man like this stranger was
worthy of some interest and attention.

"I dunno," she said slowly, answering his question at last.
"Beds there's none and vittals scarce eno'. Still he can't send 'ee
away, surely."

She spoke in the soft, sleepy tongue of the Peak, and, to the
stranger, used to Transatlantic drawl and nasal twang, both voice
and accent seemed charming.

"He—who's he?" he asked, quickly.

"Feyther," she replied. "Best you go in and ask for a drop to
wet your throttle. M'appen he'll let you bide then. It's few eno'
customers as comes this way e'en summer time."

"So I'd imagine," laughed the young fellow cheerfully. "Sort of
lost continent I'd call it. I wish you'd come in and introduce me
though. Perhaps you could soften matters a bit, since your father
doesn't seem quite so set on hospitality as most of his class."

She looked inquiringly at his laughing face, not half
comprehending his words, then shook her head and moved away.

"I mun see to th' sheep," she said. "They've strayed to-day,
like the foolish things they be. Get ye' in, as I told 'ee."

Rufus Myrthe followed her advice and entered the porch. It led
straight into the bar, but no one was there. Neither were there any
signs of such specialities as usually attend on that institution.
The young man knocked two or three times before receiving any
notice of his presence. Then a surly voice demanded his business.
He replied soothingly; he had no desire to travel further that
night.

As he finished speaking, a figure advanced from a room beyond,
and the young man found himself confronting as ill-favoured a
visage as had ever been his lot to behold. Coarseness and surliness
were its distinguishing traits. He surveyed the stranger with
ill-tempered curiosity.

"Lost yersel'," he repeated. "What brings ye to these parts
then?"

"Business," answered the young traveller. "I'm searching for a
family history, lost somewhere in these Derbyshire wilds. But to
the point, friend. No man's likely to enter a place like this
unless he wants something. I want a bed for the night, and some
food. I'll pay you well. Say—is it done?"

"We've no beds."

"All right. Floor and a blanket'll suit. I'm used to roughing
it."

"We don't take in travellers, I tell 'ee."

"What's your sign for, then? Why the—Statue of
Washington—do you call this an Inn if it's not to serve the
purpose of an Inn? Anyhow, I'm going to stay, so make your mind
easy. And first I'll take a drop of whisky neat, for I'm wet to the
skin."

"S'pose I ha' no mind to sell?"

"Shucks," exclaimed the traveller, sharply. "You don't look like
too much of a millionaire anyway. Here!"

He tossed some silver down on the counter, as the argument he
had found most useful in dealing with men and things in general. It
answered on this occasion. The inn-keeper took out a bottle from a
cupboard behind the bar, and set it down before his customer.

"Ah! I guess we're coming to business. What about a glass,
though?"

The man handed him an old pewter measure, and without more ado
the young fellow half-filled it with the spirit and drank it
off.

"There!" he said, as he set down the measure with a bang. "I
guess that ought to keep out rheumatism right enough. Now about
accommodation, friend. Surely, you can give me a shake-down for the
night. There seems room and to spare here. You're not over-burdened
with customers, eh! business slack, isn't that about the way of
it?"

"Bain't none hereabouts," said the surly man.

"So I should confidently surmise. The question in my mind is why
stay in such a God-forsaken hole?"

"I han't got no choice. I've allays lived here. Bide there till
I can see what I can do for 'ee."

He retired to the room from whence he had issued, and the young
man heard him calling for someone in his deep, surly tones.

"Moll," rang the cry. "Moll——"

"What is't?" came back the answer.

The voices joined, and sank to murmurings, and presently the man
returned.

"Th' lass says she can fix ye up summat," he announced.
"Meanwhile ye can step into th' kitchen and warm yersel'."

The young fellow needed no second invitation to do that. He was
wet and tired and footsore, and the thought of food and fire was
very welcome.

He followed his surly host and found himself in a small but
clean kitchen, where a bright fire of peat and wood was burning on
the open hearth. It threw its warm glow over wooden table and
chairs, on delft and pewter, and also on an old oak settle, set
sideways by the deep stone fireplace.

A woman sat there, stiff and erect; her hands clasped on her
lap, her white hair covered with a white cap, her eyes fixed on the
fire. The young man took off his soaked hat and wished her good
evening. She remained in the same attitude. Neither look nor
movement betrayed that she had heard him.

"Dunn' thee trouble thysel' about her," observed his host. "Deaf
she be as ony log; and stiff o' the jints wi' rheumitiz. Tak' a
chair and warm thysel' till Moll can get 'ee a bit o' supper."

He threw on some furze. The peat turned up brightly. There was
no other light in the place. Then he went away, and Rufus Myrthe
took the ricketty old chair and sat down by the welcome blaze.

From time to time he gazed curiously at the silent figure on the
settle. Had it been carved out of wood or stone it could not have
been more silent, more motionless. The white face, the white hair,
the white cap, threw up into stronger contrast the black dress and
the stiff erect figure. The young man looked and looked and looked
again, watching for some sign of life, some notice of his presence.
None came. The woman might have been dumb as well as deaf, blind as
well as speechless, for any sign of consciousness she gave.

As the blaze died into a dull red glow, and the outer darkness
curtained the one small window, there seemed something uncanny in
the surroundings of this place.

Nerves and fear were things unknown to Rufus Myrthe, but he had
to confess to a feeling of uncomfortableness as the moments passed,
ticked out by an old grandfather's clock in a corner near the door.
The silence grew ominous. To sit there beside a piece of human
still life was an ordeal to one so full of vitality and energy as
himself. He coughed and fidgeted in vain. Not even the flicker of
an eyelid betrayed that the woman was aware of his presence. The
steam from his damp clothes spread like a mist through the space
between them. It made the figure indistinct and ghostly; it seemed
to fill the place with eerie shadows and intensify such slight
sounds as emphasised the stillness. The moments seemed like hours,
as he sat on waiting for some sign from that motionless form, or
some sound from the other inmates of this strange Inn. He thought
how very strange it was in situation, in ownership, in name.

Name? He started suddenly. The swinging signboard flashed before
his wondering eyes.

The significance of the odd title was manifested as abruptly as
the thought that had given it birth. Outside—exposed to the
mercy of the mist and rain and moorland storm, swung that strange
figure of the Silent Woman. Here, within, seated by the hearth,
that to her conveyed no warmth, no glow of human life, was its
human counterpart. If the one had no head, the other had no tongue;
both alike seemed dumb, blind, lifeless.

He started to his feet, and, bending down, stirred the glowing
embers to a fitful blaze. He felt as if the place had grown
impossible. What mystery surrounded it? What tragic fate had
condemned their weird creature to such a life—to such a home?
He strode to her side and laid a hand upon her shoulder and shook
her roughly.

"For 'eaven's sake, if you can't speak, look at me! Give me some
sign you're alive!" he exclaimed impulsively.

She raised her eyes to his face then, and as she did so his hand
fell, and he recoiled a step.

So wild, so sad, so haunting, was that glance, that it seemed to
him all the anguish of sorrow, of terror, the secret horror of a
poisoned soul, spoke out for one brief moment.

Then the lids fell again. The white face resumed its marble
composure; the folded hands lay without tremor on the black stiff
gown.

She was once again the Silent Woman.
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The kitchen door opened abruptly, and the girl he had seen in
the porch entered, carrying a lamp in her hand. She was a welcome
sight to Rufus Myrthe.

"I'm glad to see you, lass!" he exclaimed. "I guess it's a bit
lonesome here. That lady in the chimney-corner's not exactly a
powerful conversationalist. What about a room, eh? Your father as
good as promised you'd find me one. I've got a dry change in my
satchel and I shouldn't object to getting inside of it."

She went to a cupboard and took out a candlestick. "If you
follow me," she said, "I'll show 'ee the place. M'appen ye're not
particular for a night. There's a power o' things as ye ha' gotten
to do wi'out. Not a soul bides wi' us year's end to year's
end."

"Oh, you won't find me particular," he said, cheerily, as he
watched her bend to the flame, and light the candle. She addressed
no word to the silent figure on the settee, but, making a sign to
the young man, led him across a stone passage, and up a narrow
staircase, dark and musty and smelling of damp. They came to a
landing, running the length of the upper part of the house, and on
which three doors opened. The girl unlatched one of them, and he
followed her in. The floor was bare but clean. A small iron
bedstead stood against the wall, covered with a patchwork quilt. A
chair, a deal table, on which stood a ricketty glass, and another,
containing a basin and jug to serve as a washstand, were all the
furniture it contained; but a fire had been lit in the small iron
grate, and the cheerful blaze of spluttering logs threw a welcome
glow around the bare and homely place.

"Why, this is grand!" exclaimed the young fellow, delightedly.
"Your father said you had no room for travellers. Why was
that?"

"M'appen he didn't want ye to stay. I'd hard work to persuade
him. I'll be getin' 'ee supper now. There's nought but porridge and
a bit o' biled bacon."

"I'm too hungry to grumble at anything, so long as its food,"
said Rufus, and, being left to himself, straightway unstrapped the
satchel from his shoulder, took out a few necessaries, and then
hung his damp coat before the fire to dry. Warmed and comfortable
once more, his wet, miry boots replaced by felt slippers, he piled
on another log, and then left the room in search of the much-needed
food.

He found the table laid in the kitchen. A bowl of smoking
potatoes, another of stir-about, and a large piece of fat bacon,
were flanked by a coarse meal loaf. The surly landlord was already
seated. Moll pointed to a chair for their guest, and seated herself
opposite. Involuntarily the young man glanced at the settee. The
figure was still there. Before her was placed a small wooden table,
on which stood a bowl of porridge and a cup of milk. Gratified by
such a sign of humanity as the ability to partake of food, Rufus
Myrthe fell to work on his own supper, giving out between whiles
such information as to his history and his reasons for visiting the
Peak country as might be of interest to his host. This was his
story.

Fifty years ago, or thereabouts, a family named Marth, or
Myrthe, had left a certain district in the Peak country and
emigrated to America. The head of that family was married to a
woman who owned a farm and some land. It was poor ground, and life
meant a struggle, and she was glad enough to leave the country,
taking with her her three children; a son of eighteen, and two
daughters. Before leaving she gave the farm in charge to her
brother. He was unmarried, and he promised to look after the place
and send her money if ever there was any to be made out of it. From
the day she left till the day she died never a word reached her.
Her husband, meantime, prospered, and grew almost a wealthy man.
The son married a Kentucky farmer's daughter. Rufus was their only
child. When the grandmother died, she left a will telling of this
place in England, and leaving it to her eldest grandson. Rufus was
but a boy then, and his father never troubled much about things in
the old country, though he would talk of the will, and chaff and
joke about his son's "heirship."

"We were prosperous folk," continued Rufus, "and I, being by
nature inclined to roving, tried my hands at all sorts of things.
Trapping, hunting buffalo, fighting Indians, didn't seem to settle
down nohow. I'm not two-and-twenty yet; but I guess I've seen and
done things as would make your hair stand on end. Well, one day I
took it into my head to come over to England and look up my
property. I wrote and asked father whereabouts it lay. He said it
was away down in a county called Derbyshire, but he'd mislaid the
documents and couldn't quite call to mind just the spot where the
property was located. However, as the whole county didn't seem to
cover more ground than a good-sized ranch out West, I'd have no
difficulty in finding it."

He paused here, and drank off a tumbler of whisky and water that
the landlord proffered.

"To continue my story," he said, putting down the glass, "I've
been just on two weeks tramping this said 'county.' We don't use
such names where I come from, nor split our cleared land up into
scraps that fit like a child's puzzle map. Well, the queer thing is
that this farm's nowhere to be found. Clean disappeared, as if an
earthquake had taken a fancy to it!"

He paused, and looked from the landlord's surly face to Moll's
rose and white one.

"Clean disappeared!" he said slowly. "No such name seems known
anywhere round from Stafford boundary to Kinder Scout. Fifty years
is a fairish space of time, I reckon; enough to live in, die in,
and be forgotten in. Still, it's kind o' queer that neither farm
nor owner have left any tracks. You don't happen to know of any
place twenty miles north, south, east, or west of this Peak
district called the Marth Farm, I suppose?"

The man shook his head slowly. "Na," he drawled. "Niver heerd
on't—to my knowledge."

"It's a bit surprising," said the young fellow thoughtfully.
"Land and house and family don't usually disappear without some
trace, generally speaking. But if this farm had been picked up and
dropped straight into the sea, it couldn't have been lost more
completely."

He pushed aside his plate, and the girl rose and began to
collect the supper things to put them aside to wash. The young man
moved his chair out of her way, and by doing so faced half-way to
the settle. The Silent Woman was looking straight at him. Her eyes
eager, wondering, full of question. He was so amazed that he
remained staring at her, but her lids fell swiftly as a dropped
curtain; the cold, impassive face took back its coldness and
impassibility once more. So swift was the transformation that he
felt half afraid his imagination was playing tricks with him. His
host's voice broke the momentary silence. He was lighting his pipe,
and asking the young man to follow his example. Nothing loth, Rufus
produced a well-coloured briarwood and tobacco pouch. The two men
drew up their chairs to the wide old chimney-place, and began to
smoke. Moll went on washing the plates and bowls. The old sheep dog
crept in and lay down beside the silent figure on the settle. Still
silent, still motionless, she sat on; the lowered eyes always on
the fire, the clasped hands, white and cold as stone, lying on the
black folds of her gown.

"Your wife, I suppose?" said Rufus Myrthe, at last, curiosity
getting the better of natural politeness.

The surly man nodded.

"Has she—I mean, is she always like this?" he asked,
lowering his voice.

"Allus," said the man. "Don't 'ee take ony count o' it. She's
struck."

"Struck!" echoed the young fellow wonderingly. "Do you mean
paralysed?"

The surly man lifted his cold blue eyes from the glowing
peat.

"I dunno," he said huskily. "It's a matter of ten year or so
since she's spoke a word."

"Perhaps some grief or shock?" hazarded the young man, "I've
heard of such things. Has she seen a doctor?"

"Doctor—no. I don't hold wi' doctors and their meddlin'
ways and poison stuffs. She's had th' ould herb woman, but she
couldn't do naught. 'Let her bide tew hersel',' was all her could
say. She sleeps right eno' and takes her vittals, and bain't no
trouble to Moll or I. We're used to her now."

"Moll is your daughter's name?"

"Yes."

"Rather a lonely life for her in such a desolate place as
this?"

"I dunno as she thinks on't. There's work eno' for one pair o'
hands, and time's short whin wark's to dew."

"I suppose you get more custom in the summer time?"

"Custom and this place doan't shake hands too often," said the
man. "Nearest town is fifteen mile. Winter time, when snow do fall,
we ha' to bide to oursels; not a sowl comes nigh to ha' a crack
from Candlemas to St. Mark's Eve."

"If you get no custom, how do you manage to live?"

"That's more my bizness than yourn, I suppose," was the
ungracious retort.

"Oh—ha, of course. I beg your pardon. I was naturally
curious——"

He broke off abruptly, and again his eyes turned to the supple
figure in its rough home-spun gown. The girl had put away the
dishes and plates, and now drew out a spinning wheel and began to
spin. To Rufus Myrthe the work and the wheel possessed the classic
charm of ancient history. He had only read of them, never seen
them. He smoked on in silence; his surly companion made no attempt
to break it.

It was a strange scene; and one destined to play a part in his
memory in years to come. The silent figure in its place on the
ancient settle; the grim and forbidding face of the owner of the
Inn; the wonderful, vivid beauty of the girl who spun her yarn and
plied her distaff. And strangest of all to Rufus Myrthe was the
fact of his own presence here—his own association with so
incongruous a trio, as this family represented.

A whim had brought him to these wilds. Chance had led him to
this Inn. But he was master of his actions. He could leave on the
morrow did he wish. But this girl, this strangely beautiful product
of nature set in these wild solitudes, what must life mean to her?
What would it bring in the future? How could anything so beautiful
have sprung from a pair so ill-mated and ill-favoured. He puzzled
and wondered and surmised until his brain grew weary, and his tired
eyes began to droop drowsily.

"I think I'll go to bed now," he said abruptly. "So good-night
to you all."

"Ye'll be wantin' some breakfast, maybe?" observed his host.

"I shall so. Are you very early birds here?"

"Daybreak mostly finds us about. But there's no need for 'ee to
stir theesel' so early. Moll here 'ull gie 'ye some vittals when ye
want. Ye'll be away on yer travels betimes I daresay?"

"Yes. I have to make inquiries round about, as I told you."

"M'appen that land has changed owners. Things dew git like that
i' course o' years."

"Perhaps," said Rufus Myrthe. "But I mean to try and get to the
bottom of the mystery, if I can."

His eyes were on the gleaming hair of the girl at her spinning
wheel. He did not see the quick glance, surprise and terror
commingled, flashed at him from that motionless figure on the
settle.

He did not see how the frozen calm of that strange face was
broken up by the touch of sudden fear.
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The sun was shining brightly through the small square window of
his room when Rufus Myrthe awoke. He looked round the unfamiliar
place with a drowsy bewilderment. His dreams had been strange; a
troubled memory mingled with his waking thoughts.

He rose and made a hasty toilet, and then went down the steep,
ladder-like stairs to the kitchen. It was tenantless, but a clean
cloth was laid on one end of the table, and a cup and earthenware
teapot, and a coarse loaf, were placed on it. He wondered if he was
to make his own tea. To be sure of the fact he went to the door and
looked out. It opened on a paved cobble-stone yard, where the
sheep-dog lay basking in the sun. Further on some poultry were
scattered about, or perched on the stone fence surrounding the
alternate grass, moor, and bog-land that made up the inn-keeper's
property. Even in the bright sunlight it looked scarcely less
desolate than on the previous night. He saw the sheep grazing on
the brown, level wastes, and marvelled what they could find to eat.
A cow was tethered in a field beyond, and an antiquated horse kept
it company. There was no sign of Moll or her father.

He was returning to the house, when a shambling step, crossing
the yard, attracted his attention. He looked round and saw an old,
bent, queerly-attired figure going towards one of the
outhouses.

He called out and the man turned and surveyed him with evident
curiosity. Then he came forward, with the shambling walk of age and
labour. A ragged hat covered his scant grey locks with a generosity
of size that might have been comfortable, but was certainly not
becoming.

"Did 'ee call?" he inquired, and his wrinkled old visage spread
into an active map of lines and creases.

"Yes, I did," he answered. "I couldn't see anyone about, and I
want my breakfast. Where's the—the young woman who lives
here?"

The ancient personage, whose years might have been anything from
four score to a hundred, peered up at the stalwart figure of the
young giant, and then seemed to lose himself in speculations, as to
how much flesh and blood, and bone and muscle, went to the making
up of so admirable a piece of manhood.

"Young 'ooman," he repeated huskily. "Do 'ee mean Moll?"

"Moll is her name, I reckon."

"Ay. A good wench, and can do a power o' wark. Dick's feyther to
her. Dick o' th' Inn yonder."

"Yes, I know that. But I asked you where she was, not who. I
want my breakfast."

"Canna ye git yer vittals yerself? It's main and helpless ye mun
be, far all yer broad shoulders and yer hulkini' frame."

"Of course I can," said the young man, ignoring the frankness of
the compliment. "But I wanted to know if I was expected to do it. I
couldn't see a kettle anywhere about."

The old man gave vent to a rusty cackle, and shambled into the
kitchen.

"What's theer?" he demanded, pointing to a pot swinging by a
hook over the peat fire. "Water eno' to wet th' tea, seems to me.
Not that I iver drink stuff o' that sort. Wimmin's lap, I calls
it."

Rufus would have liked to explain that the water was not
boiling, nor likely to do so, swinging there above the dull, red
turf. But he wisely deemed that explanations would be useless, and
piled on some loose furze and brushwood to make a flame. The old
man cast a look round and, seeing no one, took a chair and watched
the crackling blaze with evident satisfaction.

"Missus bain't down yet," he observed, presently, with a glance
at the settee opposite. "A queer, silent female. Hears naught, they
say; speaks naught, I knaw. She'll kim round same as she went. Kind
er shock made a poor fule of her. But I mind her a bright and bonny
lass eno' whin Dick o' the Inn brought her here."

Rufus Myrthe lifted off the pot and made his tea. Then sat down
and cut substantial slices of bread, on which he spread the salt,
home-made butter left beside the loaf.

"Been long in these parts?" he asked, presently.

"Ivir since I rimimber," announced the old man. "Farm lad,
hay-trussin', sheep-herdin', ploughin', quarryin', what not.
There's most nothin' 'ee can tell o' that old Luke Froggart can't
turn his hand to. Times I've got a bit tired o' th' lonesome life
and th' barren moorside, but a wholesome love o' dumb creatures
kept me to 't. It dew seem wonderful how they gits to knaw one, and
how one gits to knaw they. And 'tis a pleasant eno' life summer
times."

"I can hardly believe that," said the young man, swallowing his
second cup of tea at a gulp, and setting the cup down with regret
at its limited holding capacity. "I never saw so dreary a place.
Moor and bog and peak; peak and bog and moor! What induced any sane
person to build an Inn in such a God-forsaken spot! And how anyone
owning such a property as it represents can expect to make a living
out of it puts the cap on the whole business. How does Dick, as you
call him, make this pay? Darn me if I can see a red cent profit
either in the Inn or the farm—if you call it a farm."

"I dunno nought 'bout profit," answered the old labourer. "Th'
missus she brought a tidy sum wi' her, so I've heerd, and this
place wasn't allus a Inn. 'Twas a farm till they tuk to diggin' for
coal. Yo' can see th' ould shaft and th' old truck lines still. A
power o' money was made on't while it lasted, so I heerd. I was
away down to Castleton those times at wark i' th' big mine theer.
Whin I come back th' old house had a sign swung afront o' it.
Oncanny and ugly it war, but th' colliers and quarrymen for miles
around 'ud come here o' Saturdays whin they'd got wages to spind.
Thin, one day, something strange and gashly-like happint, and th'
place got a bad name, and not a livin' soul 'ud come nigh it. But
Dick, he kep it on; and I've never heerd o' his wantin' money."

"What was it that happened?" asked the young man curiously.

"I bain't agoin' to tell 'ee. I've had my orders, and I gits my
livin' by 'beying thim. Dunna ye think more on't, young man.
M'appen you're as well wi'out the knowledge. 'Tis a gory and
blood-curdlin' tale, and they dew say as——"

"What be ye doin' here; idlin' yer time wi' gossip, Luke
Froggart?" exclaimed a voice sharply.

At sound of it the old man rose to his feet and with a muttered
"beg pardin" shambled off to the back premises.

Rufus Myrthe saw Moll standing in the doorway that led to the
inner side of the house. On her arm leant the woman whose
personality had so attracted him. The young man rose quickly and
gave them greeting. He noted that the strange creature looked long
and earnestly at him, but she made no sign of acknowledgment. The
girl led her to her seat on the old oak settle, placed a stool
stuffed with straw for her feet, and then approached the table.

"You see, I've helped myself to all I wanted," said the young
man cheerily, "and now I am going to look round the place a bit.
I've got to make inquiries all round the country, so I stop
wherever I can get a bed for the night, and tramp all day, except
Sundays, when I have a rest."

"It's nigh on Sunday," said the girl slowly.

"True. I never thought of that."

He glanced at her, and then at the silent figure by the fire. "I
wonder if I might stop over to-morrow," he said hesitatingly.
"Would your father object, do you think?"

"Like as not he'd niver notice, now you've once bided wi'
un."

"Shall I risk it, then? I want to find out about that old coal
mine. I know something about mines, and perhaps this
one——"

He stopped speaking. A strange sound, half moan, half cry,
struck across his words. He turned quickly. The girl sprang
forward, uttering an exclamation of terror.

The woman was on her feet, swaying to and fro, her arms
outstretched as if to ward off some threatened assault.

"Why, mother; what's come to 'ee!" cried Moll in alarm. She
caught the falling figure in her strong young arms, and Rufus
Myrthe, hastening to give assistance, helped to reseat her in the
accustomed place.

Her face was livid, her brow and hands damp with sweat. She
trembled from head to foot.

"Mother—mother! what's come to 'ee?" repeated the
terrified girl, as she wiped the damp brow, and supported the
helpless head against her warm young breast.

"I think she's fainting," exclaimed Rufus. "Where can I get
water?"

"There's some in th' pitcher yonder," answered Moll, regarding
the white face and the closed eyes with alarm.

He hastened to fetch the water, and sprinkled the face of the
now unconscious woman and tried to force a little between the
closed teeth.

Presently she drew a long, deep breath, and her eyes opened.

"Ah; she's coming round, I guess," said the young fellow
cheerfully. "Wonder what made her go off like that?"

The expression of the uplifted eyes affected him uncomfortably.
Their dumb agony was like the agony of a wounded animal; their
beseeching prayer a wordless torture. It seemed as if her whole
soul longed to pour itself out; to break the physical charm that
held it bound to silence. So great, so terrible, was the longing,
that suddenly her lips parted in a shriek—a shriek unlike any
earthly sound it had been his lot to hear. Then came a babble of
incoherent words; words that fell in pell-mell haste from a
tripping tongue.

"Don't thee go!" she reiterated frantically. "Don't thee, don't
thee, don't thee go to the mine!"

Moll recoiled in sheer fright at what seemed to her a miracle.
That the long-sealed lips should open, the bound tongue find
release, were facts terrifying and inexplicable.

"Dear Lord o' Heaven!" she muttered under her breath. "What do
it mean? Her speech ha' come back!"
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Rufus Myrthe felt instinctively that he looked upon death, as he
supported that stricken figure.

Its dread seal was set upon marble brow and pulseless heart.

The girl's terrified entreaties received no answer. She appealed
to him. "What shall we do? 'Tis another stroke, bain't it?"

"Better carry her up to her own room," suggested Rufus.

Moll led the way, half-supporting the lower limbs up the stairs.
They laid her on the bed. Then the young man bade her loosen her
mother's dress and chafe her hands, while he went to search for the
owner of the Inn.

His loud shout won no response. Its repetition, however, brought
into view the figure of old Luke Froggart.

Rufus Myrthe explained what had occurred, but learnt that there
was no such thing as a doctor within limits of a two hours' drive,
nor any woman in farm or household likely to render assistance save
"th' old herb woman," as Luke called her.

"Could I have the horse and go and fetch her?" demanded
Rufus.

"M'appen ye might, m'appen the maister 'ud rage at me for
lettin' o' it out. Ye can plase yersel'. An' trap's lost a wheel
sin last market day," he added, cheerfully.

"Never mind the trap. I'll ride the animal, if you'll put me in
the way. What's the woman's name?"

"Dame Dottery we names her—ah, what's that a-callin' ye?
Th' lass, sure as life."

Moll had appeared at the door, white and trembling.

"She don't speak nor move. She's stone cold. Oh, do 'ee come in
and see! I'm that fearful!"

Her voice broke into the piteous sobbing of a child. The young
man hastened up the stairs to where that stricken form lay
stiffening in its last sleep.

"I fear she's gone, child," he said, softly, as he looked at the
rigid form and face.

"Gone!" echoed the girl. "Gone—where? How can she be gone
whin she's lyin' there same as 'twas sleepin'."

He knew not what to say, and he dreaded feminine grief. "I'll go
and fetch old Dame Dottery," he said at last, turning away from
that stiff, set face with a thrill of awe. "You'd best find your
father, my lass. I couldn't make him hear when I called just
now."

"He's gone to Distly i' th' Dale," said the girl slowly. "I
canna get to him. It's good of 'ee to fetch th' ould herb-woman.
Moybe she can do summat. I've seed mother ill, but niver same as
this."

He left the room without further word, and finding the old horse
bridled and waiting, sprang on his back regardless of saddle, and
rode away in the direction given by old Luke Froggart.

The animal moved at the pace of an average donkey, despite blows
and persuasions, but at last Rufus Myrthe came in sight of the
stone cottage in a hollow of the moor to which he had been
directed.

A few cocks and hens scratched about near the doorway. Huge
boulders of rock and gritstone lay about like remains of some
feudal castle. A solitary ash tree, laden with scarlet berries, was
the one thing that lent any colour or beauty to the surrounding
dreariness. The door was closed, but a vigorous knocking with the
stick he had used as a riding-whip brought an ancient crone to
answer his summons.

"Are you Dame Dottery?" he asked, surveying a face and head that
brought to mind the grey moss and lichen of an old apple tree, to
which the gnarled and bent figure lent further resemblance.

"A' believe a' be," she made answer.

"You know the Inn yonder?" he went on, eagerly, "I'm staying
there. This morning the woman—wife of the landlord, you
know—was taken with a sort of fit. I'm afraid it's a stroke,
or worse. I've come to fetch you. The girl's all alone and
frightened. Will you come?"

He looked doubtfully at the shrunk, queer old figure, and
marvelled how she was to traverse the miles of rough, uneven ground
that lay between the hovel and the Inn.

"A'll come ower," she said, nodding her head with an emphasis
that threatened dislocation between it and the withered, claw-like
neck, at present it's only support. "Bide ye theer. M'appen ye cud
strap a piller on th' hoss, an' lead un o'er the rough places wi'
me a-top? 'Twould hasten things in a manner."

Rufus looked doubtful over the suggestion. Had the matter at
issue not been so grave he could not have restrained his mirth,
thinking how queer a burden would be perched on the back of the
animal. However he bade the old dame bring him the "piller," and he
would see what could be done. She appeared presently, having
transformed herself into a bundle that seemed to have no beginning
and no end. She handed him a pillow and a piece of rope as
contributions to a side-saddle. Then he led the animal to one of
the scattered boulders and helped this extraordinary female to
mount. She accomplished the feat with an agility that spoke of
custom, and amazed the young man no less than her own appearance
had done.

On the journey over the moorside she informed him that she had
been used to being fetched in this or other equally unorthodox
fashion for sickness, "layings-in," or "layings-out," some
two-score years. He tried to lead her to speak of the mistress of
the Inn, but her stock of anecdotes and experiences invariably
interfered with a direct narrative. This weakness, added to a catch
of the breath at every jerk of the animal she bestrode, prevented
her guide from gaining much information as to the mysterious dumb
creature that had so aroused his curiosity. Vainly he had tried to
keep the old crone's thoughts and memory on one line. Amidst the
vagaries of dialect, and the rumblings of her brain, he gleaned
little that he desired, and much that was strictly irrelevant. He
gave up the task in despair at last, and contented himself with
leading the stumbling animal and its burden as carefully as might
be, so as to lessen any danger of her falling off—a danger to
which she lent plentiful possibilities on every occasion that
offered excuse. It was with a sigh of relief that Rufus, at last,
beheld the Inn and piloted his charge into the yard.

Two hours had passed since he left, and he found the girl
watching for them, pale and awe-struck.

He lifted the ancient equestrienne from her improvised saddle.
Moll led her into the house. He waited below, after leading the
horse to its stable. There was no sign of old Luke, or of the man
he only knew as Dick o' th' Inn. Restless and uneasy, the young man
roamed from without to within, and back again. The silence affected
his nerve, and the suspense began to irritate a nature by no means
patient. He stood at the foot of the ladder-like stairs and
listened. A low murmur of voices reached his ear, but he could
distinguish nothing clearly. Unable to control his impatience, he
at last ventured up and knocked softly.

Moll opened the door. Her dry, bright eyes looked vaguely at his
sympathising face.

"How—how is she?" he asked, knowing as he framed the words
that they were empty of sense or meaning.

"Dead," said the girl, in a stiff, strange voice. "There's
nought to be done—Dead!"

* * * * * * * *

Rufus Myrthe went slowly down the stairs and out once more into
the yard. He found his acquaintance, Luke Froggart, astride of an
old wooden stool, munching a slice of bread, to which a layer of
fat bacon lent the semblance of a sandwich.

"Your mistress is dead," said the young fellow, abruptly.

"Eh, be that so?" He conveyed his interrupted meal to the palm
of his hand, and took a survey of the surrounding landscape.
"Dead!" he repeated. "Lord, di 'ee iver hear the like! A young
woman, so to say. Seems but a matter o' weeks, lookin' back on't,
since she came to th' ould place. A bonny creatur' too;
well-favoured, as wimmin go hereabouts. 'Tis a bad affliction for
the master and th' lass yonder. Not that th' puir soul was any
manner o' use, so t' say. But 'tis better or worse wi' matrimony,
and a man canna' go back o' that when he's made choice o' one wench
out o' thim as offers."

He shook his head, philosophically and resumed his lunch.

"How long has she lived here?" asked Rufus.

"How long? If ye ban't particular in a matter o' months, I'd put
it as twinty year come Candlemas. I mind I'd been turnip hoein' an
harvistin' that year, and, then tuk up wi' shepherdin' afore
lambin' time. A bad year it were, and th' ewes tuk it hard, an' we
scarce saved a lamb i' six. Yes; she were a bonny eno' lass then,
and nought amiss save a trifle o' wilfulness, and a bit tuk up wi'
her pretty face, as was no wonder, whin ye saw the ugly mawthers o'
gals as lived hereabouts."

"And what," asked Rufus, between another mouthful of
refreshment. "What made her lose the power of speech like
that?"

"O', that's more'n I can tell 'ee, lad. Suddin-like was the
happerin' o't. None ivir got th' rights o' the story. There was a
lad here 'long o' I, and a wumman to wark i' th' Inn, and Moll just
a toddlin' bairn. We could na' hear the wharfor' o't. Doctor, he
came from Distly i' th' Dale, twelve miles off, but he could do
nawthing. Kind o' shock, he called it. Her husband, he didna' seem
to tak on much about it. Went tew wark same as ivir; tended fair
an' wakes, an' horse shows th' country round. Seemed as if money
was allus to be gotten, spite o' bad land and worse trade. For few
folk ivir come nigh th' Inn, and he didna' seem to want 'em."

"It was a farmhouse once, I heard."

"'Twas so; and whin maister hung up th' gashly ould sign o' that
headless feymale, we thorht 'twas mad he war. But there 'tis. Th'
Headless Woman wi'out, and th' Silent Woman wi'in, and no 'un wud
give a brass farden for th' place now, save 'twas some strayed
wayfarin' man, same as 'ee."

Silence again followed this information. The young fellow's eyes
turned from point to point of the surrounding country before he put
the question that he had put so often and so vainly.

"Do you happen to know of any farm hereabouts that went by the
name of Myrthe or Marth? I'm searching for it, and haven't come
across a trace as yet."

The old labourer finished his last mouthful and gave his
customary deliberate "chaw" to the delicacy. Then he rose slowly
and rustily, like a gate whose hinges need oiling.

"Dew I knaw the Marth Farm," he answered. "There bain't none o'
it left. 'Twere dug up for coal a matter o' twinty year agone or
more. Tunnelled an' dug up, an' messed about by a passel o' fools
as called thesselves a Syndergate or summat. Ruined thesselves.
'Twas all wot come o't."

Rufus Myrthe stared. "But it wasn't their property. They had no
right——"

"Reet or wrang, 'twas what they did. And arter two or three year
they found 'twudn't wark. Yo' can see th' ould shaft and mouth o'
pit yonder. Four mile, as the crow dew fly."

Rufus looked in the direction of the pointing finger. A natural
indignation surged within his breast.

"Why, it was robbery! Rank robbery! How dared they. The property
belonged to my grandmother. And she left it to me."

The old man's mouth took a curious twist. "Do 'ee say so? Well,
now. If so be 'tis like that, ye'll ha' to reckon wi' th' maister.
An' he be a rough 'un to handle, he be."

"Rough or not," burst out the young man, indignantly. "I reckon
he'll find I'm not afraid of him! There's such a thing as law and
justice in the land, and I'll teach him to meddle with other folk's
property, as sure as my name's Rufus Myrthe."

"If it happen to be nought o' th' sort, what then?" demanded a
surly voice just beside them.

The young fellow started. The master of the Inn was standing
there; his teeth showing between his grizzled beard like those of a
snarling dog.

Rufus swung round on him, his face aflame. "Oh, it's you, is it?
You heard my story last night. You knew you had been the means of
robbing me and supplanting me. Yet you held your tongue. You knew
this land was mine—this house."

"Neyther one nor other be yours, young man. Call on law and
justice as ye will, ye canna prove ony lawful right o' heritage.
D'ye hear? Lawful right o' heritage. Try it, an ye will."
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With such words of defiance the man walked into the inn.

Rufus remained staring after him in sheer astonishment. Then he
made a hasty step, as if to follow, but remembering the tragedy
that had recently happened, paused midway.

"I can't have a row in there, not with his dead wife lying
above," he thought. "But what can the man mean? No right. No lawful
right? It sounds queer. Am I going to dig up family secrets and
family skeletons in my search? Well, this business has got to be
settled, so that's all about it. This hulking reprobate needn't
think I'm to be put off with a statement without proof!"

The ancient labourer meanwhile had shelved himself into a corner
abutting on the stable. He had a wholesome fear of his master's
temper, and was fearful lest he had been over-communicative to the
stranger, and would suffer for it. Seeing that the young man was
seemingly halting between two opinions, he hailed him with a
quavering voice.

"Doan't 'ee go for to cross Maister Dick," he advised. "He be a
terrible hard man; 'tis wonderful how he kin rage whin the mood's
on him. I be goin' to see arter th' sheep, now Moll's taken up w'
th' due settin' out of th' corpse yonder. Best 'ee come 'long o' I,
an' if so be 'ee wants th' landmarks o' th' propitty, ther's ne'er
a soul i' th' place can put 'ee up to 'un better nor ole Luk, as
they calls me hereabouts."

He took up a stout ash stick as he spoke, and straightened his
bent figure with a rusty jerk. Rufus Myrthe decided to accompany
him for two reasons. One, to keep away from the chance of unseemly
disturbance, supposing he again interviewed the master of the
Inn—the other, a hope that he might glean some useful
information from the ancient Methuselah who had sought his company.
They went out of the yard-gate, and crossed the moor in an easterly
direction, till it took a sudden dip, and landed them on a tract of
grassland enclosed by a low stone fence. Here the few sheep
belonging to the innkeeper were grazing, the old dog lying near in
placid observance of their movements.

"Now, lad," said the old labourer, "dew 'ee see yonder shaft,
broken an' topply, as if't had two minds to keep itsel' up ony
longer? That's nigh to where the pit be; 'ee can see 't for yer
sel'. Ten year or more ago 'twas warked, an' some sayed there war a
fortin' in't; an' some 'twar just waste o' labour an' money.
Onyways, it didna last long. Warks an m'shinery stopped suddin
like. Th' vein o' coal war too pore t' wark, so I heerd tell. An'
maister, he swore, an' war that mad as folks didna dare to go anigh
th' place. He'd set up this Inn by then, un' all th' custom waar
gone. Naugaht 'ud make him b'lieve that there warn't coal i'
plenty, an' o' good quality, an' he'd fetch engineers an' sichlike,
an' they'd be a-testin' an' a-pryin', an a-diggin' ground oop till
th' place war like a bog winter times, but warn't no manner o' use.
An' it lays now as it lay then an' as gotten a bad name to't. Ne'er
a livin' soul, man, boy, or wumman, as 'ud go nigh wi'in a mile o't
arter sundown. They dew say as how 'tis haunted. 'Tis a queer sort
o' a tale that's bound up wi' that. A queer sort o' tale!"

He shook his head in a palsied fashion and twisted his mouth
into a tight bundle of folds and wrinkles that seemed to insinuate
that he could be as secret as he had been communicative, did he so
determine. Rufus felt the stirrings of curiosity gaining strength.
He plied the old gaffer with questions. A great deal depended on
learning who had gained possession of the property at that time,
and by what means. He foresaw a considerable amount of trouble
threatened by this unexpected usurpation of rights, and remembered
that he had brought no title deeds with him, nor documents of any
sort that might prove his claims.
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