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It was in the “merry month” of May, the “beautiful harbinger of
summer,” as the poets call it; and one of those charming east winds
which render England such a delightful place of residence for the
delicate and consumptive, and are truly a boon and a blessing to the
doctors and undertakers, was blowing gaily through one of the lovely
villages of Devonshire, and insidiously stealing through the half
opened French windows of the drawing-room of Hawkwood Grange.

Three persons were seated in this drawing-room. An old gentleman, a
lady—who would have had a fit on the spot if any one had called her
old—and a young girl.

The old gentleman was called Sparrow—Mr. Sparrow, the solicitor, of
Wainford, the market town and borough three miles off. The old—the
middle-aged and would-be youthful lady—was Miss Amelia Vanley, the
maiden sister of the master of Hawkwood Grange; and the young lady was
Olivia Vanley, his daughter, and, therefore, Miss Amelia’s niece.

Miss Amelia was presiding at the five o’clock teatable; Mr. Sparrow was
performing the difficult feat of balancing a teacup in one hand and
a bread-and-butter plate in the other; and Olivia was seated at the
piano, which she occasionally touched absently as she half listened to
the other two. On a chair beside her was a sealskin jacket—there had
been snow on this “merry” May morning, if you please—and she still
wore her hat.

Above the piano hung one of those old-fashioned circular mirrors which
reflect the face and bust of the player, and it presented a face which
was beautiful, and something more than beautiful.

We have lost our climate and our trade—so it is said—but thank
Heaven, there are still pretty girls left in England. When they
disappear, it will be time for us to put up the shutters and vacate
the island; but until that happens, it will still be worth living in.

To be consistent with her name, Olivia should have been of a dark and
olive complexion; but the only thing dark in the lovely face were the
hazel eyes. Her hair was an auburn chestnut, which Joshua Reynolds
loved to paint, with eyebrows to match; mouth “rather large,” as Miss
Amelia declared—she possessed, and was exceedingly proud of, one
of the well known speaking doll pattern—but as expressive as the
eyes. Face and figure were eloquent of youth and perfect health, and
her voice was full of that music which youth and health and womanly
refinement and delicacy combine to give.

The Grange was the principal house in Hawkwood, and the room was a very
fair specimen of the drawing-rooms in a modern country mansion.

Mr. Sparrow was speaking, and his thin, piping voice chimed in not
discordantly with the treble notes which Olivia’s hand now and again
touched.

“There is—er—something of a mystery about it, and I—er—dislike
mysteries, Miss Amelia.”

“Do you, really?” responded Miss Amelia, with a girlish simper. “Now,
I love a mystery, Mr. Sparrow; but then we poor women are so fond of
romance and—and all that. We have the softer, the more poetic nature,
I suppose. You men are so hard!” And she stuck her head very much on
one side at the tame-looking old lawyer, who straightened himself as
well as he was able under the disadvantage of the teacup and plate, and
tried to look as if he were, indeed, hard and practical. “And you do
think, there is a mystery! How charming! You really must tell us all
about it; we are dying to hear the whole—the whole story. Aren’t we,
Olivia?”

The young girl gave the very faintest inclination of her head by way of
response, and silently pressed down a chord.

“There’s not much to tell, as a matter of fact,” said Mr. Sparrow, with
the little cough with which old gentlemen preface a story they are
anxious to relate. “Last Friday my clerk came into my room and said
that a gentleman wished to see me. He gave the name of Faradeane.”

“Faradeane! Dear me, how strange, really!” murmured Miss Amelia, who
would have made the same comment if the name had been Smith.

“Yes, Faradeane. It was quite unknown to me,” continued Mr. Sparrow,
“and the gentleman was quite as unknown. He was a young man and—and
a gentleman. There can be no doubt about that. I—er—think I know a
gentleman when I see him, Miss Amelia.”

“Indeed, yes,” murmured Miss Amelia, promptly. “Was he very young?”

“About thirty, I should say,” replied Mr. Sparrow, thoughtfully. “Yes,
about thirty. A London man; I should say, judging by his clothes. He
was very well dressed, very well, indeed. Plainly, but well. I gave
him a chair, and he came to the point at once by asking me if I were
the owner of The Dell. I said I was, with some surprise, for really I
had quite forgotten the little place. It has been shut up so long—it
must be just seven years since the last people left it; rather over
seven years. He said he had heard that I wanted to sell it, and asked
the price. I told him, and—eh—on the spur of the moment, taken so
completely by surprise, I stated a price which I cannot help thinking
was—er—rather low.”

“Then he accepted it?” said the low, sweet voice of Olivia, and Mr.
Sparrow started and colored slightly.

“I nearly forgot you were in the room, my dear Miss Olivia,” he said,
with a smile. “Yes, like the Jew who regretted he hadn’t asked more.
Yes, yes! He accepted, and at once! ‘If you will have the draft deed
made out, I’ll sign it,’ he said, quietly.”

“Dear me, how very sudden and prompt!” murmured Miss Amelia.

“Y—es,” said the old man; “but we lawyers are not accustomed to such
suddenness, and I—er—I felt it my duty to ask him for the name of his
legal adviser, to whom I might send the draft, and—er—for references.”

“Of course,” assented Miss Amelia.

The girl held her hands above the keys, and turned half round, as if
absently waiting for the sequel.

“Well, my dear Miss Amelia, I was very much surprised, indeed, by
his response to my very natural request. ‘Send the draft to me at
the George Inn, where I am staying,’ he said, quite quietly and
indifferently. Oh, quite! His manner was perfect, though—er—rather
haughty and reserved, perhaps. ‘Send the draft to the George. As to the
references, I need not trouble you with them, as I am quite willing to
pay any deposit—or the whole amount, if you like, here and now.’”

“Now, really!” exclaimed Miss Amelia, in a subdued murmur.

Olivia struck the chord softly, and smiled.

“Of course, such a proceeding was quite unusual
and—er—unbusinesslike,” continued Mr. Sparrow; “but it was scarcely
one I could object to. I was the vendor, he the purchaser, and—er—in
short, I declined to accept any money, and sent the draft to the George
the next morning. It came back in an hour, the deeds were engrossed
that afternoon, duly signed, and the money paid.”

“By check?” murmured Miss Amelia, with some shrewdness.

Mr. Sparrow nodded approvingly.

“No, my dear Miss Amelia, for if it had been a check I should probably,
as it no doubt occurred to you, have been able to learn something of
Mr. Faradeane through his bankers. The money was paid in gold and
notes, which are, to all intents and purposes, untraceable. Thank
you; one more cup. Two pieces of sugar. Thank you. In gold and notes.
So far, I think you will admit, the proceedings were—er—slightly
mysterious.”

“Charmingly so,” assented Miss Amelia.

“And they are nothing to what follows,” said Mr. Sparrow, with a
knowing nod. “Having obtained possession of The Dell, Mr. Faradeane has
had it put in repair throughout, and is now actually residing there!”

“There was only one thing more mysterious he could have been guilty
of,” said Olivia, with a smile. “He could have let it!”

“Wait a moment, my dear Miss Olivia,” said Mr. Sparrow. “There is
nothing mysterious in his living at The Dell, but the manner of his
living. In the first place, he is living there with only one servant—a
manservant; in the next, no woman is permitted to pass the gate. I must
give it as a fact. Old Mrs. Williams, from the farm, was stopped by the
manservant as she was entering the gate with some eggs and butter, and
informed, quite civilly, but firmly, that no female would be permitted
to enter the premises, and that for the future she must leave her
basket outside.”

“Good gra——” gasped Miss Amelia.

“More than that,” continued Mr. Sparrow, in a state of mild excitement;
“Mrs. Williams tells me that the place is barricaded as if for a siege,
and that a large mastiff is prowling—loose, actually loose!—about the
place, day and night.”

“Great Heav——” Miss Amelia tried to ejaculate, but Mr. Sparrow,
thoroughly warmed to his work, rushed on:

“I’ve heard, too, from several people, that lights are seen burning in
the windows nearly the whole night through. Indeed, the people in the
village—of course it’s very foolish—declare that Mr. Faradeane never
goes to bed. Several persons have seen him walking up and down The
Dell lane at the most unearthly hours. Now, Miss Olivia, what do you
think of the affair?” and the little man leaned back with an air of
satisfaction.

Olivia laughed thoughtfully.

“Yes, it is rather mysterious,” she admitted, to his palpable delight.
“Do you think that he is a coiner, or simply a gentleman suffering from
the pangs of a guilty conscience?”

Mr. Sparrow could not see the twinkle in the dark eyes, and as the
sweet voice was perfectly grave, took the question seriously.

“Well, I must confess that the thought did—er—cross my mind; I mean
in respect to coining; one reads such—er—extraordinary stories.”

“Ah, yes!” breathed Miss Amelia, with a delighted little gasp. “Good
gracious! fancy a coiner in Hawkwood! Of course you have hinted your
suspicions to Smallbone?”

Smallbone was the village policeman, who, if having nothing to do from
one year’s end to the other can produce happiness, should have been in
a continual state of felicity.

“Well—er—no,” said Mr. Sparrow.

“Perhaps it occurred to Mr. Sparrow, aunt, that even coiners are not so
utterly imbecile as to set about their work by attracting the attention
of all their neighbors,” said Olivia.

“Ahem! That is true! That is very true,” remarked Mr. Sparrow,
with a little cough. “And I confess that the counterfeit coinage
theory scarcely holds good. Mr. Faradeane does not give one the idea
of—er—that class of criminal.”

“Is he more like a burglar?” asked Olivia, with apparent innocence.

Mr. Sparrow shook his head.

“No, no, dear me, no! I think I said he was most distinguished-looking.
Quite—er—aristocratic, and—er—patrician. Remarkably good looking,
also.”

Miss Amelia pushed her chair nearer a book cabinet, and seized “The
Peerage.”

“Oh, I’ve looked through that,” remarked Mr. Sparrow, with charming
simplicity. “There is no mention of the name of Faradeane in that or
‘The County Families.’”

Miss Amelia closed the book with a gesture of despair.

“Is there no way of finding out something about him, dear Mr. Sparrow?”

“I know of none,” he replied, solemnly.

“And I can only think of one,” said Olivia.

Both pairs of eyes were turned upon her with eager impatience.

“Really! Now, what is that, my dear?” demanded Aunt Amelia.

“You might ask him to tell you his history,” she said, without moving a
muscle.

Aunt Amelia sunk back with a gesture of disgusted disappointment, and
Mr. Sparrow coughed.

“I—er—have reason to believe that the manservant was asked a question
or two——”

“By you, Mr. Sparrow?” said Olivia, still with the expression of an
innocent child.

The little man blushed.

“Well, not exactly; but my man Walker happened to meet Mr. Faradeane’s
man, and got into conversation.”

“And what did he say?” demanded Miss Amelia, eagerly.

“Well, I regret to say that he told poor Walker to mind his own
business.”

Olivia had only time to turn to the piano to hide the smile which
seemed to flash across her face and dance in her eyes like a ray of
sunshine.

“Well, I really never——Of course, no one will think of calling upon
him,” said Miss Amelia.

Again Mr. Sparrow colored guiltily.

“I—er—thought it my duty as a neighbor,” he said, hesitatingly, “to
just call. It was yesterday. The dog”—he shuddered, and screwed up his
slender legs, as if at some painful recollection—“the dog is one of
the largest and—most awful animals, and I am convinced if the servant
hadn’t come up at the moment, I——” He shuddered again. “He said his
master was out. I saw Mr. Faradeane walking in the orchard at the side
of the cottage quite distinctly.”

“Then he was out,” said Olivia, gravely.

“My dear Olivia,” exclaimed her aunt, “you seem to be quite anxious to
make excuses for this extraordinary young man; you do, indeed!”

“Well, it can’t be denied that he was out of the house,” said Olivia,
as gravely as before. “We usually look over the stairs and whisper to
the servants to say that we are not at home. For the future I shall
imitate Mr.—what-is-his-name’s veracity, and go out into the garden.”

“The man added that his master never saw visitors,” said Mr. Sparrow,
solemnly.

There was something so irresistibly ludicrous in the little old man’s
tone that Olivia’s gravity broke down, and she burst into a peal of
laughter. While it was ringing through the room, and the other two were
staring at her in startled astonishment and indignation, two gentlemen
entered. One—an elderly man, tall and thin, with gray hair and eyes
that had a look of Olivia’s in them—was her father, Mr. Vanley. The
other was a young man in flannels—a young man who would have been
good looking but for a remarkably faulty mouth and an expression in his
eyes which seemed to convey the idea to the spectator that their owner
was always on the alert listening and watching, and yet endeavoring to
conceal the fact.

As Olivia looked up and met the eyes fixed upon her with a sudden,
eager curiosity, then turned aside with as sudden an attempt at
indifference, the laughter died away abruptly and a sudden change came
over her expressive face. It was as if she had hardened it. A moment
ago it had been full of girlish mirth and abandon; now in an instant it
was eloquent of reserve and almost hauteur.

“What is the matter, Olivia?” asked Mr. Vanley, not irritably, but with
a touch of sober earnestness, almost amounting to anxiety, which was
always present with him. “What are you laughing at? Good-afternoon, Mr.
Sparrow.”

The young man came forward.

“Do tell us, Miss Olivia!” he said, throwing as much eagerness into his
voice as possible. “Pray let us share the joke.”

“It was no joke,” she said, calmly; and turning away, began to arrange
some music.

“Miss Olivia was laughing at me,” said Mr. Sparrow, almost plaintively.

“My dear Edwin—and you, Mr. Bradstone—you must hear this strange
story of Mr. Sparrow’s. Now, Mr. Sparrow, I insist!” exclaimed Miss
Amelia, clasping her hands in the latest “intensity.”

Mr. Sparrow was nothing loth, and Mr. Vanley sank into a chair with so
palpable an air of resignation that a smile flitted across Olivia’s
face. Perhaps that encouraged Bartley Bradstone, for he approached
her in a slow, hesitating kind of fashion, and talked to her in a
low voice—he was watching her cold, downcast face covertly all the
time—while Mr. Sparrow inflicted his story of the mysterious stranger
upon Mr. Vanley.

The master of the Grange listened in silence until the narration
was complete, and the old gentleman paused to see the effect of his
recital; then Mr. Vanley looked up and said, quietly:

“Not a very promising neighbor. One would think he was insane; not that
the purchase of The Dell is the act of a lunatic. It is the prettiest
little place in the country.”

He rose as he spoke, and, walking to the window, looked out pensively
at the chimneys of The Dell, which just peeped over the tops of his own
elms growing on the slope of the lane, at the bottom of which The Dell
nestled.

“Yes, it is,” said Miss Amelia; “and I am sure I have always wondered
why you didn’t buy it yourself, my dear Edwin, seeing that it is almost
within your own estate.”

Mr. Vanley’s face clouded for an instant, and he cast a glance toward
Bartley Bradstone; then he said, with a slight shrug:

“I have quite enough to worry about. Besides, I didn’t know that Mr.
Sparrow wished to part with it.”

“I didn’t—that is—I had no idea of it,” said the old gentleman,
nervously. “The—the fact is, this young man—Mr. Faradeane, I
mean—took me by surprise.”

“At all events, you have got your price for it,” said Mr. Vanley, as if
rather tired of the subject, “and I”—with a grave smile—“should in
all probability have beaten you down.”

“I’d rather you had bought it at half the price,” murmured Mr. Sparrow,
meekly.

“Well, well,” said Mr. Vanley, almost impatiently. “It is too late now,
and—there’s an end of the matter.” He turned to the pair at the piano,
and regarded them for a moment. “I shall be in the library if you want
to see me before you go, Bradstone,” he said.

Bartley Bradstone looked over his shoulder carelessly—too carelessly
for a young man addressing his senior.

“All right,” he said, “I’ll look in as I go.”
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Mr. Vanley was not only Bartley Bradstone’s senior, but his superior in
looks and status.

The Vanleys had held Hawkwood Grange for centuries, and there was no
name better known in Devonshire than that which the squire bore. Twice
a baronetage and once a peerage had been offered to the Vanleys; but to
a Vanley the old English and old Devonshire title of “Squire” was too
dear to be exchanged for any other, though it might be higher rank; and
so Squire Vanley, the master of the Grange, refused, and certainly was
not the less respected for his refusal of a peerage.

While as to Mr. Bartley Bradstone, as the French wit remarked, “He may
have had a grandfather, but no one has yet been found credulous enough
to believe it!”

Five years before this notable afternoon, Mr. Bradstone had purchased
an estate within three miles of the Grange. Perhaps it would be as
well to be exact, and explain that he had loaned money on the place,
and, foreclosing, got possession of it.

An old, but rather ramshackle house stood upon it—a house quite large
enough for a bachelor, by the way—but Mr. Bradstone pulled it down,
and in its place built a huge mansion which, by its highly florid
architecture, was far more suitable to South Kensington than North
Devon.

It was a tremendous place, all gables and turrets, and being built of
red brick, with white stone facings, was terribly conspicuous. Olivia
had remarked, the first time she saw it, which happened to be on a
blazing hot day, that “no one ought to look upon it, except through
green spectacles.” And she added that it would be useful in winter—to
warm one’s hands at!

The interior was decorated and furnished in strict accordance with the
very latest canons of the very latest art craze; and, as if to atone
for the red glare of the exterior, the inside was cold and repelling.

Mr. Bartley Bradstone, however, considered it perfection; and here he
settled down. The country people were shy of him at first. Devonshire
is celebrated for apples, cider and—exclusiveness. Nothing was known
of the newcomer, excepting that he was rich; there was no doubt about
that—immensely rich; and those who had been thrown into his company
were not prepossessed by him. There was that look in his eyes, for one
thing; and, for another, with all his careful dressing and studiously
“correct” manners, Mr. Bartley Bradstone did not seem, to the very
particular country people, to be—well, exactly a gentleman.

But after a time the squire, who had met him once or twice in the
market town, seen him at church, touched his hat to him at the meet—of
course the squire was the master of the hounds—at last the squire made
a formal call upon Mr. Bartley Bradstone at The Maples, as he called
the red monstrosity.

That which was good enough for Squire Vanley was, of course, good
enough for the rest of the county people, and Mr. Bartley Bradstone
was not only asked out to dinner, but, greater honor still, had the
gratification of seeing the best people of the neighborhood round his
own—new—mahogany.

He gave good dinners—too good, it was whispered; too many covers, too
many wines, with too much plate, and too many servants.

“It’s a pity,” remarked Lord Carfield to the squire, as they walked
home after one of Mr. Bartley’s dinners, “that there is no one to
caution these parvenus against overdoing it. Give you my word,
Vanley, I felt all the evening as if I were dining at one of those new
hotels in London, where they give you twelve courses, served in a gaudy
room, all gilt and white paint, and play music at you all the time.
I suppose you have twice as much plate? I have some”—the Carfield
plate was the boast of that part of Devonshire—“but we never think of
making a silversmith’s counter of our dinner-table every time we ask a
neighbor to dinner.”

“He means well,” said the squire.

“Just so,” said the old lord. “That makes it all the worse. It’s a
hopeless case.”

They were near neighbors, and an intimacy sprang up between Mr. Bartley
Bradstone, the millionaire, and the Squire of Hawkwood. The young man
would ride over—on a long park horse, which he rode abominably!—to
the Grange in the morning, and was often easily persuaded to stop to
lunch. Sometimes he would remain to dinner, a servant being sent to The
Maples for Mr. Bradstone’s evening clothes. Miss Amelia quite liked
him, and the squire, as has been said, was intimate with him; but he
made no way with Olivia. From the first moment she had seen him, when
her frank eyes had rested upon his restless, shifting ones, she had
kept him at a distance, so to speak.

If her father had brought home the village sweep to dinner, she would
have treated him courteously and extended a welcome to him; and that is
all she did to Bartley Bradstone. While he——! He was as much in love
with Olivia Vanley as utterly selfish man can be, and he had sworn to
himself that he would have her. Now, Bartley Bradstone, though he was
not a gentleman, though he overdressed, gave too elaborate dinners, and
made occasional mistakes in etiquette, was both rich and clever. The
man who had bought him for a fool would have lost his money. Olivia,
who despised him, was wrong in doing so. She should have been on her
guard and—feared him. All the while Mr. Sparrow was repeating his
story to Mr. Vanley, Bartley Bradstone was talking in an undertone to
her.

“It’s just a simple picnic, a rough affair, but I’ll promise you
shan’t be bored, Miss Vanley,” he said. “The squire is coming, and
he told me—that is, he said I might ask you. I hope you will come.
Lord Carfield is coming, and has promised to bring his son, Viscount
Granville. Lord Granville arrives at his father’s to-night. You know
him—the viscount, I mean?”

“Bertie Granville? Oh, yes. ‘The Cherub,’ as he is called.”

“That’s the man,” said Bartley Bradstone, with a faint flush. He would
not have dared to call him “Bertie” or “The Cherub.” “Well, he is
coming, and I hope to persuade Miss Amelia, too. But the whole thing
will be spoilt if you refuse.”

Olivia looked at him from under her lids—the look which makes a
man—that is, if he has a sensitive skin—feel as if he had been struck
by a whip. “I don’t quite see how my absence could spoil your picnic,
Mr. Bradstone,” she said, coldly.

He lowered his restless eyes, and caught at his upper lip with his
teeth. They were whole and even, but rather too large.

“I mean that it would be spoilt for me,” he said, and added, nervously,
“and—and for the rest, of course. Please say ‘Yes,’ Miss Vanley.”

Olivia looked straight before her, with that expression in her eyes
which belongs to the unfettered maiden spirit. “I will see,” she said,
calmly. “You are not listening to Mr. Sparrow’s story, Mr. Bradstone.”

He was too wise to press her further, and at once turned away toward
the old lawyer, and listened to him for a moment or two; then he turned
to the door with a contemptuous laugh.

“You’ve sold your property to some fellow who is in hiding from his
tailor, Mr. Sparrow,” he said. “Pity you didn’t sell it to me; I’d
have given you twice the sum for it this man has given. Shouldn’t be
surprised if we have the police down here directly looking for him.
’Pon my word, you ought to be more careful, Mr. Sparrow,” and with
a patronizing nod he left the room, pausing for a minute or two to
present his invitation to Miss Amelia.

This last straw broke down Mr. Sparrow’s back, and shortly afterward he
took himself off, feeling that he had, by selling his property to the
mysterious unknown, not only offended his neighbor, but actually lost
money!

“How nice of Mr. Bradstone to arrange this picnic, Olivia,” said her
aunt, when Mr. Sparrow had sorrowfully taken his departure. “He is
always so kind and thoughtful in planning these little parties. Of
course you will go, dear.”

“I don’t know,” said Olivia, absently.

She was standing by the window, looking down on the chimneys of The
Dell, as her father had done, and thinking of the strange character who
had become owner of the cottage.

“You don’t know! My dear Olivia, what a strange reply. Why shouldn’t
you go?”

“Why should I?” said Olivia, without turning her head.

Miss Amelia sniffed, and uttered the little cough which always served
as a prelude to the lectures which she frequently felt it “her duty” to
deliver to her niece.

“Now, my dear Olivia, I do hope that you will not permit yourself
to—to—disappoint our excellent young friend. It is evident that he
has got up this little affair in your honor, and it would surely be
ungracious to disappoint him. Ungraciousness, if I may coin a word,
in a lady is, my dear Olivia, unpardonable. Often and often have I,
at great inconvenience, accepted an invitation rather than appear
ungracious. And I do hope——”

“Is there any tea left, auntie?” broke in Olivia. “You forget me when
you are surrounded by your admirers.”

Miss Amelia bridled, then smiled, and simpered:

“My dear Olivia, how can you be so ridiculous? My admirers! I’m sure
Mr. Sparrow is old enough to be my grandfather”—in which case poor Mr.
Sparrow must have been a modern Methuselah—“and as to Mr. Bradstone,
it is not me whom he admires——”

“No sugar, thanks,” said Olivia, cutting in abruptly.

“No! Any one with half an eye could see who it is that he admires, and
whose society he seeks. And I must say, my dear Olivia, while I am on
the subject, that for a young girl, scarcely out of her teens, your
conduct is too cold——”

“This tea is cold,” said Olivia.

“Far too cold,” continued Miss Amelia, disregarding the interruption.
“Mr. Bartley Bradstone is a young man worthy of every respect.”

“It is a pity his horse doesn’t share your opinion, auntie,” said
Olivia, looking through the window. “It doesn’t appear to respect him
in the least. Some of these days it will carry its disrespect so far as
to throw him off.”

“Mr. Bradstone may not be a jockey. I repeat, he may not be a jockey;
but, all the same, he is a young man worth due consideration. Olivia,
do you forget that he is a millionaire—a millionaire!”

“Neither I nor he forgets it,” said Olivia, succinctly.

“Wealth—wealth, my dear Olivia, has its responsibilities and
its—its—I may say its claims to our respect.”

“Yes, I know,” said Olivia. “No one accuses you of forgetting what is
due to it, auntie.”

“No, my dear. I can lay my hand upon my heart——”

But Olivia had already stepped through the window, and what Miss Amelia
would do or say when she laid her hand upon her heart, must remain a
mystery.

Olivia paused a moment, looking out upon the view which stretched over
an exquisite panorama of wooded vales, and




“... Meadows all bedight

With buttercups and daisies, elves’ delight.”







Then she wandered down the broad garden path, and, with the same air
of dreamy self-communion, passed out by the lodge gate into the road.
Two dogs, which had been lying asleep on the lawn, had sprung up at the
sound of her light footstep, and followed her, barking and yapping in
frantic delight.

As she stopped to speak to and pet them, there came out from behind
the lodge a small pony-cart, in which was seated a young girl. She
was about seventeen, with a pretty, innocent face, from which a pair
of soft, brown eyes looked out appealingly. It was the lodge-keeper’s
daughter. She colored with timid pleasure at the sight of Olivia, and
pulled up the pony, who resented the operation, and made the courtesy
she attempted an impossibility.

“Why, Bessie!” said Olivia, going up to the side of the cart. “Are you
going for a drive?”

“Yes, miss,” replied the girl, with respectful affection alike in her
eyes and in her voice. “I am going to Wainford for father.”

“To Wainford?” said Olivia. “I am almost tempted to go with you.”

“Oh, Miss Olivia,” murmured the girl, with a rapturous delight, “if you
would!”

Olivia shook her head laughingly.

“I’m afraid I mustn’t, Bessie. Wainford is too far; I should be late
for dinner, and the squire would never forgive either of us. Never
mind,” she added, consolingly, as Bessie’s face fell from the dizzy
heights of eagerness to the uttermost depths of disappointment; “I will
go some other time. I have often wanted to have a ride with you behind
that famous pony. What a restless little monkey it is! Take care of
him, Bessie! But I suppose you understand each other?”

“Oh, yes, Miss Olivia!” said Bessie. “And you won’t come?” with a sigh.
“Well! Is there anything I can do for you, miss? Anything I can bring
you?”

Olivia was about to shake her head, when, divining that the girl would
be somewhat consoled for her disappointment if she had some errand to
perform, she said:

“Oh, yes, Bessie! Will you bring me a yard of ribbon to match this on
my hat?”

“Yes, miss,” said Bessie, brightening up. “To match exactly?”

“Oh, near will do” said Olivia. “Stay!” And, taking off her hat, she
clipped a piece of ribbon off a bow. “There, as near as you can get it.
I hope you will have a pleasant drive, and remember I am coming with
you some day—soon.”

“Oh, do, miss!” Bessie exclaimed, or rather jerked out, for the pony,
having completely exhausted its patience, declined to wait any longer
over such trivialities, and dashed off; and Olivia stood watching
Bessie’s frantic efforts to reduce the gallop to a trot, until the pony
and its pretty, innocent-faced mistress were lost in a bend of the road.

Then, all unconsciously, though she was thinking of Mr. Sparrow’s
account of the new owner of The Dell, Olivia wandered in that
direction, and it was almost with a start that she found herself within
a few yards of the gate, through which, according to Mr. Sparrow, no
female would be allowed to pass.

The Dell was one of those picturesque cottages which all of us have,
at some time or other in our lives, had a hankering after. It stood in
a hollow, shaded by some beautiful trees, and in a garden which was
literally ablaze with crocuses and hyacinths, and the spring flowers
which Wordsworth—and Lord Beaconsfield—so dearly loved. The roof was
of thatch, the windows diamond-paned, and the whole place as choice a
specimen of a country cottage as ever shone on painter’s canvas.

Olivia glanced at it for a moment, then turned aside to follow a lane
opposite the gate, when a voice called in accents of delighted greeting:

“Miss Vanley! Olivia!” and a young fellow sprang over a stile and ran
toward her.

He was young, not more than twenty, with bright blue eyes, and
hair—too short to allow it to curl—of a bright golden yellow. When he
smiled—as he was doing now—his whole face, eyes, lips, and even his
slight yellow mustache, seemed to smile, and his voice rang out soft
and musical almost as a girl’s. This was Viscount Granville, the Earl
of Carfield’s son and heir, though Bertie and the Cherub were his usual
appellations, bestowed on him by a vast circle of friends and admirers
of both sexes, who did their level best to spoil one of the sweetest
natures which Heaven had ever bestowed upon a lad.

Olivia went to meet him with a smile which Mr. Bartley Bradstone would
have given a thousand pounds to have called up.

“Why, Bertie!” she exclaimed.

“I’m the luckiest beggar in the world,” he said, laughingly, as he
wrung her hand in his own ridiculously small one. “Do you know I was
going up to the Grange; but I just stepped into the wood to see if I
could find an anemone or two—I know you like them—and I saw the dogs.
Now, fancy my meeting you, and having you all to myself to walk up to
the Grange with! But perhaps you weren’t going back? If not, let me
come with you, will you?”

“I’m not going anywhere in particular,” said Olivia, still smiling at
the fair, girlishly boyish face. “I’ll go back. Why, what a time it is
since I saw you!”

“Isn’t it! Isn’t it!” he responded, letting go her hand reluctantly,
and taking his hat off his forehead, which was the only part of his
face untanned. “I am so glad to come back. Yes, two years; seems like
twenty. Have I got very gray? Now, be candid, Olivia—I mean Miss
Vanley,” he corrected himself, with a blush.

“Why Miss Vanley?” said Olivia, blushing too, but looking at him with
her frank eyes in a sisterly way that was inexpressibly sweet.

“Well,” he said, raising his eyes to her face, “you—you have altered
so, you know.”

“Is that a polite way of informing me that I am gray?” said Olivia,
archly.

“You—you have grown such a woman,” he said, his blue eyes all aglow
with admiring wonder. “You were quite a girl when I left; at least, I
seem to remember. And now”—the pause was as significant as any verbal
finale could be—“I suppose I must mind my manners, and call you Miss
Vanley?”

“Better keep to the old name,” said Olivia. “Why, it seems only the
other day we used to play cricket together.”

“Yes,” he said, wistfully. “I suppose you’d rather die than play now?”

“Much rather,” she said, laughing. “And besides, look at my long dress!
But tell me all about yourself and where you have been and what you’ve
seen.”

“All?” he said, with a smile. “All right; but perhaps we’d better
sit down, for it will take some time; say three weeks. Oh, we had an
awfully high old time! Been everywhere. And everybody and everything
were so jolly, don’t you know. But I’m very glad to get back to the
governor and”—he glanced up shyly at the lovely face so intent upon
and absorbed in him—“and all of you. I wanted to come up last night
after dinner, but my father didn’t seem to care about my leaving him
even for an hour or two. And you are all well? You can’t tell how
jolly it is to come back to the old place. It’s all just the same. No,
it isn’t, by the way. What on earth is that big red place, like an
asylum gone æsthetically mad, on the hill?”

“The Maples, do you mean?” said Olivia, her face crimsoning for one
instant, ever so slightly. “That is Mr. Bartley Bradstone’s new house.
You don’t admire it?”

“Good heavens! it is like a blot of red with——” He stopped and
colored. “I beg your pardon, Olivia; perhaps he’s a friend of yours.”

“Oh, we know him,” she said, carelessly. “Isn’t it ugly; isn’t it? But
that is the only change, Bertie; you will find us just the same, and
very, very glad to see you.”

“Isn’t that just how you used to speak in the old times?” he exclaimed,
enthusiastically. “Now you’re the little girl with the long, black
legs——”

He stopped and stammered, and Olivia laughed. Suddenly the two dogs set
up a violent barking, and the two young people, hurrying to see the
cause, saw a huge mastiff with a broken chain attached to his collar
traveling down the road toward them.

It is needless to say that neither Olivia nor Bertie was alarmed; but
the dogs were very much upset at the terrific apparition, and, yelping,
half-indignantly, half-affrightedly, made a noise loud enough to rouse
the sleepers in Hawkwood churchyard.

“Is this one of your dogs?” asked Bertie. “(Be quiet, you two! Quiet,
Fritz; shut up, Folly!) It has broken loose and followed you, I
suppose?”

“It isn’t mine,” commenced Olivia; but before she—remembering Mr.
Sparrow’s story—could explain, a tall gentleman opened the gate of The
Dell, and came toward them, calling “Leo! Leo!”

The dog stopped instantly, and the owner seemed about to go back with
him, when, as if reluctantly, he came forward and raised his hat.

Olivia felt rather than saw his dark eyes fixed on her, and, lifting
hers, saw that this distinguished-looking man, with the handsome and
strangely grave and reserved face, must be “the mysterious stranger,”
as she had jestingly called him. He was young, as Mr. Sparrow had
said, but the dark hair was touched where it was cut close on the
temples with faint streaks of gray, and the eyes, with their singularly
impressive expression, were full of a reserved melancholy.

“I am afraid my dog——” he said, in a grave voice. Then he stopped;
and Olivia, looking up to see the cause, saw a strange thing.

On Bertie’s frank face were two expressions struggling for
mastery—astonishment, that might or might not have been recognition,
and a desire to crush down all sign of this recognition, if recognition
it was.

On the stranger’s face was simply a set look of almost grim
impassibility. No one, judging by his face, would have guessed that he
had ever seen Lord Bertie before.

The pause was only that of a second, a flash of time; and as he
continued his sentence, removing the steady gaze of his dark eyes from
Bertie to Olivia, his voice remained just the same unfalteringly grave
one. “I am sorry that my dog should have annoyed you; he has broken his
chain, as you see. I may add that he is particularly quiet, and would
not have attacked the dogs. Please forgive me.”

He raised his hat again to Olivia, she inclined her head, and, the dog
following close upon his heels, he turned and walked back to The Dell.

There was a moment’s silence; then Olivia, a little pale—why, she
could not have told—said:

“I forgot to tell you of another change. Mr. Sparrow has sold The Dell,
and that gentleman, I suppose, is the owner.”

“Really?” said Bertie, slowly, and without lifting his eyes to hers.
“What is his name?”

“Faradeane,” replied Olivia. “Do you know it?”

Bertie shook his head.

Olivia looked at him half-curiously.

“I fancied,” she said, “that you looked as if you knew him.”

For a second, for so short a time that the pause was imperceptible,
Bertie hesitated; then he shook his head.
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“Faradeane?” replied Bertie. “I never heard the name before.”

Nothing more was said on the subject. It was dropped as if by the tacit
consent of both; which showed plainly how much they were both affected
by the incident; for what would have been more natural than that they
should discuss the appearance and manner of this stranger who had come
so suddenly and mysteriously into their neighborhood?

Olivia could scarcely have told how much, or explained why, his
appearance had affected her. She saw him for a few minutes only, he had
spoken about half-a-dozen words, and yet she felt that if she were
never to see him again she should never forget the strange expression
of the dark, sorrowful eyes, or the peculiar music of the deep, grave
voice.

Mesmerism is a recognized fact; and if she had known anything of it
Olivia might easily have explained the sensation she felt as that
resulting from mesmerization. The dark eyes had seemed to penetrate
to her inmost heart, the voice to have set up an echo within her ears
which should never fade.

A shadow seemed to have fallen over both her and Bertie, and for a time
they actually walked toward the Grange in absolute silence. And for
Bertie to be silent was a very remarkable state of things.

It was in the midst of this silence that a voice was heard coming from
a walk behind the shrubbery. It was the voice of Mr. Bartley Bradstone,
and both Olivia and Bertie heard these words:

“It’s a deuce of a mess, a regular tangle; but we’ll get out of it.
Just trust to me——”

Bertie looked up at Olivia, and saw her start and her dark brows come
together.

“Who is that?” he asked, in a slightly lowered voice.

“That is Mr. Bradstone,” she said.

The same moment that gentleman and the squire came out upon them.

The squire started slightly, and Bartley Bradstone looked from one to
the other with the suspicious, searching look peculiar to him. Then the
squire’s face cleared, and he gave both hands to Lord Granville.

“Why, Cherub!” he exclaimed, in altogether happier tones than we have
hitherto heard him use. “Welcome back! How well you look, my boy!”

“Doesn’t he, papa!” exclaimed Olivia, eagerly.

“Why, you’ve—yes, you’ve actually grown,” said the squire.

“Oh, come now!” remonstrated Bertie, laughing and blushing. “That’s
rather too thin, even for me, squire.”

“But you have. How glad I am to see you! And your father—is he well?”
As he turned he caught sight of Mr. Bartley Bradstone, who was standing
looking at them with a half-sullen, half-jealous air, and the smile
vanished from the squire’s face. “I beg your pardon,” he said; “let me
introduce you to our neighbor and friend, Mr. Bradstone. This is Lord
Granville, our old friend Bertie, Bradstone.”

The two men exchanged bows; Bertie with a pleasant frankness and
cordiality, Bartley Bradstone with hardly suppressed sullenness.

“I was going to call on you to-morrow, Mr. Bradstone,” said Bertie. “I
am happy to make your acquaintance. My father tells me that you have
gone in very heavily for preserving. By George! it was time some one
did, for, begging the squire’s pardon, pheasants and partridges in
Hawkwood were getting very rare birds, indeed!” and he nodded with much
gravity at Mr. Vanley.

“Oh, yes,” said Bartley Bradstone, with an affected drawl. “I’m going
to preserve; it’s the duty of every country gentleman, I take it.”

Bertie looked at him quickly, and a shade of disapproval swept over his
handsome, girlish face. Bartley Bradstone’s voice was that of the cad,
and of course Bertie detected it.

“The squire hasn’t preserved as closely as he might have done,” he
said, rather gravely for him, “because he is too tender-hearted to the
village people.”

“The village people will find me a very different kind of customer if
they come poaching on my land, my lord,” retorted Bartley Bradstone.

Now, a gentleman, though he be a commoner, does not address a nobleman,
to whom he has been introduced on equal terms, as “my lord,” and this
time Bertie glanced coldly at the new neighbor, and, apparently now
quite satisfied, turned from him to the squire and talked with him.

They made their way to the house, Olivia and her father chatting over
old times and Bertie’s travels with Bertie, and thus Bartley Bradstone
was left out in the cold, or thought that he was. He stopped at the
bottom of the flight of steps and looked at his watch.

“It’s time I was going,” he said, sullenly.

The squire started.

“I hope you’ll stay to dinner, Bradstone,” he said, and the
preoccupied, almost anxious look which had been absent while he had
been talking to Bertie, came over his face again.

“No, thanks; I’ve got an engagement,” replied Mr. Bradstone. “Good-day;
don’t trouble, I can get my horse,” for the squire made a movement to
accompany him; and raising his hat a couple of inches to Olivia, who
bowed in silence, he strode off.

An awkward silence fell upon the three.

“That’s—that’s a very clever young man,” said the squire, with
a little cough; “very clever. I think you’ll find him quite an
acquisition to the neighborhood, Bertie.”

“Oh, yes,” said Bertie; “rather a—er—rough kind of fellow, isn’t he?
Not very good tempered, is he?” and he looked with a smile from the
squire, whose brows contracted, to Olivia, whose face seemed like a
mask in its cold reserve. “Not quite a—a gentleman?”

The squire bit his lips.

“Well—he is a very good-natured young fellow, and”—he paused
again—“very rich.”

“That’s more his misfortune than his fault, perhaps,” said Bertie, with
a laugh.

“Misfortune!” echoed the squire, in a strange tone; then he laughed. “I
don’t think he would so describe it. I rather think it is his fault.”

“I see,” said Bertie, easily. “Made his money himself, and all that.
Well, that’s in his favor, anyhow. I dare say he is a good fellow, and
it’s a capital idea of his, this preserving. Oh, yes! I like a man who
has made his own fortune, don’t you, Olivia?”

“It all depends,” replied Olivia, dryly.

The squire glanced at her, not impatiently, but anxiously,
questioningly, doubtfully.

“I’ve never heard a word against Mr. Bradstone,” he remarked, with a
querulousness which was so new to him that Bertie almost stared at him.
“He is the essence of good-nature, and has exerted it on—on several
occasions. I hope you’ll like him, Bertie.”

“Of course I shall—if you wish it,” said Bertie, promptly and heartily.

“I wish it?” repeated the squire, almost frowning; “why should I——”
Then he stopped short, and rather inconsistently said, with something
like irritation: “My dear Bertie, the man has settled here in our
midst, and—and is our neighbor. But don’t let us talk any more about
him. Come in. Of course you will dine with us?”

But, strange to say, Bertie, with a faint accession of color, pulled
out his watch and shook his head.

“I can’t, I’m sorry to say. I’ll come over to dinner to-morrow, if I
may.”

The squire looked disappointed.

“I thought your father would have spared you to-night, my boy,” he
said. “But come over to us to-morrow, then,” he added, as he shook his
hand.

Bertie lingered a moment or two beside Olivia, after the squire had
gone up the steps.

“What do you think of Mr. Bradstone, Olivia?” he said, in a low voice.

Olivia smiled faintly; then her brows contracted.

“Exactly as you do,” she replied, and held out her hand.

Bertie took it and held it.

“Yes? Then why on earth does the squire have him here,
and—and—praise him, and all that?” he asked. “I never knew him make
excuses for a cad before.”

Olivia looked straight before her.

“I give it up,” she said; “ask me another.”

Bertie looked at her averted face with a half-troubled questioning,
then his brow cleared.

“I tell you what it is, Olivia,” he said, as if he had found the
solution, “the squire is too good-natured by half, that’s what it is!”

“I dare say!” she said, quietly. “Mind, we expect you to-morrow!” and
covering him with one of her rare smiles as with a flash of sunlight,
she drew her hand from his clasp and ran up the steps.

Bertie watched her till she had disappeared through the French window;
watched her with an expression on his handsome, girlish face that made
it very sweet and tender with its reverent admiration; then, with a
little sigh of wistful longing, turned and walked quickly across the
lawn.

He passed out into the lane that led to The Dell, and stopping at the
rustic gate, pushed it open.

As he did so, a man dressed something between a butler and a
gamekeeper, came toward him.

“Can I see——” commenced Bertie; then he stopped, for the “mysterious
stranger” himself appeared in the doorway and walked down the path.

“Hallo! why, my dear——”

“Mr. Faradeane,” interrupted the owner of The Dell. “Come in, Lord
Granville,” and he opened the door.

Bertie, coloring with a look of mystification and bewilderment, passed
in and followed his host into the sitting-room of the cottage. The
latter shut the door, and placing his hands—they were long and white
as a woman’s, but as strong as a blacksmith’s—on Bertie’s shoulders,
gently forced him into a chair.

“Well?” said Mr. Faradeane, standing over him and looking at him with a
strange smile, which was as sad as the shadow that dwelt in his eyes.
“Well?”

“Well!” repeated Bertie, almost glaring at him. “My dear——”

“Faradeane,” interposed the other.

“What on earth does this mean?” continued Bertie.

Instead of replying, his companion took a cigar case from the
mantelshelf and tossed it to him, then slowly and deliberately lit a
pipe.

Bertie took a cigar, but instead of lighting it, stared round the room
at the old oak chairs and table, at the gun and pistol rack over the
fireplace, at the books in the bookcase, at the grave and singularly
handsome face of his host.

“A light?” said Mr. Faradeane, with a smile which was almost an amused
one. “Better smoke, my dear Bertie; there is nothing like tobacco on
these occasions.”

Bertie pliantly and helplessly lit his cigar, and, still staring at the
dark, thoughtful face, said:

“Well, this beats——”

“Cock fighting,” filled in Mr. Faradeane. “Fire off all your battery of
astonishment, my dear Bertie. Don’t mind me.”

“Yes; but I say!” exclaimed Bertie. “This is—don’t you
know—extraordinary! What on earth! My dear——”

“Faradeane,” put in the other, quietly.

Bertie sprang to his feet, but the strong, white hands fell softly on
his shoulders and forced him into his chair again.

“Take time, Bertie,” he said, grimly, “take half an hour, if you like.
But don’t forget that my name is Faradeane.”

Bertie leaned forward and stared at him for a moment in densest
perplexity; then he laughed.

“Confound it!” he said, “this is the strangest business; Why, my
dear——”

“Faradeane,” put in the other, with a faint smile. “I’m sorry to
interrupt you, Bertie; but if walls have ears, as they say they have, I
have the strongest objection to their hearing the name you will persist
in trying to shout. I know what you want to say, what you want to ask.
You want to ask me why I am living in this out-of-the-way place, and
why I decline—absolutely decline—to be addressed by any other name
than that which I have, I am afraid, rather obtrusively given you.”

“By George!” said Bertie, puffing at his cigar, “that’s just what I
do want to know! I parted from you rather more than two years ago
in London, and left you as jolly and chirpy as a cricket; well, not
exactly that, for you never were one of the mad ones; but you were
all right, at any rate, and now——It’s the strangest business!
Why, I scarcely knew you just now, when you came up with the dog;
you’ve—you’ve——”

“Aged so much!” finished Faradeane, with a grim smile, as he leaned
against the mantelshelf and looked down at Bertie’s bewildered face.
“Yes, I have aged, Bertie. But not so much as some people have done.
Didn’t Marie Antoinette’s hair turn white in two days? Whereas mine,
you see, has only got speckled in a couple of years. Still, I’ll admit
I am, as you say, changed.”

“What—what has happened, old fellow?” asked Bertie, in a lowered
voice. “I’m afraid you have had some big trouble——”

The other looked down at him and then at the floor, and appeared to be
considering some question. Presently he looked up again and shook his
head.

“I’ve been wondering whether I could bring myself to tell you my
story—the story of the last two years, Bertie; and I’m sorry to say
that I have come to the conclusion that I can’t. For two reasons:
First, because the recital would shock you, and cause me a rather
unpleasant half hour; and secondly, because the secret is not all my
own. I’m only a partner.”

“Secret! There is a secret! And you—you——”

The other held up his hand.

“Take care!” he said, warningly. “My man is just outside. I beg of you
not to speak my name.”

“No, no, I won’t. I will be careful,” said Bertie, flushing. “But you
have a secret—Faradeane! You who were always so—so——”

“Too ‘high and proud’ for that kind of thing, you were going to say?
Thanks for the compliment, my dear Bertie; but, alas! it is quite
unmerited. I have a secret, and I cannot tell it to you.”

“And it is of such a character,” said Bertie, slowly, and regarding him
with pained surprise, “that you feel compelled to—to——”

“Hide myself here like a poisoned rat in a hole,” put in the other,
calmly. “Yes, it is. It is so bad that it has put me out of the world
as completely as if I had turned hermit. The shady side of Pall Mall
and I have seen the last of each other, Bertie; I have bidden good-by
to the world you and I found so pleasant. Scarcely that, however, for I
left it so suddenly as to leave no time for good-bys.”

“Great Heaven!” murmured Bertie, still staring up at the handsome face
with its sombre, quietly resigned smile. “But—but why did you come
here? Why didn’t you go abroad?”

Faradeane smiled.

“For the best of all reasons. Because my pursuers, when I disappeared,
at once jumped to the conclusion that I had sought refuge on foreign
shores, and are now, I humbly trust, spending their time and energy in
scouring the Continent after me.”

Bertie almost groaned.

“Your pursuers!”

Such a word in connection with the noble form and face seemed, indeed,
incongruous and absurd.

“Yes, my pursuers,” said the other, gravely and quietly, “and now
you wonder what it is that I have done. I wish I could tell you,
Cherub, but I can’t. There are some things a man cannot bring himself
to confess, even to his dearest friend; this is one of them. And now
what will you do?” he asked, fixing his eyes intently upon Bertie’s
eloquent face. “I’ve told you enough to show you that my society is not
desirable, and that you will do wisely to get up and go. You see, after
all, it is a mistake on your part. The man you are listening to is not
the old friend you mistook him for, but only a certain Mr. Faradeane,
a perfect stranger who somewhat resembles that old friend. Take my
advice—I don’t offer it often—take my advice, Lord Granville; make a
polite bow, excusing yourself for intruding, and leave me.”

Bertie’s face grew crimson, and he sprang to his feet and laid his
small hand upon the broad, straight shoulder.

“Is thy servant a dog that he should do this thing?” he said, in a
voice that trembled with indignation. “What do you take me for, old
fellow?”

Faradeane put up his hand, and clasping the tiny one, pressed it in
silence for a moment.

“I might have known what you would say, Cherub,” he said, his voice
softening for the first time. “I might have known——Well, so be it!
But remember, remember”—impressively—“that it is, indeed, and in
truth a mistake, and that I am not the man you mistook me for. I am
Harold Faradeane, and you make my acquaintance for the first time
to-day.”

Bertie nodded, and dropped back into his chair.

“I—I consent,” he said, in a low voice. “Of course I consent. But is
there nothing I can do——”

“Nothing,” was the calm and instant response. “My case is beyond the
help of man. Neither you nor any one else can help me, Bertie. I have
got to ‘dree my weird,’ as the Scotch say, and—alone!” He looked round
the room slowly, then went on: “You asked me why I chose this place. It
was an accident. Knowing that the people who were hunting me”—Bertie
winced—“would jump to the conclusion that I had gone on the Continent,
I determined to remain in England. In the course of my wanderings I
happened to come upon this place. Its utter seclusion struck me; its
beauty—it’s pretty, isn’t it?”—Bertie nodded—“its beauty completed
the conquest. You remember, I was always inclined to the artistic in
the old days when I was not an outcast and a fugitive,” and he smiled.

Bertie sighed.

“You don’t know how it pains me to hear you talk like this, Faradeane!”
he said, in a low voice.

“And it costs me a great deal to talk like it, though I try to hide
it,” said the other, gravely. “I don’t think there is much more to tell
you. It isn’t much, is it, that I have told you?”

Bertie shook his head.

“And—and you mean to remain here? What will you do with yourself? Do
you intend to live in complete seclusion—to make no friends?”

Faradeane was silent for a moment.

“I shall remain here until chance puts my pursuers on my track,” he
replied. “What am I going to do?” He shrugged his shoulders. “That’s
rather a difficult question to answer, Cherub. I find time hangs rather
heavily on my hands; but I read a great deal, and I write. You know
I always had a knack of scribbling. And I have indulged myself in a
horse; he and I—it is a new one—are very good friends already. As to
friends of the human kind, barring yourself, Cherub, I must do without
them. If you like to take pity on the recluse, and run in now and
again, well and good; but no one else.”

“Great Heaven!” muttered Bertie; “and you—you who were so popular,
such a favorite with us all! I——Forgive me, Faradeane; but while I
have been listening, a possible idea has struck me.”

The other laughed.

“Yes, I know what you mean. You have almost doubted my sanity; have
felt inclined to set me down as mad.” He put his hands on Bertie’s
shoulders, and looked down at him with an expression which haunted the
light-hearted Cherub for many a day. “Bertie, I wish I were mad!” There
was a moment’s pause. “Yes, I wish I could persuade myself that it was
a horrible dream, and wake up——”

He stretched out his arms, and drew a long breath, then let them fall
to his side and turned away.

Bertie rose and went to the window. It is not “the thing” to exhibit
emotion, even on behalf of one’s dearest friend; but there was a
suspicious moisture in Bertie’s blue eyes.

He turned to him after a moment or two.

“One question more, Faradeane, about your affairs. They must give you a
great deal of trouble, anxiety. Can I do nothing to help you respecting
them?”

Faradeane shook his head.

“No, thanks, Cherub. Just before I fled I placed all of my business
affairs in the hands of Elsmere, my solicitor. He does everything; acts
as my other self, in fact, under a power of attorney, as they call
it. He is the only man who knows my whereabouts, or my present name,
excepting yourself, and I can trust you both, thank Heaven. I have
given out that I am a woman-hater—there is more truth in that, by the
way,” he put in grimly, “than you think; and my man has instructions to
allow no petticoat to enter the premises. I dare say the simple folks
down here will be rather curious; but they will get over it in time. At
present I rather think they imagine that I am a little mad, and give
me a wide berth. The dog, too, is supposed to be dangerous—he is as
quiet and gentle as a lamb, poor old fellow!—and so I fancy I shall be
left alone. And now that’s enough, and more than enough about myself.
Let us talk about a far more interesting subject—you; where are you
staying—what are you doing?”

“I am staying with my father,” said Bertie. “You have never met him?”

“No, I am glad to say,” said Faradeane, grimly. “I should not like him
to know me as I was—and as I am! Was that your sister with whom I saw
you this morning?” he asked, rather abruptly.

A beautiful rose tint suffused Bertie’s face.

“No, no!” he replied. “That was Miss Vanley.”

Faradeane nodded.

“The daughter of the squire here? I have heard of him through my man.”

“Yes,” said Bertie; “Olivia. Didn’t—didn’t you think she was very
beautiful, Faradeane?”

Faradeane turned to the fireplace to knock his pipe out, and nodded.

“Yes,” he said, slowly.

“I think she is lovely!” said Bertie, in a low voice. “Olivia was
always beautiful; but now—I hadn’t seen her for two years,” he went
on, “and—and she startled me. She has grown into a woman. I wish you
knew her, old fellow. She is as good as she is beautiful. She is just
the girl you would approve of, I know. You always said that women were
stupid; you wouldn’t say it of Olivia. Not that I mean that she’s
clever in the way of knowing all the things women go in for now; no,
not clever in that way; but—but——Oh, I can’t describe her! You must
know her to understand what she is like.”

The other man watched, with a smile, the handsome face, as it grew rapt
and enthusiastic.

“You have described her very well, Cherub,” he said, quietly. “‘To know
her is to love her, and to love her is a liberal education,’” he quoted.

Bertie’s face flushed.

“That’s just it!” he exclaimed. “You always put things so well,
Cly——I—I beg your pardon, I mean Faradeane!” he stammered.

“Be careful, Bertie,” said the other, gravely. “Try and get used
to my name. A slip at an unwary moment and I am”—he shrugged his
shoulders—“ruined. Yes, Miss Vanley is something more than lovely. It
is a face ‘that carries goodness in its eyes.’ You ought to be very
happy, Cherub.”

Bertie grew scarlet as a poppy.

“No, no,” he said, hurriedly. “You—you have quite misunderstood.
I—I——There is nothing between us—no engagement, I mean. I—I don’t
think, I’ve no reason to think, that she cares——Why, don’t you see,
dear old fellow, that I’m not worthy to—to——Oh, no!”

“No?” said Faradeane. “I thought——Well, you are still happy in loving
her,” he added. “Yes, though you never have an iota of hope, though you
may never dare to tell her of your love, though your lips may never
touch her hands, you are still happy in loving so sweet, so good a
woman.”

His voice had grown very earnest, and there was a subtle ring of pain
in it that found an echo in Bertie’s heart. He hung his head.

“I know what you mean,” he said, in a low voice.

“‘’Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all,’”
said Faradeane. “Better to have loved an angel from afar than——” He
stopped short suddenly. “But there’s every hope for you, Cherub,” he
said, with a smile.

Bertie shook his head.

“I did think once—that is, I have thought of her always, and while I
was away I sometimes plucked up heart, don’t you know, to fancy that I
might have a chance. But now I’ve seen how beautiful and queenly and
altogether too good for me——” He stopped with a sigh. “Besides, there
is some one else in the field,” he added, ruefully.

“Yes?” Faradeane looked at him inquiringly.

“Yes,” said Bertie. “There is a fellow there—confound him! I fancy he
is always at the Grange—a man named Bradstone. He has built that huge
furnace, The Maples.”

Faradeane nodded.

“I know. He is a financier, or something of that kind. I have heard of
him. But surely Miss Vanley——”

“No,” said Bertie, promptly, but with a troubled look. “No, I don’t
think that Olivia cares for him, or is even very friendly; but”—he
paused—“but the fellow is very much at home there, and the squire
seems to have taken to him.”

“I see,” said Faradeane; “but keep your heart up. From the glimpse I
got of Miss Vanley’s face I don’t think she is the girl to be smitten
by Mr. Bradstone. No!” and a grave smile flickered across his face as
he looked dreamily through the window. “No, I don’t think you need
be apprehensive in that quarter, Cherub. If there is any truth in a
woman’s eyes, Miss Vanley has a soul above the reach of such a man as
this Bradstone.”

Bertie laid his hand upon his arm and pressed it gratefully.

“This is just like you, old fellow!” he said. “You understand at once,
and—and always know how to sympathize and encourage a man. Thank you!
Thank you! Ah, I wish you would know her,” he added, wistfully.

For a moment Faradeane stood silent and dreamy, then he roused himself
and almost sternly said:

“No, no! by no means! And now, Cherub, you had better go. This is
long enough for a first visit to a man you have never met before,” he
smiled. “Some one has certainly seen you come in and will see you go
out, and will be—confound them!—curious. If you are asked—you see I
am obliged to coach you in falsehood,” he put in bitterly, “you can say
that you called to remonstrate with me for allowing that savage dog of
mine to be loose; and that, finding me rather a decent kind of a man,
you stopped to make my acquaintance.”

“Very well,” assented Bertie, sadly.

“And now, good-by,” said Faradeane, gently pushing him to the door.

Bertie held his hand for a moment or two in a firm grasp, and then
went down the path. At the gate he looked back. The tall, graceful
figure was leaning against the door-post, and there was something in the
attitude, something in the expression of the handsome Van Dyck face, a
suggestion of such terrible loneliness and hopelessness and despair,
combined with a noble kind of resignation and calmness, that the
Cherub’s tender heart throbbed with a sympathetic pain.

Harold Faradeane remained there lost in thought for a moment; then,
followed closely by the huge dog, he went back to the room, and, as
if with an effort to discard something from his mind, sat down to the
table and began to write.

He wrote for a few moments with that rapidity which indicates a stern
determination; then gradually the pen slowed off, and presently he was
absently sketching something on the blotting-pad.

Suddenly he started, and he gazed at what he had drawn, and a strange
expression—of fear, almost—leaped into his eyes. He had drawn an
outline, striking in its truth, of Olivia’s face.

With a kind of groan he sprang to his feet, tore the sketch into
fragments, and, striding to the door, scattered them to the winds.

“Great Heaven!” he murmured, with a bitter smile. “Bertie must be
right. I must be going mad! Stark, staring, raving mad!” and he thrust
his hands into his pockets, and leaned against the door with his head
drooping despondently upon his breast.

Suddenly in the silence of the gloaming—it was almost dark in the
tree-shaded Dell—a sound smote upon his ears, and caused him to look
up quickly.

It was the sound of a runaway horse, and no man who has heard it once
can ever mistake it. It was coming down the road in the direction of
the cottage. He ran down the narrow, flower-lined path, and vaulted
over the gate just as a small pony, with a light cart behind it, came
tearing up. Faradeane made a spring for the pony’s head, and caught
the reins. Even small ponies, when they are on the bolt, are tough
customers to tackle; and Faradeane was thrown to the ground. When he
got to his feet again after a sharp tussle, and still holding to the
reins with a grip of iron, he was shocked and horrified to see a slim,
girlish figure lying half in and half out of the cart.



CHAPTER IV.

A WOMAN-HATER.
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Dinner was over at the Grange, and Miss Amelia and Olivia were in the
drawing-room waiting for the appearance of the squire, who, for form’s
sake, lingered behind for a quarter of an hour in the dining-room to
sip a glass of the famous Vanley port.

It was Miss Amelia’s custom every evening during this quarter of an
hour to enjoy a peaceful snooze in an armchair carefully placed by
the footman out of the light of the lamps, from which she awoke on
the appearance of her brother to declare with a start that really in
another moment she should have been asleep.
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