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There were tears in the girl's eyes—tears of futile anger and despair.
The danger was so great, and yet safety was so near. If only the black horse
would stumble or swerve, if only she could work the bit into that iron mouth
and bring him to a standstill altogether. Her gloves were cut to ribands now;
the blue veins stood out on the slender white wrists.

And still the horse flew on down the rocky path leading to the lych-gate. He
would charge through the gate into the green old churchyard beyond, but no
longer with his rider fighting for life on his back. The arch of the lych-gate
would sweep her from the saddle with a blow that would crush the life out of
her. Mary Dashwood could see that plainly enough; she knew that she had only a
few more minutes to live.

She set her teeth and blinked the welling tears from her proud blue eyes.
She was not afraid—no Dashwood was ever afraid—but the pity of it!
She saw the great beeches rising on either side of the path, she saw the blue
sky beyond, the song of the birds came to her ears. And she was only
twenty-two, and life was very dear to her.

The moment was coming ever nearer. The black horse was thundering along the
straight downward path; the lych-gate was in sight. Mary discarded the idea of
throwing herself from the saddle; she would have only been dashed to pieces on
the rocks on either side of the road. She had been warned, too, not to take the
black horse. She bent low to escape an overhanging bough; her hat was swept
away; the shining chestnut hair began to stream from her shapely head.

There was a crackling of sticks in the wood on the right; surely, a hundred
yards or so ahead, a face looked over the high fence, the figure of a man was
holding on to the overhanging bough of an oak tree. Mary Dashwood wondered if
the man realised her danger. Perhaps he did, for he crooked a leg over the
bough and hung arms downward over the roadway. He was saying something in a
smooth, firm voice.

"Pull to the side of the road," said the voice. It almost sounded like a
command. "Drop the reins and clear your stirrup as you near me. And have no
fear."

The big horse thundered on. Despite her peril, Mary did not fail to notice
how strong and brown and capable the stranger's hands looked...It was all
done so quickly and easily as to rob the episode of romantic danger—two
hands, warm and tender, and yet firm as a steel trap, grasped the girl's
slender wrists, she was floated lightly from the saddle, and in the next
instant she was swaying dizzily on her feet in the road. The pride and courage
of the Dashwoods availed nothing now—it was but a mere woman who fell
almost fainting by the roadside.

She opened her eyes presently to the knowledge that a strong arm was
supporting her. A bright blush mounted to her proud, beautiful face. The colour
deepened as she saw the look, half admiration, half amusement, on the face of
her rescuer.

"Mr. Darnley," she stammered. "I—I hardly expected to see you here. A
little over two years ago, in Paris, you saved my life before."

"It is good to know that you have not forgotten it," Ralph Darnley murmured.
"And yet the coincidence is not so strange as it seems. I did not come to these
parts moved by any unaccountable impulse—I simply had business here. And
I was told that a walk through the park would repay me for my trouble. As I was
making a start out, through a copse I saw your predicament and hastened to your
assistance. A handy tree did the rest. The only strange part of the affair is
that you should be here, too."

"Nothing strange about that," the girl smiled, "seeing that the Hall is my
home."

It was a commonplace statement of facts, and yet the words seemed to hurt
Ralph Darnley as if they had been lashes to sting him. The honest open brown
face paled perceptibly under its tan hue. A dozen emotions changed in those
clear brown eyes.

"I—I don't quite understand," he remarked. "When we met in Paris two
years ago, Miss Mary Mallory—"

"Quite so. Mary Dashwood Mallory. But, you see, the head of the family was
alive then. He died nearly two years ago without any children, in fact, his
only son died years ago somewhere abroad—it was a rather sad
story—and my father came into the title and estates. He is Sir George
Dashwood now. You can quite see why he changed his name."

"Of course. Only you can see that I could not possibly know this. What a
grand old place it is, and what a grand old house! You must have grown very
fond of it."

"I love it," Mary Dashwood cried. The look of haughty pride had faded from
her face, leaving it refined and beautiful. "I love every stick and stone of
it, it is part of my very life. You see, I have practically lived here always.
As my father was in the Diplomatic Service, and my mother died young, it was
necessary for somebody to look after me. I spent my childhood here with old
Lady Dashwood, who has now gone to the dower house—such a wonderful old
body!"

But Darnley did not appear to be listening. He made an effort to recover
himself presently. He was like a man who dreams.

"I can quite appreciate your feelings," he said quietly. "I understand that
the Dashwoods have ruled here for three hundred years. It is a fine estate;
they tell me the heirlooms are almost priceless. And yet I am sorry."

The girl looked sharply up at the speaker.

"Why should you be sorry?" she demanded.

"Because it is the end of a dream," Darnley said. "I rather gathered in
Paris that your father was poor. The fact levelled things up a little. It is
just possible that you may remember our last evening together in Paris."

"I recollect," Mary said, the delicate colour flushing her cheeks again.
"But I thought that we had closed that chapter finally, Mr. Darnley."

"No. That chapter can never be closed for me. I loved you from the first
moment that we met, and I shall go on loving you till I die. I asked you to be
my wife, and you refused me. The future mistress of Dashwood could not stoop to
the son of a Californian rancher, though I happened to be an English gentleman
by birth. I hope I took your refusal quietly, though it was a great blow to me.
There can be no other woman for me, Mary."

"I am sorry," the girl said, "but see how impossible it is. Perhaps I am a
little old-fashioned, perhaps it is the fault of my bringing up. That like must
mate with like has always been the motto of the Dashwoods. These new people,
with their wealth and noise and ostentation can never cross the threshold of
Dashwood Hall. My father is fond of finance, but he never dreams of bringing
his City friends here."

Darnley smiled to himself. He recollected the days in Paris, when Mary's
father had been hand-in-glove with many a dubious French financier.

"We are wandering from the point," he said. "In any case your strictures do
not touch me, for I have no money. My poor father left me comfortably off, as
he thought, but my mine of silver is ruined now, ruined by a firm of City
swindlers whom I was fool enough to regard as honest men. It was a very bad
thing for me when I came in contact with Horace Mayfield."

It was the girl's turn to start guiltily. The beautiful face flushed once
more.

"I know Mr. Mayfield," she said. "He is the only one of my father's business
friends who comes here. We make an exception in his favour, because he is so
well connected. Frankly, I do not like him, but I thought that he—"

"That he is a cold-blooded and calculating rascal to the core," Darnley
said. "I trusted him, and he left me almost penniless. Many people will tell
you I am saying no more than what is actually true. And, because I am poor, I
came down here thinking to find a little something that belonged to my people
years ago. And so I met you, Mary, and discovered that I love you with the same
old pure affection, that will go on burning in my heart till I die. It may
strike you as strange that a poor man should speak to Miss Dashwood, of
Dashwood, like this. Mind you, I am young, and strong, and able, and I shall
come into my kingdom again. And love is worth all the rest; it is better far
than money, or position, or pride of birth. If I could hear you say that you
cared for me now! You are so beautiful; behind all your pride the woman's heart
beats true enough. May God grant that you meet the right man when the time
comes! I would give you up to him willingly and shake his hand on it. But to
think of your being the wife of some brainless nonentity, of some brutal
ruffian who has nothing but an old title to cover his moral wickedness, why the
thought is unbearable. Mary, I think I could find it in my heart to kill that
man."

The words came slowly and clear as cut steel. Calm as he was, Darnley's
tones vibrated with passion. He drew the girl towards him, and laid his hands
on her shoulders so that he could look down into the fathomless lake of her
blue eyes. Strange as it was, Mary Dashwood did not resent that which would
have been insolent familiarity in anybody else. There was something so strong
and dominating about this man; she thrilled with a strange tenderness and pride
in the knowledge that he loved her. True, on his own confession, he was
penniless, but then he treated the loss of his money in a way that only a
strong man could assume.

"I love you, dear," he said, very gently and tenderly. "I love you, Mary,
and no words could say more. I shall live to see the ice and pride melt from
your heart, I shall live to see the beautiful womanhood within you blossom like
a rose. The day will come when you will be prouder far to own a good man's
heart than you will be to call yourself a Dashwood. You may frown, but I feel
certain that my words will come true. And, meanwhile, I am afraid that there is
no hope at all for me, my dear."

"It is impossible," Mary said coldly. Yet her voice trembled and tears came
to her eyes. "Oh, I know that you are a good man and true, but you must make
allowances for me. And besides, love is only a name to me. I owe my life to
you, and believe me, I am too grateful for words. And if the time should ever
come—oh, how selfish I am. Look at your arm. It is bruised and bleeding.
It must have happened when you lifted me from the saddle. You must come up to
the house and have it attended to at once."

"I don't think—" Darnley hesitated; "yes I will. It's really nothing.
Let me catch your horse for you and we will walk across the path together."


CHAPTER II.—DASHWOOD HALL
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There were the lodge-gates at last, with the name of the Dashwoods carved in
mossy stone, and the great iron gates from the cunning hand of Quentin Matsys
himself. Beyond, the noble elms planted in the days of Elizabeth led to the
house, a great Tudor mansion with gabled and latticed windows covered with ivy
to the quaintly carved roof-tree. The gardens spread wide on either side; there
was a thick hedge of crimson roses bounding the park, and in its purple glory
the dappled deer reposed. Ralph Darnley drew a deep breath as he took in the
splendid beauty and serenity of it all. For three hundred years the reign of
the Dashwoods had lasted, and not a stain had shown itself on the family
escutcheon all that time. Darnley could excuse all Mary's pride.

"It is exquisitely beautiful," he said, with a slight catch in his voice.
"How vividly it recalls Tennyson's line—'a haunt of ancient peace.' I am
trying to make due allowances for your feelings, Miss Dashwood. If I had been
brought up here, my views would be the same as yours. I love old houses."

Mary smiled one of her rare tender smiles. Darnley's eulogy touched her. She
led the way through a great flagged hall, the walls of which were a perfect
dream of carving; from their frames dead and gone Dashwoods looked down. There
was oak carving everywhere, the ceilings were panelled, in the stained glass
windows masses of flowers stood. Ralph would have stopped to admire it all, but
Mary hurried him on.

"We will go into the breakfast-parlour," she said. "Then I will endeavour to
show you that I can be useful as well as ornamental. Excuse me one
moment—I must get rid of these torn gloves. Ring the bell, please, for
Slight, the butler, and ask him for warm water and towels."

Ralph laid his hand on the bell as Mary flitted away. The old butler came
presently, a thin little man, pink and white, the embodiment of what an old
servant should be. Ralph gave his directions clearly enough, but the man stood
there shaking from head to foot. There was joy and terror and amazement on his
face; the tears gathered in his rheumy eyes.

"Mr. Ralph!" he whispered, "Mr. Ralph come back from the grave! Come back
after all these years! What will the master say if he knows? I'm dreaming,
that's what is the matter; I've gone off my head or I'm dreaming. And after
forty years!"

The speaker came forward tremblingly and touched Ralph's hand. Apparently
the contact with warm flesh and blood reassured him, for the pink apple bloom
came back to his cheek.

"The same and yet not the same," he went on. "Stands to reason as forty
years must make a deal of difference. But you are Mr. Ralph over again all the
same. I loved him, sir. I mourned for him like a child of my own. I taught him
to ride; I taught him to use a gun. I had to stand between him and Sir Ralph
when the crash came. And you are his son as sure as there is a Heaven above
us."

"Not quite so loud," Ralph said. "Pull yourself together, Slight. I take it
you are old Slight about whom my father talked so often. He did not forget you,
Slight. On his deathbed he gave me a message for you."

"And so my dear Mr. Ralph is dead. Dear, dear. What shall I call you,
sir?"

"You are to call me nothing for the present," Ralph said. "I am Mr. Darnley,
Slight, and you are to be discreet and silent. I had quite left you out of my
calculation when I came here to-day; in fact, I had forgotten all about you. It
never occurred to me that you would discover the likeness to what my father was
forty years ago. I will ask you to meet me this evening, say, at half-past ten
at the lodge-gates, for I have much to say to you."

"And, meanwhile, is nobody to know anything about you, sir?"

"Not a soul. The present head of the house never saw my father. The only one
likely to recognize me would be the dowager Lady Dashwood, who is at the dower
house. I am placing myself and my happiness entirely in your hands, my faithful
old Slight, and I ask you not to betray me. Rest assured that it will all come
right in time. Meanwhile, I have hurt my arm, and I require towels and soap and
hot water."

Slight went his way with the air of a man who dreams. He came back
presently, followed by Mary Dashwood. She dressed Darnley's arm skilfully
enough. The touch of her fingers was soft and soothing. She was a tender and
feeling woman now, without the slightest suggestion of cold pride on her
face.

"I think that is all," she said quietly. "How brave and strong you are: how
little you make of your courage. And yet few could have done what you did for
me to-day. But I am forgetting that my father will be glad to see you. Let us
go to the library."

A tall figure rose from a mass of papers heaped on a table. Here in the
library was the same restful air of calm repose, the same patrician silence
that brooded over everything like the spirit of the place. A flood of sunlight,
tempered by the amber and blue of the stained glass windows filled the room;
the rays centered upon the tall figure with the thin white face and grey hair,
standing by the table.

"My daughter has been telling me everything, Mr. Darnley," Sir George said.
"It was well and bravely done of you...I am glad to see you in my
house."

Darnley murmured something appropriate; he hoped that the expression of his
face was not betraying his emotions. For the change in Sir George since they
had last met was startling. The old, jaunty, easy manner was gone, the straight
figure was lost, the iron-grey hair was white as snow. There were deep lines of
care and suffering graven on the pleasant face, a suggestion of fear, or
fright, or remorse. This was a man who carried some secret in his heart.
Darnley felt that he would have passed Sir George in the street unrecognized.
And yet the man appeared to possess everything that made life worth living.
Ralph ventured to offer some suitable comment on the house and the beauty of
the surroundings. A look of infinite sadness overcame the features of Dashwood
for the moment. The slender fingers clutched as if at something unseen, as the
fingers of a drowning man might clutch at a straw.

"Yes, it is perfect enough," he said dreamily. "A perfect house in a perfect
setting. And Mary loves it even more than I do. It seems almost impossible to
connect this place with sin and suffering and the sordid cares of
life—what is it, Slight?"

"A telegram for you, Sir George," the old butler murmured. "Is there any
reply, sir?"

Sir George murmured that there was no reply. He dropped the telegram in an
unconcerned way upon the table, but his hand was shaking again, and his
features looked terribly white and worn.

"From Horace Mayfield," he said huskily. "He is coming down to-day, on a
rather important piece of business, and will probably stay the night. By the
way, Darnley, it would give me great pleasure if you would dine with us this
evening."

Ralph would have refused. It would have been an exquisite pleasure to spend
a long summer evening with Mary in that delightful old house, but then it
seemed impossible to be under the same roof as Horace Mayfield. It appeared
strange that that handsome, plausible, well-bred scoundrel should be a friend
of Dashwood. Ralph was framing a courteous refusal when he became conscious
that Mary was regarding him with a pleading glance. Her face was weary and
anxious looking, her eyes were alight with an appeal for help. She was asking
Ralph to come, and yet she did not want her father to see how eager she
was.

"I shall be delighted," Ralph answered. "Half-past seven, I think. And now I
must be going."

Ralph turned away into the great dim hall followed by Mary. A ray of
sunlight fell upon her beautiful face and grateful blue eyes.

"That was very good of you," she murmured. "Mr. Darnley, Ralph, if I should
want a friend in the near future, I feel assured that I can rely upon you."

"I love you with my whole heart and soul," Ralph replied. "And some day you
will give that love to me. I would give my life for you, if necessary, and you
know it."


CHAPTER III—HORACE MAYFIELD
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The cloth had been drawn in the old-fashioned way, so that the candles in
the ancient silver branches made pools of brown light on the polished mahogany
of the dining table. Here were palms and flowers, feathery fronds, rays of
light streaking the sides of blushing grapes and peaches with the downy bloom
on them. The candle rays glistened somberly on deep ruby red wines in crystal
decanters; the table was as a bath of silver flame in a background of sombre
brown shadows. A noiseless servant or two, gliding about, ministered to the
wants of the guests. How peaceful, how restful and refined it all was, Ralph
thought, the only jarring note being the person opposite him, a clean-shaven,
hard-featured man with a glass screwed in his left eye. And what a hard, firm
mouth he had. He was quite at his ease, too, in Dashwood's presence; he chatted
with glib assurance to the man whom he had robbed as deliberately as if he had
picked his pocket. Actually he had met Ralph in the drawing-room an hour
before, with a smile and a proffered hand, as if they had been two men taking
up the threads of a desirable acquaintance.
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"She playfully asked him not to be too long."



Ralph's fingers had itched to be at the throat of the man, but he had to
smile and murmur the ordinary polite commonplaces. He shut his teeth together
now as he noted Mayfield's insolently familiar, not to say caressing, manner
towards Mary Dashwood. Sir George looked on and smiled in a pained kind of way.
He reminded Ralph unpleasantly of a well-broken dog in the presence of a harsh
master. It was almost pathetic to see how Dashwood hung on any word of
Mayfield. Surely there was some guilty knowledge between the two, some powerful
hold that Mayfield had on his host. It was with a feeling of relief that Ralph
saw Mary rise at length. He opened the door for her, and she playfully asked
him not to be too long, it was so lovely a night.

"I'll come with you now," Ralph answered. "I don't care to smoke, and I
never touch wine after dinner. I fear Sir George wants to talk business, which
seems to me to be a desecration on an evening like this. Shall we go
outside?"

"I think it would be nice," Mary said. "No, I shall not need a wrap."

She stepped through the double French window that led to the lawn. The full
light of the moon flashed on her ivory shoulders and played in gilded shadows
on her hair. As she looked upwards, Ralph could catch the exquisite symmetry of
her face. A desire to speak possessed him, a desire to tell the girl strange
and wonderful things. Here was his heart's object standing pale and beautiful
by his side; he had only to stretch out his hands and the flowers were his for
the plucking. It only needed a few words and the whole situation would be
changed. But Ralph was silent, he was too strong and masterful a man for that.
What he won he would win by sheer merit, by intrinsic worth alone. He could
have purchased the kisses and caresses for which his heart hungered, but he
knew that they would be no more than Dead Sea fruit on his lips.

"You are very silent," Mary said at length. "What are you thinking
about?"

"About you," Ralph said boldly. "I was thinking how beautiful you looked
with the fuller moonlight on your face. It is only when you recollect that you
are Miss Dashwood, of Dashwood Hall, that I like your expression least. And you
are not always happy."

"What do you mean by that?" Mary asked. There was a startled look in her
eyes. "Why should I not be happy?"

"Why, indeed! But the fact remains that you are not. I do not want to appear
inquisitive, but there is a worm in the heart of the rose somewhere. Mary, why
do you allow your father to ask Mayfield here when you dislike him so much?
Though you are exclusive and can show your pride, yet you allow that man to be
insolently familiar with you. He laid his hand on your arm to-night, and I
could have struck him for it. It is not as if you cared for him—"

"Oh, no, no," Mary said with a shudder. "I detest him. He is so cold and
calculating, you cannot chock him off. I thought that when I refused to marry
him—"

"Ha! I expected something of the kind. Mayfield is not the man to take 'No'
for an answer once he has set his heart upon a thing. I told you before that he
was a scoundrel, and I am in a position to prove it. Not that the fellow has
done anything to bring himself within the grip of the law—your City
rascal is too clever for that. And your father is afraid of him; he watches him
as a dog watches his master. If he is in the power of that man he must get out
without delay. He must raise money on the property—"

"He can't," Mary said sadly. "My father has not taken me into his
confidence. But you can see how much he has aged and altered lately, and you
looked quite shocked when you met this morning. I don't know what it is, but I
feel that some evil is impending over him. That is why I asked you to be my
friend. You see my father is not really a rich man. He has the income of this
fine estate, it is true. I believe he could get rid of Horace Mayfield if he
could raise money on the property, but that is impossible. Old Sir Ralph, my
great uncle, had a serious quarrel with his wife—that is the present
dowager Lady Dashwood, you understand. It must have been all Sir Ralph's fault,
for she is the dearest old lady. The heir to the property took the side of his
mother when the separation came, and left Dashwood Hall, declaring that he
would never see the place again. There is only one man living who knows the
whole facts of the case, and that is Slight. But his lips are sealed. The old
man loved young Ralph Dashwood as if he had been his own child. Ralph the
younger went off to America, and has never been heard of again. That was forty
years ago. When old Sir Ralph died two years ago, and my father came into the
property, no will could be found. So my father, being next of kin, succeeded to
the property and the rents of the estate. It is a settled estate, and each
possessor has only what is called a life-interest in it. Now it is just
possible that some day an heir will turn up. It is more than likely that young
Ralph Dashwood married in America, and left a family. Or he may be still alive,
and is waiting to claim, for his son, that which he declined to touch himself.
Most people know this, and that is why my father could never raise a penny on
the family property. If he could, he would not long remain under the heel of
Horace Mayfield. Oh, if we could only find a way!"

"I begin to understand," Ralph said thoughtfully. "If old Sir Ralph had died
leaving a will, things might have been very different. Is that what you
mean?"

"Partly. Sir Ralph died leaving a good deal of ready money. That will no
doubt come to us in time, but for the present we cannot touch it in the absence
of proof of the death of the youngest Ralph Dashwood. I mean the one who went
to America. Old Lady Dashwood says she is sure that her husband did leave a
will, and that he had divided all his money, with certain provisions. If that
will could be found, we should be in a position to get rid of Mayfield. What a
hateful thing this money is, and what misery it seems to bring everybody. But I
am afraid that I am very selfish and exacting. Why should I worry you with our
troubles?"

"My shoulders are broad, and I have very few of my own," Ralph smiled.
"Indeed, I am more interested than you imagine. As I told you to-day, I am a
poor man, thanks to one who is a guest here at the present moment. But, still,
don't forget the fable of the mouse and the lion. I may find a means of freeing
you from the net yet. But here come the others."

Mayfield emerged from the window on to the lawn. His cigar seemed to pollute
the sweet-scented night; he was talking loudly to Sir George.

"We shall know presently," he said. "The worst of living buried in the
country is that one is out of touch with telegrams and telephones. I told my
secretary to wire directly he heard from Worham and his partner."

"Don't let us talk about it," said Sir George in a voice that shook a
little. "Let us enjoy the beauty of the night...I began to wonder what had
become of you, Darnley. So you and Mary have been communing with Nature
together. You will have a cigar before you go?"

Darnley declined the offer. He did not care to stay any longer in Mayfield's
presence. And it was getting on to half-past ten, when he had promised to meet
Slight. He made his excuses and passed across the lawn in the direction of the
avenue. At the end of the rose garden he paused to look back.

He saw the picture of the grand old house standing out in the moonlight; he
could see Mary, pale and silent, a dainty figure in white and amber. He saw
Mayfield bend familiarly to her, and the girl draw coldly away. There was a
fierce tumult in his heart, a desire to go back and proclaim his story. He
could stretch out a hand, and put an end to all that without delay. But he
preferred to wait. He was going to win Mary, and wear her like a white rose on
the shield of a knight. He was going to bend down the barrier of her pride, and
win her for himself alone, as himself, and not as a man who had the advantages
of fortune on his side.

These thoughts filled his mind as he walked down the avenue. He knew that he
had far to go before the goal was in sight. He almost walked over a figure
standing just inside the lodge gates, and his thoughts came tumbling to earth
again.

"I beg your pardon, Slight," he said. "I was miles away just now. Let us sit
on this tree stump in sight of the old house and talk things over."


CHAPTER IV—A LEAF FROM THE PAST
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THE old man stood there in the moonlight, his face agitated and his lips
quivering.

"I can hear the master's voice again," he murmured. "Time seems to have gone
back with me. It is as if you had come like a ghost from the grave, Mr. Ralph.
And it was close here that your father stood, after the great quarrel, and
swore that Dashwood Hall should see him no more...And so you have come back
to claim your own, sir?"

"I must be very like my father, or what my father was like forty years ago,"
Ralph said thoughtfully. "Sit down, Slight, please don't stand looking at me
like that. I did not expect to be recognized in this way, and I am not here to
claim my own, at least, not in the fashion that you mean. My father chose
deliberately to forfeit his inheritance. My grandfather gave him the chance of
coming into his own again. But he always refused, as you know, Slight. And now
Sir George Dashwood reigns in his stead."

"The estate, the title—everything is yours, Sir Ralph," Slight said
doggedly.

"No, no. Forty years ago there was a great upheaval here. It was a quarrel
that could never be patched up or healed. At the bottom of it was family pride,
the accursed kind of pride that stifles every feeling of humanity and turns
hearts into flints as hard as the nether millstone. The upshot of that quarrel
was a permanent separation between my grandfather and the present dowager Lady
Dashwood; it drove my father into exile. It broke the heart of one of the best
and truest women that ever lived. And all this to keep from so-called
contamination the blood of the Dashwoods. Before my father went away he took
steps to make his sacrifice complete. He executed a deed cutting off the entail
of the estate, so that the late Sir Ralph could do what he pleased with
it."

"I don't quite understand that, Sir Ralph," Slight said.

"Don't address me by that title," Darnley replied. "Let me explain. Most
people believe that a family estate like ours cannot be left elsewhere. But if
the heir likes to execute a deed for the purpose of cutting off the entail as
it is called, why, the holder for the time being can do what he likes with the
property. My father did this with his eyes wide open, and you witnessed the
deed, Slight."

"I recollect it," Slight said slowly. He made the admission grudgingly. "It
was my task to deliver it into the hands of old Sir Ralph. If I had only
known!"

"You would have destroyed it. You would have carried your loyalty to my
father so far. But the deed was delivered to my grandfather and subsequently he
made his will. For twenty years there was silence between father and son, a
silence which was broken at length by the father, who wrote to the son and
asked him to return. Then Sir Ralph wrote once more to my father and said that
he would give the latter twenty years to decide. He had made a will at the same
date as that of the second letter, leaving everything to my father, provided
that within twenty years of that date he claimed his patrimony. If the date
passed, then everything was to go to the man nominated in that will. I need not
say that the man so indicated was Sir George Dashwood. In other words, if I
make no sign for six months, the property becomes his irrevocably. I can claim
the property as my father's heir, and I can produce that will as proof of my
claim."

"But the will was never found," Slight said eagerly. "We looked for a will
everywhere."

"It was hidden away. In old Sir Ralph's last letter to my father he
explained the hiding-place. I have only to let Sir George know where the will
is, and he is safe. For the will directs the finder to the repository of the
deed cutting off the entail, so that Sir George can prove his claim then to
everything. At present he has no more than the income of the estate, and I have
ascertained that he has many old debts to pay off. In addition to this he is
under the thumb of a scoundrel."

"Ay, that he is," Slight muttered. "We servants learn a great deal more than
you gentlemen give us credit for. That Mayfield means mischief. They say that
he's rich. But riches don't content him. He wants to marry Miss Mary. And she
can't bear the look of him. If only he can ruin Sir George, his path will be
clear. Miss Mary would break her heart if she had to leave this place. From a
child she was brought up here, she loves every stick and stone. And she was
always led to believe that some day it would belong to her, because her father
was the last of the old race, seeing that we all regarded Master Ralph as dead
and buried. And Miss Mary had dreams of being mistress here some day, and,
maybe, dreams, too, of a good husband and children of her own. Ay, it's a
terrible weapon this Mayfield has in his hands."

"So it seems," Ralph replied. "I know the rascal well, for he ruined my
father two years ago. Mind you, at that time, I had never heard of Dashwood
Park. I was merely the son of a Mr. Darnley who had done well silver mining in
California. Mayfield came to us in London and we trusted him, trusted him to
such an extent that nearly all we had passed into his hands. It was only on his
death-bed that my father told me everything, told me what my birthright was,
and how I could secure it, if I did not wait too long. So I came down here to
look about me, and to my surprise I found that I had met Miss Mary before in
Paris. Is she a favourite here, Slight?"

"Ay, indeed she is, sir," Slight replied. There was a ring of passionate
sincerity in his speech. "We all love her dearly. Strangers think that she is
cold and distant. It may be so. But we all know the heart of gold that beats
under that placid breast. It is in times of sickness and trouble that we know
of the angel in our midst. I'm not denying that Miss Mary is tainted with the
curse of family pride. But still...Ah, sir, if you ever looked out for a
wife, why there is the very one for you. You the head, and she the mistress. It
would be a happy day for me."

"That is just what I mean," Ralph said quietly. "Slight, I have been in love
with your mistress for two long years. And I am going to marry her some day.
But I have my own idea and my own way of leading up to that happiness. She must
care for me for my own sake, and not because I am Sir Ralph Dashwood, of
Dashwood Hall, and she a—pauper. No, no. My lady shall stoop to me, she
shall tell me with her own sweet lips that a good man's love is worth all the
pride of place, worth a dozen old families and a score of houses like this.
Then she shall know everything, but not before."

"And that will be too late," sighed Slight. "Before that Mr. Mayfield will
have ruined Sir George, and Miss Mary will marry him to save the old house. She
would make any sacrifice and face any degradation for the sake of her pride.
Though every fibre of her body may call out against the pollution of that man's
touch, she would smile at him before the world and pretend to be happy. It's a
dangerous experiment, Mr. Ralph, and don't you try it. I haven't lived in the
world for nigh on four-score years for nothing. If you love Miss Mary, and if
she comes to care for you, she'll care none the less because you are master of
this good old place. And if her father is ruined—"

"My good Slight, her father is not going to be ruined. Unless I am greatly
mistaken, he is exceedingly anxious to be rid of Horace Mayfield. I presume it
is a mere matter of money, and for the sake of argument call it £50,000.
Sir George owes Mayfield that sum. In the present circumstances he could not
hope to repay it. A disgraceful bankruptcy may follow, a criminal collapse
even, for Mayfield would not hesitate where his desires and interests are
concerned. But suppose I could show Sir George a way to get this money? In that
case he could rid himself of that scoundrel at any sacrifice. I have only to
let Sir George know where the will is hidden and he is free."

"It would be wrong, sir, cruelly wrong to yourself," Slight cried. "You
could never appear after that and claim your own. Sir George would be no more
than an innocent impostor. And you, the real master of Dashwood, would be
compelled to earn your bread."

"I don't see it exactly," Ralph smiled. "My father never intended to claim
his inheritance. He cut himself off from England deliberately. And after all
these years, would it not be a cruel thing to deprive Miss Mary of a home which
she has come to regard as her own? But I have made up my mind, Slight, and
nothing shall deter me from it. You may call me a visionary and a dreamer if
you like, but my hands are strong and capable, and I have been taught to use my
head. I want you to be discreet and silent; I want you to be my witness when
the time comes. I should not have taken you into my confidence, but that you
recognized me at once. All day I have been wandering about the dear old place.
I have studied all its ancient beauties. We can't wonder that Miss Mary has
come to regard it as part of her life. It has cost me more than a passing
effort to restrain my covetousness."

Ralph stifled a sigh as he looked about him. He could see the fine old house
clear cut against the sky; in the park the oaks and beeches hung like great
sentinels guarding the home of the ages. And it was so still and peaceful, so
suggestive of all that is worth having in life. A cry from somewhere broke the
perfect silence, the bleat of a sheep from distant pastures.

"It shall be as you wish, sir," Slight said at length. "I could never refuse
your father anything, and I can refuse you nothing when you look at me out of
the past with his eyes. But sorrow and trouble will come of this; you mark my
words."

"No, no," Ralph cried as he rose to his feet. "True and sterling happiness,
the death and destruction of the family pride which has been our curse for many
generations. I am going my own way to work and you are going to help me. Now
come and show me the big window in the staircase that my father used when he
wanted to leave the house late at night to visit poor Maria Edgerton, the
child-wife, the child of the people, who was killed by our family pride as
surely as if she had been murdered. My mother was a good woman, Slight, she had
her husband's respect and affection, but his heart was always with the girl who
suffered so much to become his wife. I hope that her grave has never been
neglected, Slight."

"No, sir," Slight said huskily. "We have seen to that—her ladyship and
myself between us. That is the window, sir, the big stained glass one with the
light behind it. You can get up on to the leads with the aid of the ivy. At the
bottom of the window is a brass knob. If you press it, the window opens
inwards, and there you are. But I hope you don't need to burgle your own house,
seeing that you are a welcome guest there. And, as I was saying just
now—"

The speaker paused, for the soft, rich silence of the night was broken by a
cry. The long drawing-room window leading to the lawn was still open; the
lamplight flooded on pictures and china and flowers. A figure came to the
window, a tall figure with upraised hands and hair wild and dishevelled.

"You scoundrel," the figure cried. "You have done this to ruin me!"
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The speaker's tones rang out with passionate vehemence. He stumbled down the
steps, into the garden, and repeated his accusation loudly. It all seemed
strangely out of place there, Ralph thought; it was no spot for sordid
emotions, and angry passions. The words rang clear and loud to the startled
vault of heaven; a blackbird started from her nest and flew across the lawn
with nervous twitter. Then another figure came from the drawing-room, the trim,
immaculate figure of Horace Mayfield.

"For goodness' sake, control yourself Dashwood," he said curtly. "There is
nothing in the world to make all this ridiculous fuss about. It is all the
fortune of war. We tried to get the best of these fellows, and they looted us
instead. It was no fault of mine that these cablegrams miscarried. My manager
has sold me—a thing that sometimes happens in the City. All we have to do
is to pay and look pleasant."

"But I can't pay, and you know it. Nobody understands the tenure on which I
hold the property better than you do. If I wait for the money, what
happens?"

"I am afraid it will be very awkward," Mayfield said. "People will refuse to
believe that you have been a victim of a fraud. They will actually regard the
fraud as your own. Whereas, if you pay up cheerfully, nothing can be said.
Personally, I am all right. I kept my name out of the business so that you
could have all the credit. Unfortunately, you will get all the blame as well.
There may not be a prosecution; of course, it is not an easy matter to get the
Public Prosecutor to interfere in these cases. The only thing for it is to take
the bull by the horns and get out of all by paying."

Sir George laughed in a bitter kind of way. He stood with his back to the
house, facing the man who had brought all this about. He seemed to be almost
beside himself with fury. The whole man was transformed.

"I have no money," he said, "and you know it. You have deliberately brought
me to this pass for purposes of your own. You have traded upon my love of
gambling to get me into your hands. And I might have been happy and comfortable
here. I was getting rid of my millstone of debt so nicely when you came along
once more. But for you, I should not stand here now outside my own home, an
honoured house for three centuries, a ruined and desperate man with a vision of
a prisoner's dock before me. You are a rich man—"

"Possibly, Dashwood. At any rate, I am in a position to find money. But
there is no kind of friendship or sentiment when one comes to business. You are
not a child that you can accuse me of luring you to your ruin. Still, I am not
disposed to take offence. I will undertake to settle the matter for you in
time. But you must have a joint guarantee and I want another person to become
security for you. You understand what I mean. If Miss Mary will be so good as
to give me her word—"

A sudden cry of passion broke from the older man. He seemed to lose all
control of himself. He dashed forward and smote Mayfield with fury on the
mouth. The latter staggered back a thin streak of blood trickling from his
under lip.

There was no outbreak, no display of passion, on the part of Mayfield. He
was surprised and shaken by the impetuosity of the attack, but he stood there
calmly, as he wiped the blood from his face. His features might have been
carved out of solid marble, and the full light of the moon heightened the
effect. In spite of his knowledge of the man, Ralph could not but admire him at
that moment. One who could keep his feelings under such control would prove a
dangerous foe.

It was a strange, weird scene altogether, terrible and repulsive by very
force of contrast. The environment was so quiet and peaceful, so exalted and
refined. Ralph stood as if rooted to the spot. He saw Sir George advance again,
he saw the hand upraised once more. All the pride of rank and place had fallen
from the man; he was transformed for the moment to a savage. Then Mayfield
caught the uplifted arm and held it in a grip like a vice.

"You will gain nothing by this," he said quietly. "You seem to forget that I
am a guest under your roof. Would you alarm your servants, would you have them
know what their master is, when all his passions are aroused? Come, sir, this
is not what one has a right to expect from the owner of Dashwood Park. You owe
me an apology—"

The words were lost on Sir George. He wrenched himself free, he turned and
faced the house with uplifted arms. The demon of anger still possessed him.

"I owe you nothing," he cried. "But for you I should be one of the happiest
men alive. If I had been content to pay off old debts by degrees nothing would
have happened. But I listened to you, with what result you know. You are a
trickster and a cheat, a liar and a knave. You have laid a trap for me, and I
have tumbled into it with my eyes open. What you mean to say in as many words
is this—unless I can procure the sum of £50,000 in a few days I
stand every chance of a criminal prosecution. You know exactly how I am
situated, you know that I am helpless."

"You are not in the least helpless," Mayfield said sternly. "To a certain
extent the fault is mine, and I am prepared to do all that is in my power. You
have only to say the word and the money is yours. Promise me that your daughter
shall become my wife, get her to say the word, and the situation is absolutely
changed. I neither admit nor deny your accusations. You could not prove
them—a jury would give a verdict against you, if you tried to do so. And
if Miss Mary does me the honour to become my wife—"

"Never," Dashwood cried. "Never in this world. Our women only wed honourable
men."

"Is that really so? And what manner of man will the world call you if I fail
to come to your assistance? Control yourself—listen to me for a moment.
Do you realise what will happen to you if I go away without coming to some
understanding? The police will come here and arrest you, it may be when you are
entertaining friends. They will take you away, with handcuffs on your wrists.
You will stand in the dock charged with a vulgar conspiracy to defraud innocent
shareholders, and the charge will be proved. And if you ever come out of gaol
again, it will be as a broken and dispirited man. It will be useless, when it
is too late, to look for any consideration from me, I am not likely to forget
the blow you dealt me just now. And, whilst you are raving like a lunatic, we
might be settling the matter comfortably over a cigar. You are a man of the
world; at least you will be once more when this fit of midsummer madness has
passed. Explain everything to your daughter if you like, put any face upon it
that you please. Agree to my conditions and you can sleep in peace to-night,
and every other night, for the matter of that. Listen to the voice of reason,
and I will forget the treatment I have had at your hands."

But Sir George was not listening. Apparently a terrible struggle was going
on in his breast. He could see now, how neatly and cleverly he had been
trapped, he could see that he had no remedy against the man who had schemed for
this position. And he was innocent himself of anything dishonourable. And now
to give his daughter to this man! The mere idea was horrible. The meanest hound
on the estate was far better off than Sir George at this moment.

"Do your worst," he shouted. His voice rang out on the startled silence. "Do
your worst. If I could kill you now, I would do so. You are not fit to live,
your presence is an insult to any honest man. I can see nothing, I am going
blind..."
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Sir George clasped his hands to his eyes; everything for the moment had
faded from his sight. The blood was rushing wildly through his head; there was
a din like the clang of hammers in his brain. He was beside himself with grief
and passion. His voice uprose again and broke the stillness of the night
horribly. What were his title and his old family worth now? It was all as
nothing, in the presence of this threatened calamity.

"Mary, Mary," he cried, "come to me. Come, whilst I have the strength left
to tell you the truth. To-morrow I shall be too weak, to-morrow I shall not
dare to give all this up. Come, and tell him that you will have none of
him."

The speech ended in a yearning scream. It was a strange setting for so
peaceful a scene. Ralph Darnley made a step forward, with the impulse to
interfere, strong upon him. Then a figure came between the light and the
window, and Mary appeared. She stood there, tall and stately in her white
dress; her eyes were filled with stern disapproval. She came slowly down the
steps and stood between the two men. She did not fail to notice Mayfield's cut
lip and the spot or two of blood on his gleaming shirt front.

"What is the meaning of this?" she asked. "Father, you don't mean to
say—"

"Ay, but I do," Dashwood said doggedly. "I struck him. Would that I had
killed him! There would be far less disgrace for the family in the end. I
struck him, and he took it quietly like the cur and craven that he is!"

"I hardly think that I deserve that," Mayfield said. "Whatever my failings
may be, you will not find a lack of physical courage amongst them. Sir George
has been very unfortunate in his speculations, and he chooses to blame me for
it. We only got the news late to-night. A man in whom we trusted has played the
knave, and Sir George is likely to suffer for it. To put the matter quite
plainly, unless your father can find a very large sum of money in a few days he
will probably be prosecuted. One can make any allowance for his feelings in the
circumstances, but that is no reason why he should accuse one of deliberately
laying a plot to ruin him. As to the assault upon me, why let it pass. In the
excitement of the moment—"

"Pardon me," Mary said quietly, "I heard my name mentioned. My father's
voice was raised so loudly that I could not help hearing something of what
passed. You did me the honour to say that I might avert the catastrophe."

"That is so," Mayfield retorted in the same self-contained manner. "In
certain circumstances I am prepared to stand by your father. I can say that it
is a misunderstanding so far as he is concerned, and that I am prepared to take
over the venture as it stands, and pay everybody who has lost confidence in it.
I could write to the Press and vindicate the honour of the man who stood in the
light of prospective father-in-law to me."

The girl's face whitened in the moonlight. Ralph could see the heaving of
her breast. She had taken in the situation like a flash of inspiration. There
was none of the grinning triumph of the successful rogue on Mayfield's face; it
was all being quietly and decorously done, but the grip of iron was there all
the same, the iron hand in the velvet glove. Mary essayed to speak, but words
failed her for the moment. Sir George stood between the man and his prey with
trembling hands outstretched as if to keep them apart. His lips opened, he
gabbled something too incoherent for understanding, then he collapsed like a
heap of black cloth on the grass. Something seemed to snap in his brain, then a
blank came over him.

Mary forgot everything else in the dictates of humanity. With a cry she
knelt on the grass by the side of the stricken man. Ralph came forward, slowly
followed by Slight. It seemed natural that he should be there at that moment.
Mary turned towards him instantly. Here was the friend in need that she so
sorely prayed for.

"It is some kind of seizure," she said. "My father had one two years ago in
Paris. He was warned then to avoid any undue excitement. Will you please help
me to carry him to his room? Slight, call a groom up and send him to Longtown
for a doctor."

"No occasion," Mayfield remarked. "Give me the key of the stables, and I
will take my car into Longtown and bring the doctor back with me. It will take
less time."

It was a weary two hours that passed before the doctor arrived. Still, his
account was a fairly cheerful one when it came. It was merely a case of rest
and quietness and careful nursing. Sir George had fallen into a kind of
troubled sleep.

Ralph turned to go. Mayfield had volunteered to take the doctor home again.
Slight was sitting with his master till Mary was ready to return. She stood by
the window leading to the lawn; that means of exit was as good as any other,
Ralph said.

"What were you doing outside to-night?" the girl asked keenly.

"We will go into that another time," Ralph suggested. "I did not mean to
listen, but I heard everything. Did I not tell you that Mayfield was a
villain?"

"I have felt it before now. Without any apparent cause for it, I have
detested that man. And he has always acted as if he had only to say the word
and I would consent to be his wife. On two occasions I have refused him. To
think that men should be such villains where innocent girls are concerned! Of
course, he has led my father into a terrible position, and my hand is to be the
price of his freedom. Ralph, I am so dreadfully, horribly afraid of that man!
How wonderfully he must have controlled himself when my father struck him! And
how cleverly he insinuated that he might be allowed to appear as my future
husband. I tell you I would give up everything to be free of this tangle. What
is my pride, what is my home here, so long as the happiness of a lifetime is at
stake!"

"That is a lesson that I have tried to teach you before," Ralph said
quietly. "Mary, I love you. The time will come when you will love me. If ever
you needed a friend in your life, you need one at this moment. I could show you
a way out, but after that I should never dare to claim my reward, because the
obligation in your eyes would be too great. I want you to care for me for my
own sake. Still, you need have no anxiety. Within the next few hours Mayfield
will be powerless to harm you."

"Ralph, you speak in enigmas. I pray you to be plain. Can't you trust
me?"

"My dear, in this matter I cannot trust anybody; by Heaven, I can hardly
trust myself. Ah, if you only knew how I love you and how great the temptation
is! But the reward that I am working for will be all the sweeter when the time
comes. Go sleep now with a calm mind, for I pledge my honour that things shall
be as I say."

Mary's two hands had fluttered out to Ralph. She was moved by the deep
sincerity of his words, for a broken smile, half respect and half affection,
quivered on her face. With an impulse that he could not resist, Ralph drew the
girl to him and laid his lips on hers. Then, with a sigh, he put her from him
and turned towards the window.
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